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KENYA MUSEUM SOCIETY
The Kenya Museum Society (KMS) is a non-profit 
members’ organisation formed in 1971 to support 
and promote the work of the National Museums of 
Kenya (NMK). You are invited to join the Society and 
receive Kenya Past and Present. Privileges to members 
include regular newsletters, free entrance to all 
national museums, prehistoric sites and monuments 
under the jurisdiction of the National Museums of 
Kenya, entry to the Oloolua Nature Trail at half price 
and 5% discount on books in the KMS shop.

The Society runs the KMS Shop in the Nairobi 
National Museum and regularly organises events 
such as an annual art show, weekend and day 
outings, children’s programmes, lectures, films and 
other activities to raise funds for NMK projects and 
for the development of exhibitions.

MUSEMS AND MONUMENTS OF KENYA
Museums under the National Museums of Kenya
Nairobi National Museum 
Karen Blixen House, Nairobi
Nairobi Gallery 
Kabarnet Museum, Baringo 
Kapenguria Museum, West Pokot
Kisumu Museum
Kitale Museum, Trans-Nzoia
Lamu Museum & Lamu Fort 
Loiyangalani Desert Museum, Marsabit
Malindi Museum, Kilifi
Meru Museum
Narok Museum
Shimoni Slavery Museum, Mombasa
Wajir Museum 

Some historic sites and monuments:
Fort Jesus, Mombasa
Fort Ternan, Koru, Kericho
Gede Ruins,Watamu, Kilifi
Hyrax Hill, Nakuru
Kariandusi, Gilgil, Nakuru
Kenyatta House, Maralal, Samburu
Koobi Fora, Lodwar, Turkana
Olorgesailie, Magadi, Kajiado
Rusinga Island, Mbita, Homa Bay
Songhor, Nandi
Thimlich Ohinga, Migori

Under the Constitution, some of these museums are 
being transferred to their respective county control.
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In 2018, members of the Kenya Museum Society par-
ticipated in a wide range of activities.  
 
Children’s Programmes
The Guided Tour of the Snake Park is one of KMS’ 
most popular events, so we offered it twice. Adults and 
children learned about snakes and tortoises as well as 
had the opportunity to handle several non-venomous 
snakes, including a juvenile python. 

The Embassy of Japan hosted a Special Origami (Japa-
nese paper folding) Day in August on the 73rd anniver-
sary of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki. Children were 
taught how to fold a paper crane, a symbol of Peace 
and longevity, as well as other animals, putting their 
concentration powers and hand eye coordination to the 
test.

KMS coordinated a customized tour for a Boy Scout   
group in October.  The boys enjoyed the bones in Pal-
aeontology, had a tour of the Snake Park and were able 
to hold several snakes and were shown, by Ornithol-
ogy, how to safely capture and ring birds and why it is 
important. 

Day Outings 
The annual City Walking Tour was again held on a fine 
February Sunday morning. Martin Wahogo makes the 
buildings come alive and presents the history of Euro-
pean settlement, governance and then independence, 
all through the city’s edifices, streets and parks.

A rather different tour, also focusing on Kenyan cul-
ture, was offered by The Kenya Quilt Guild.  Their ex-
hibition celebrated International Women’s Month in 
March showing the entire range of quilt art, from mod-
ern through traditional.

For our bird lovers, we offered a Guided Bird Outing in 
Nairobi National Park in April.  It’s truly amazing the 
diversity of birdlife as well as animals that live so close 
to our homes.  

And in June, when the weather is getting cooler in Nai-
robi, it was the perfect time to drive down Magadi Road 
and explore hot and dry Olorgesailie.  This 100-200,000 

Poster for the Quilt Society exhibition

Stone tools in Archaeology (photo Jill Ghai)
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year old site is world renowned as a stone tool 
factory and pre-historic camp site. Much has been 
learned about early Stone Age man by studying 
these tools over the decades since Mary Leakey 
‘discovered’ this site.

August took us in the opposite direction, towards 
Thika, to hike and explore Ol Donyo Sabuk Na-
tional Park.  This solitary mountain is an easy 
trek from Nairobi offering lovely panoramas 
across the Athi Plain plus spotting lots of birdlife 
with the help of our keen eyed guide.  As always 
an armed ranger accompanied the group as there 
are often Cape Buffalo on the mountain.

The Archaeology and Palaeontology Depart-
ments hosted behind the scenes tours in Septem-
ber for the general membership.  Kenya is the Cra-
dle of Mankind. NMK’s collection reflects that in 
its diversity of hominid and pre-hominid fossils 
and the range of artefacts which give these finds 
their context, for example determining what our 
human ancestors ate, or wore, or did by the tools 
and things they left behind.

Lecture Series
Professor John Cooper, a veterinary patholo-
gist, and his wife, Dr Margaret Cooper, spoke to 
KMS about their 2 years working with gorillas 
in Rwanda and the impact of the civil war there.  
They also spoke of the important role that Louis 
Leakey played in promoting the study of primate 
behaviour. 

At the Karen Country Club, Dr Louise Leakey 
spoke about the latest palaeontological discov-
eries and the impact of new technology like 3-D 
printers.  She is also a Director of the Turkana Ba-
sin Institute and talked about the role it plays in 
providing support services and local expertise to 
researchers so they can optimize their time while 
in the field around Lake Turkana.  

Karen Club also hosted Akshay Vishwanath, the 
Coordinator of the Save the Nairobi National Park 
Campaign. Akshay methodically and chronolog-
ically outlined the sequence of events, political, 
social and legal, that lead to the Standard Gauge 
Railroad being built through a protected Nation-
al Park.  He suggested that a lot could be learned 
from the successes and failures in the battle of the 
community and special interest groups to re-di-
rect the SGR away from the Park. 

The programmes at Muthaiga Club started off 
last year with an astronaut.  Dr Roberta Bondar, 
a Canadian neurologist, talked about her journey 
to become an astronaut and then about how see-

ing the Earth from space changed her perspec-
tives and priorities.

Sharad Rao, the former Chair of the Kenya Mag-
istrates and Judges Vetting Board and a former 
Dirctor of Public Prosecutions gave a talk titled 
‘Kenya - Then and now.’ He traced Kenya’s his-
tory from the building of the railway to Kenya’s 
independence in 1963. He said, echoing Gover-
nor Sir Edward Grigg’s words, that the railway 
is the beginning of all history in Kenya. He spoke 
of the racial discrimination the Asian community 
encountered, to the point that no European firm 
would accept him even for articles. He related his 
experiences in private practice to the time he was 
appointed the country’s DPP and the transforma-
tion that Kenya has achieved in the short space of 
just over 50 years. 

Then Washington Wachira, a National Geograph-
ic Explorer and TED Talk speaker, spoke to us 
about Eagles, or as he calls them, Carnivores on 
the Wing, and in particular, the African Crowned 
Eagle, the largest East African eagle.  He outlined 
the challenges these top predators face in this fast 
changing modern world.

Dr Isaiah Nengo, a professor at Stony Brook Uni-
versity in the US and researcher at the Turkana 
Basin Institute talked about his discovery of Ale-
si, a rare ape skull fossil.  It was announced as a 
major scientific breakthrough in the prestigious 
scientific journal Nature, ranked 41st out of the 
100 most important discoveries in 2017, yet re-
ceived little media coverage in Kenya.   He spoke 
of the skull’s importance in the very early story 
of man’s evolution and about why significant 
archaeological discoveries are undervalued in 
Kenya.

Donald Bunge, Wildlife and Operations Man-
ager at the Mount Kenya Wildlife Conservancy, 
spoke about saving the Mountain Bongo, Africa’s 
largest forest antelope, found only in Kenya.  He 
talked about their precipitous crash in popula-
tion leading to fewer than 100 living in the wild 
today, and of local and international efforts to re-
establish their population and bring them up to 
genetically viable numbers. 

Then Colin Church, former Chair of Rhino Ark 
continued the conservation theme.  He spoke 
to us about changing perceptions of forest uses 
and developing ways that local communities can 
benefit from forests while conserving them as 
critical national water catchment areas.  He had 
the vision that you could actually fence an entire 
mountain and fund it with a car rally.  In his 12 
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years at Rhino Ark, he oversaw the completion 
of the 400km long Aberdare electric fence and 
the beginning of the fencing of Mount Kenya 
and of the Eburru ecosystem.  

Weekend Trips
Narinder Heyer and Tish Newmyer again 
planned many excellent safaris this year.

The January trip to the Tugen and Cherengani 
Hills is a perennial favourite. Wonderful views, 
great walks, good birdlife and a chance to visit 
Iten and its track, the home of many of Kenya’s 
world class marathoners, always appeal.
February saw a group of us taking the new train 
to Mombasa. I went for the train trip, and then 
discovered Mombasa.  We stayed at the Mom-
basa Club, an unexpected treat, and toured the 

Rabai Museum, unfortunately under renova-
tion.  We had an excellent guided tour of the 
recently renovated Fort Jesus Museum and a 
different guide for the tour around Old Town 
Mombasa before our return to the train Sunday 
afternoon.  I’ll never forget that Mombasa traffic 
should never be underestimated.

Members spent April Fools Day in Meru Na-
tional Park. The self-catering KWS Bandas and 
Kinna Guesthouse are always welcoming.  Elsa 
the lioness, of Born Free fame, was released by 
the Adamsons into Meru Park and she is buried 
there.  It’s always an adventure to try to find her 
grave. This park has seen an increase in wildlife 
in recent years after the poaching devastation of 
the 80’s. 

A month later saw a group of us going to Keri-
cho and the Mau Escarpment.  We walked in the 
local Arboretum and had a tour of a large tea fac-
tory, then moved on to Koru where we stayed in 
the original 1920’s colonial house on the Homa 
Lime Company farm.  We had a tour of the farm 
operations, cattle and horses, the lime factory 
and some went horseback riding, all in a lovely 
tranquil setting. 

An overnight trip was planned the end of June to 
the lovely Sunbird Lodge after spending the day 
exploring Soysambu Conservancy. The vistas 
from the Lodge overlooking Lake Elementaita 
and the birds make the trip well worthwhile.

Another overnight trip in July took a group to 
Nyahururu and Thompson’s Falls then down 
the escarpment through Subukia to Maili Saba 
Camp on the edge of the stunning, silent Menen-
gai Crater, near Nakuru. 

A bongo with a distant 
view of Mount Kenya 
(photo by Mount Kenya 
Wildlife)

Sacred Heart Catholic Cathedral Kericho 
(photo by Magda Chrusciel)
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A second outing was arranged in July, to view 
the lunar eclipse under the clear skies around 
Lake Magadi. The Magadi Soda Company gave 
a tour of their soda extraction operations and 
many flamingoes were seen. An excursion to the 
Nguruman Escarpment and Lake Natron were 
planned for Saturday and Olorgosailie was vis-
ited by some on the return trip on Sunday.

The annual cold weather trip to Turkana was 
postponed this year from June, due to poor 
weather, till late August. This 10 day camping 
trip is an adventure: visiting Archer’s Post, Loy-
angalani, Marsabit, and this year featured a trip 
through the Chalbi Desert, Kenya’s only true 
desert. The terrain is unique and the wildlife 
pleasantly unexpected. 

Pelican House on Ol Pejeta was the destination 
for a self-catering trip in September. The diver-
sity of game on Ol Pejeta, the views of Mt Kenya, 
and seeing the use of mobile lion-proof cattle bo-
mas as an ecological re-generation tool make for 
an interesting trip.

In October, a group explored both Kilimandege 
and Soysambu Sanctuaries, which include Lakes 
Naivasha and Elementaita, staying overnight at 
Joan Root’s old house. Joan and Alan Root were 
famous nature photographers and moviemak-
ers.    

November saw KMS members visiting Mpala 
Ranch again. Mpala Ranch is divided between 
a working cattle farm and a research institute, 
funded by Princeton University in collaboration 
with KWS and NMK.  Grevy zebras, hippos and 
elephants were seen as well as a remote cave 
used by the Mau Mau in their fight for Kenyan 
independence. We also toured the research fa-
cilities and several research projects.

The New Year’s trip was to Samburu, Shaba 
and Buffalo Springs Reserves. Northern desert-
adapted wildlife, such as oryx, gerenuks, and 
blue legged Somali ostrich were seen as well as 
elephants. There was a talk about Joy Adamson, 
who was murdered in Shaba and some people 
visited the site of her last camp.  

All of these events and trips contribute towards 
raising funds for the projects that KMS spon-
sors at the National Museums of Kenya (NMK).  
However, the largest fund raiser of the year was 
the annual Affordable Art Show, sponsored by 

Safaricom, Commercial Bank of Africa and St 
Austin’s Car Rental and Service. An amazing 
364 pieces were hung and displayed in the Louis 
Leakey Memorial Building Courtyard, of which 
104 were sold. Over 1 million shillings was raised 
for KMS projects.

The ongoing renovation and outfitting of a Na-
tional Taxidermy Lab will continue through 
2019 and KMS’ new project is sponsoring an 
Exhibition on Bees, showing several different 
ways that bees are kept and honey harvested in 
Kenya.  After the initial set up at the Nairobi Na-
tional Museum, the exhibition will tour several 
regional museums. We were able to get a sneak 
preview of the exhibition. 

All these events are made possible by our dedi-
cated, hardworking office staff and KMS mem-
ber volunteers. I’d like to thank Lucy Njeri, the 
Office Manager, Dorothy Mkala, the Society Sec-
retary, Brenda Ramdas the KMS Museum Shop 
Manager, John Mbono the Shop Assistant, and 
our excellent KMS Council. Thank you. 

Chalbi Desert (photo by Tish Newmyer) 

At the Affordable Art Show 2018 (photo by Betty Press)
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NMK participated at 3rd KNATCOM 
Cultural festival
The Kenya National Commission for UNESCO 
(KNATCOM) ushered in the 3rd KNATCOM 
National Cultural Celebrations at the Jomo Ke-
nyatta Sports Grounds in Kisumu County from 
19th – 23rd September 2018. It was characterised 
by exhibitions, cultural performances, gallery 
viewing. Participants included the 47 county 
governments, relevant government ministries 
and agencies, universities, NGOs, civil society 
and the private sector. In addition to NMK hav-
ing an exhibiting stand, Omieri, the legendary 
snake was also on display (see below in this re-
port), and instantly became a showstopper and 
main attraction of the event.

NMK exhibits at Blue Economy Conference
Kenya hosted a high-level Conference on the 
Sustainable Blue Economy from November 26-
28, 2018 in Nairobi, in accordance with an an-
nouncement by President Uhuru Kenyatta, 
during the Third Session of the United Nations 

Environment Assembly held in Nairobi in De-
cember 2017. 

At the conference, NMK co-exhibited alongside 
Prince Hussain Aga Khan’s undersea photos en-
titled ‘Fragile Beauty’. 

Mr. Ceasar Bita, senior curator Malindi Museum 
and head of underwater and maritime archae-
ology at the National Museums of Kenya was 
behind the NMK exhibition, Amazing Wonders: 
Kenya’s Underwater Cultural Heritage. It mainly 
showcased underwater excursions to some rem-
nants of old shipwrecks at the Kenyan Coast. 

Safaricom, National Geographic launched 2018 
calendar sensitising on endangered species
On 7th December 2017, Safaricom launched 
their 2018 calendar at an event at Nairobi  Na-
tional Museum attended by among others the 
Director, Consumer Business at Safaricom, Syl-
via Mulinge, Taita Terer, Head of the Centre for 
Biodiversity  at the National Museums of Kenya 
and the Head of Advertising and Research at for 
some Fox and National Geographic TV chan-
nels, Baleseng Dlamini. 

The calendar launched falls under #thisismyke-
nya campaign which was in its fourth year of 
showcasing the country through the Safaricom 
calendar and #thisismykenya website. Every 
year, photographers were tasked with going 
round the country and capturing Kenya in a raw 
and undiluted form.

Safaricom partnered with National Geographic 
to carry out the exercise which kicked off from 
January to March 2018. NatGeo Wild featured 

Part of the Blue Economy Exhibition
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vignettes of animal species found in Kenya that 
were almost extinct. The same animals were fea-
tured on the Safaricom calendar.

Dr. Terer stressed the importance of conserva-
tion in order to avoid extinction. ‘At the National 
Museums of Kenya, we are the custodians of the 
past but it is also important to take care of what 
we have. We are also in the process of digitizing 
our records to educate a larger audience through 
our large database of information.’ In 2018, Safa-
ricom also partnered with Story Moja and Wild-
life Direct to roll out a school programme that 
sensitised school children on endangered spe-
cies.

Thimlich Ohinga gets world class recognition
The Thimlich Ohinga site was inscribed into the 
UNESCO World Heritage List in Bahrain in June 
2018. It is the 7th world heritage site in Kenya af-
ter Lamu, Mount Kenya, Kaya forests, Lake Tur-
kana parks, Rift Valley lakes of Bogoria, Nakuru 
and Elementaita, and Fort Jesus. 

The Thimlich Ohinga Cultural Landscape is 
a14th Century stone-built complex represent-
ing a unique dry stone architectural tradition of 
massive monumental walls. These constructions 
characterise the early settlement of the Lake Vic-
toria Basin. The walls exhibit meticulously ar-
ranged stones rising to a height of about 3.9m. 
They were built without mortar and have many 
complementary features that have made them 
survive for several centuries. Today, they have 
been preserved in an unchanged character. The 
complex is now partially covered under Savan-
nah bush land.

As indicated in the ICOMOS (International 
Council on Monuments and Sites) synthesis, the 
site was initially discussed during the 39th Ses-
sion of the World Heritage Committee held in 
Bonn in 2015. Through the committee’s decision, 

the site was referred for more work that includ-
ed, but was not limited to, augmenting the com-
parative analysis and extending the boundaries 
of the site.

Through the support of the World Heritage 
Centre and ICOMOS, Kenya received financial 
and technical support to revise the nomination 
dossier. As State Party to the World Heritage 
Convention, Kenya thanked the World Heritage 
Centre for its financial assistance and ICOMOS 
for its untiring support through numerous Sky-
pe meetings with the National Museums of Ke-
nya scientists. 

Further support was given by ICOMOS for a 
mission with the participation of experts from 
the University of Uppsala and the University of 
Nairobi, which enhanced the nomination dos-
sier.

With continued support by the advisory bod-
ies under the Convention, (namely ICOMOS, 
the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) and the International Center for 
the Study of the Preservation and Restoration 
of Cultural Property (ICCROM)) Kenya will en-
hance protection of this site and advance studies 
on the other fortifications within Western Kenya 
which has over 500 dry stone fortifications of the 
same time period as that of Thimlich Ohinga.

National Museums of Kenya also extends an in-
vitation to interested researchers in the discipline 
of archaeology and architecture to consider fur-
ther research on these drystone fortifications.

National Museums of Kenya’s corporate social 
responsibility activities
Kipepeo Project is a National Museums of Kenya 
initiative benefiting communities living around 
the Arabuko Sokoke forest. Local farmers are 
trained to trap and breed butterflies whose pu-

Parts of the walls at Thimlich Ohinga
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pae are exported to overseas markets. This is 
meant to in-build conservation energy that en-
ables farmers to act as custodians of the forest.

Despite challenges over the years, the project has 
shown tremendous increase in both production 
and revenue. As part of NMK’s corporate social 
responsibility, the institution supported the ed-
ucation sector in Kilifi North constituency where 
the majority of the butterfly breeders are based. 
NMK through the Kipepeo Project donated ex-
ecutive chairs and tables for teachers, desks, 
textbooks and exercise books for pupils.  NMK 
also donated football uniforms to three primary 
schools namely Mkongani, Gede and Mzizima.

The handing over was officiated by  NMK’s Di-
rector General, Dr. Mzalendo Kibunjia accompa-
nied by Prof. Mary Gikungu, Director National 
Repository and Research, Dr. Taaita Terer, Head 
Centre for Biodiversity, Mr. Athman Hussein, 
Keeper Antiquities, Sites & Monuments Coast, 
Ms Fatma Twahir, Principal Curator Fort Jesus 
World Heritage Site, Ms Saadu Hashim Coor-
dinator KeHTI, and Mbarak Abbdulqadir, Prin-
cipal Curator Gedi National Monument. Also 
in attendance was Kilifi North MP Hon. Owen 
Baya, Area MCA Hon. Changawa, and the head 
teachers of Mzizima and Mkongani primary 
schools.

Pomp and colour at the 6th Nairobi
International Cultural Festival
Culture is the characteristics and knowledge of 
a particular group of people, encompassing lan-
guage, religion, cuisine, social habits, music and 
arts. This was lived up to during the 6th annual 
Nairobi International Cultural festival that was 
held on 12th May 2018 at the Nairobi National 
Museum grounds. The aim of the festival was 
to bring people of different cultures around the 
globe together, to network and showcase their 
cultural heritage.

The festival, which was organised by RISSEA, a 
directorate of the National Museums of Kenya, 
under the theme ‘spirit of diversity”, attracted 
up to fifteen countries and different organisa-
tions namely; Argentina, Botswana, Chile, Chi-
na (Embassy and Confucius Institute University 
of Nairobi), Iran, Japan, Kenya, Mexico, Somalia, 
South Korea, Spain, Sudan, Switzerland, Thai-
land; ASAAVIK (Japan) [Anma Shiatsu Acu-
puncture Association for the Visually Impaired 
of Kenya], Light Academy (Turkey), Spanish-
Speaking Association, and House of Sushi (Ja-
pan/Kenya).

The festival was well attended by members of 
the diplomatic corps, who in their speeches ex-
pressed gratitude to the organisers for their op-
portunity to showcase their rich cultural heri-
tage, in Kenya. Nairobi Women Representative 
Hon. Esther Passaris, who also attended the 
festival, noted that the cultural festivals were 
important, as they united people from different 
cultures. She urged the organisers to hold such 
events in every county and promised to give the 
National Museums of Kenya Group (NAMUKE) 
support.

The Director Antiquities, Sites and Monuments, 
National Museums of Kenya, Dr. Purity Kiura, 
expressed her gratitude to all the countries that 
showcased their country’s culture, and urged 
them to continue doing so as it was because of 
them that the festival was a success.

The chief guest, representative of the cabinet sec-
retary for sports and heritage, chief administra-
tive secretary, Hon Hassan Noor Hassan, lauded 
the organisers for such an event that brought 
people of different cultures around the globe 
together. In his speech he assured the National 
Museums of Kenya, of continued support from 
the Ministry of Sports, Culture and Heritage.

Dancers at the international Cultural Festival 
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World Heritage Day celebrated at 
Nairobi Gallery
National Museums of Kenya in collaboration 
with the Nairobi City County held a tour of 
monuments and sites in the City to mark World 
Heritage Day in Nairobi on 18th April, 2018.

The tour of the City monuments and sites was 
done to mark the International Heritage Day, 
which is celebrated annually across the World.  
2018 theme was ‘Heritage for Generations,’ and 
it was aimed at encouraging people to under-
stand the importance of monumental sites.

Participants from Nairobi City County, Nairobi 
Museum and Nairobi Gallery staff were taken 
on a tour of the city to see places like Kipande 
House, the McMillan Memorial Library, the 
Jamia Mosque, Standard Chartered Building, 
Cameo Cinema, Stanbic Bank House, City Mar-
ket, the Galton-Fenzi Memorial, Muindi Mbingu 
Street, Wabera Street and Koinange Street.

At the event at the Nairobi Gallery the County 
Executive Committee Member for Commerce, 
Tourism and Cooperatives, Mr. Allan Igambi, 
said that Nairobi County’s was committed to 
making Nairobi a tourism hub like Paris and 
London, and spoke of a scheme to issue short-
term visas to enable visitors in transit to walk 
around the City and see the beautiful monumen-
tal sites.

Mr. Douglas Kiereini also spoke, on heritage.  
He called on the Nairobi County Government to 
plan for cultural festivals in the city in order to 
encourage city dwellers to learn more about the 
City’s heritage sites.

Chinese Academy of Sciences donates research 
equipment to the NMK Botany Department
The National Museums of Kenya received a 
donation of research equipment from the Chi-
nese Academy of Sciences (CAS). The official 
handover was held on 20th September, 2018 at 
the NMK Old Boardroom, was attended by Ms. 
Cao Ning the Deputy Director General Bureau 
of Facility Support and Budget of the CAS, Prof. 
Wang Qingfeng Director Sino-Africa Joint Re-
search Centre, among other professors and re-
searchers from China. NMK was represented by 
Prof Mary Gikungu, Director, National Reposi-
tory & Research, and Dr. Geoffrey Mwachala 
among other heads of department and botany 
staff members.

The CAS is one of the parties that signed an 
MOU in July 2014 alongside the China Africa 

Centre for research and education that was later 
renamed as Sino-Africa Joint Research Centre 
(SAJREC). This which is one of the nine overseas 
research centres established by CAS under a 
programme of cooperation in research and edu-
cation between African scientists and Chinese 
scientists located at Wuhan Botanical Garden (a 
unit under CAS).

Prof Mary Gikungu in her remarks pointed out 
the need for Geographical Information Systems 
training for researchers and scientists so as to 
help in mapping of natural resources across the 
country for easy management and monitoring 
of ongoing activities in such areas. ‘We look for-
ward to the inclusion of GIS training as part of 
the collaboration, as for the equipment we have 
received will surely enhance research as intend-
ed’ she concluded.

Some of the equipment was distributed to the 
Institute of Primate Research, which under-
takes research on bio-medical/animal welfare 
and conservation aspects using East African 
Primates. IPR is recognised as a World Health 
Organization collaborating centre in Human Re-
production and Tropical Disease Research. The 
donations were worth Kshs. 9 million.

Tour Operators FAM Trip
A team of 10 Tour Operators was invited to tour 
the Nairobi Heritage Circuit which comprises the 
Nairobi National Museum, Snake Park, Botani-
cal Gardens, Nairobi Gallery, Uhuru Gardens, 
Karen Blixen, Oloolua Nature Trail and Olorge-
sailie. The purpose of this Familiarization Tour 
was to highlight the circuit and expose tour op-
erators to the different products NMK has to of-
fer for inclusion in the tourism industry with an 
aim of enhancing product knowledge, increas-
ing visitation to the sites and creating awareness 
in the industry.

Tour operators intrigued by their tour
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Exhibitions

The ‘Rebirth of a Legend’ Exhibition
The Snake Park was buzzing with activity on 
27th March, 2018 during the launch of an ex-
hibition ‘The Rebirth of a Legend’, unveiling 
Omieri, the African rock python which has been 
preserved for 30 years since her death.  The 
exhibition, which lasted until end of August,                       
2018, chronicled the life of Omieri. It was also to 
help people learn about their environment and 
how to live with and handle snakes in general in 
case they appear in their vicinity, without caus-
ing harm to them or destroying their habitat.

The project basically looked at better ways of 
handling pythons when people come across 
them in day-to-day activities and not repeat 
what happened to Omieri who succumbed to 
burns suffered during a man-made bush fire on 
27th February, 1987.  Omieri, during her lifespan 
was an iconic creature and her legacy and fame 
should also be continued. 

Curiosity, wrong information and misconcep-
tions about her death inspired the museum 
to bring out the legacy of the python, particu-
larly because she died at the Nairobi National 
Museum while undergoing treatment after the 
burns inflicted on her body in her natural habi-
tat in Lower Nyakach. On 16th June 1987 at the 
Kisumu Museum, she was unable to feed hav-
ing developed an infection which turned out to 
be mouth rot. Weak and malnourished, she suc-
cumbed and died on 25th June 1987 at the Nai-
robi Snake Park.

Omieri was a long python especially associated 
with good tidings. She had seasons when she 
could move from highlands to lowlands, east to 
western part of Nyanza and vice versa. It was 
believed that each time she passed there would 

be rainfall even if the dry season had lasted the 
longest time possible. In Nyakach, Omieri would 
be rewarded with a goat to feed on. 

This unveiling was a milestone in preserving 
and showcasing Kenya’s most talked about but 
misunderstood snake due to lack of informa-
tion and evolving myths. Speaking during the 
unveiling, Senior Curator of Nairobi Snake Park 
and Aquarium, Albert Otieno said that the py-
thon will also be a huge attraction which was 
never accessible to the public. The snake is pre-
served using ethanol and weighed 58 kilograms 
and measured 5.3 metres.
(Insert photo Omieri)

Hon. Achie O. Alai, CEC, Tourism, Sports and 
Culture, Kisumu County Government, was the 
chief guest accompanied by Director, Tourism 
and Culture. In attendance were also Dr. Purity 
Kiura, Director, Antiquities, Sites and Monu-
ments and Mr. Rashid Galgalo, the Principal 
Curator, Nairobi National Museum and Albert 
Otieno, Senior Curator, Snake Park.

Gallen-Kallela on display at the Nairobi 
National Museum
As part of their centenary independence celebra-
tions on December 6th 2017, the Finnish Embassy, 
together with the Gallen-Kallela Museum and 
National Museums of Kenya launched an exhi-
bition titled Gallen-Kallela in Kenya. The exhi-
bition was showcased from November 22nd to 
December 15th 2018 at the Cultural Dynamism 
Gallery. Axek Gallen-Kallela was born in 1865 
to a Swedish-speaking family in western Fin-
land. At the age of 16, he left school to pursue art 
studies at the Finnish Art Society and afterwards 
trained in Paris for five years. After he finished 
his training, Gallen-Kallela’s works were exhib-
ited at some of Europe’s top events, and he trav-
elled extensively. In his early 40s, he wanted to 

reinvent his techniques away from Euro-
pean circles.

By this time, he had changed his name 
from Axel to the Finnish version Akseli. 
Tuija Wahlroos, Director of the Gallen-
Kallela Museum, explains: ‘He was in-
terested in promoting Finnish culture. A 
number of people changed their names 
around 1905-1907.’ Kallela was the name 
of his first log house and studio, which he 
added to his surname. Gallen-Kallela was 
considering travelling to the Far East, 
South America or Madagascar when, in 
1906, he met an artist from Reunion Island 

who told him about Africa. By June 1909, 
Hon. Achie O. Alai, and Dr. Purity Kiura Inspecting Omieri herself
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the Gallen-Kallela famil were on a ship headed 
for British East Africa. From diaries written by 
Gallen-Kallela’s wife, Mary, and their daughter 
Kirsti, historians have pieced together their life 
in Kenya.

The family lived on the outskirts of Nairobi in 
what is present-day Mathare, and, like Europe-
ans of the time, kept a large staff of local work-
ers. But Gallen-Kallela kept his distance from the 
British settlers. Meantime, despite frequent bouts 
of malaria, Gallen-Kallela’s creativity blossomed 
and he transitioned into a modern style of art. 
Comparing his previous and later works with 
the paintings done in Kenya, the differences are 
remarkable. His landscapes and portraits of eth-
nic people in Kenya are filled with light, bright 
colours, bold strokes and an impressionist feel. 
‘He was painting freely, but also showed how 
skillful he was,’ said Anne Pelin, the exhibitions 
manager at the Gallen-Kallela Museum.

The Kenya Quilt Guild exhibits majestic quilts 
at the Nairobi National Museum
The Kenya Quilt Guild exhibited exquisite quilts 
focusing around Kenyan history and culture 
along with modern, conventional and art quilts 
from the 8th to 26th of March 2018. The exhibi-
tion which was at the Creativity Gallery was a 
major crowd puller due to the diversity of the 
displayed quilts and designs.

This exhibition celebrating a craft mainly per-
fected by women was also part of the Nairobi 
National Museum’s programme marking Inter-
national Women’s month of March. The Kenya 
Quilt Guild is a vibrant cosmopolitan group 
of women, both beginners and advanced, who 
have joined together to improve quilting skills 
and to bond with others who share the same in-
terest.

Bomb Squad Group showcases NextGen
Exhibition
The Bomb Squad Group (BSQ) held the exhibi-
tion launching it with an interactive graffiti ses-
sion. The exhibition ran from 8th December to 
15th January 2018. The crew (BSQ) is a street art 
group consisting of young Kenyan artists. The 
group formed in 2011 and hails from the city 
streets of Kenya’s capital, Nairobi. It is com-
prised of members with a passion and love for 
art, specifically mural work and graffiti. The 
exhibition titled NextGen was BSQ’s first major 
exhibition. 

The public joined the artists and participated in 
interactive graffiti sessions at the Nairobi Na-
tional Museum’s Creativity Gallery.

NextGen was an exhibition about the next gen-
eration, a generation that has forgotten the beau-
ty of our culture. The artists use a variety of tech-
niques in collaborative and individual works to 
investigate how our culture is affected today by 
the mixture of traditional and technological in-
fluences.

BSQ showed museum visitors that street art is 
not only for vandalism but can be displayed in 
a museum gallery to express and address differ-
ent societal issues, in this case to portray how 
technology has affected our culture both posi-
tively and negatively.

BSQ have managed to carve a name for them-
selves as the most energetic, inspiring and cre-
ative art crew in East and Central Africa.

At the Bomb Squad exhibition
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Introduction 
Mt. Elgon in western Kenya, sometimes known 
as the Mountain of the Breast, is the second 
highest free-standing volcanic mountain in Ken-
ya, having been formed when the earth’s crust 
erupted creating the Great Rift Valley� 

The area receives fairly well distributed rainfall 
throughout the year and is therefore enshrouded 
in thick, enchanting forest.  This is in sharp con-
trast to the arid environment on the floor of the 
Kenyan Rift Valley system that has witnessed 
sustained archaeological research.   The caves at 
Mt. Elgon National Park have not been system-
atically excavated.  This is due to the wet condi-
tions, acidic soils and volcanic rocks thought to 

�	 Lundberg and McFarlane, 2006	

harbour few shelters or open-air sites capable of 
organic preservation.  As such, there are major 
information and chronometric gaps related to 
subsistence, settlement and other behavioural 
data necessary for understanding late Quater-
nary hunter-gatherer cultural adaptations in the 
Mount Elgon area.  

The significance of Mt. Elgon is derived from 
two factors.  First, Mt. Elgon area has several 
strata with geologic and hydrologic conditions 
that are conducive to the formation of caves and 
rock shelters and preservation of archaeological 
materials.  Second, it is common knowledge that 
the caves have sheltered humans in the past.� 
Chepnyalil Cave 

�	 Weatherby and Wilson, 1962; Odak, 1989.
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Figure 1: Locational map of Chepnyalil Cave Mt Elgon National Park
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In 2007, the Mt. Elgon Archaeological Project 
documented seven caves at diverse altitudes, 
configurations and formation processes. The 
objective of this field season was to examine the 
archaeological potential of numerous caves in 
the park.  This preliminary survey revealed the 
presence of potentially deep stratified deposits 
on the floor of Chepnyalil Cave.  The outcome of 
this visit not only confirmed the presence of well 
stratified archaeological deposits, but also iden-
tified potential research questions that could 
be resolved through systematic excavation and 
reconstructing the occupation history of this re-
gion. This cave contains cultural deposits and 
high densities of ceramics, stone artefacts and 
bones that extend back to the Late Stone Age.  
Excavation here suggests that the tropical high-
lands of western Kenya contain numerous pre-
viously occupied caves and rock shelters with 
good preservation and well stratified deposits.  

Chepnyalil Cave provides a stratified sequence 
capturing changes in African hunter-gatherer 
and pastoralists’ strategies through a series of 
subtle and dramatic climatic shifts.  Abundant ar-
chaeological deposits signal that people continu-
ously used the cave throughout the Holocene.  

Chepnyalil Cave has yielded archaeological ma-
terials mostly in the form of stone tools which 
appear to range from the Middle Stone Age to 
recent times. East Africa, and Kenya in particu-
lar, continues to hold centre stage in investiga-
tions that are geared towards human origins.  
Compared to other regions, East Africa has the 
most complete record pertaining to human, bio-
logical, behavioural and cultural evolution�  

Chepnyalil, in particular, preserves well strati-
fied cultural sequences consisting of lithic arte-
facts, faunal remains and pottery.  

The results from our research at Chepnyalil 
Cave have begun fill the knowledge gaps and to 
reveal the potential of East Africa’s high altitude 
settings, such as Mt. Elgon, to provide important 
contributions to understanding late Quaternary 
hunter-gatherer cultural adaptations. 

The archaeological record at Mt. Elgon, there-
fore, has the potential firstly to establish the re-
gion’s first Holocene cultural chronology that 
can be compared with better-studied areas of 
Kenya. It can potentially contribute to a regional 
environmental record, and, thirdly, to recon-
struct hunter-gatherer, farming and/or herding 

�	 White et al., 2003; McBrearty, 2002.

economics and social organisation during a pe-
riod of increasing climatic variability and com-
plexity.

Project setting 
The mountain is covered with vast areas of nat-
ural montane evergreen forest hosting diverse 
plant and animal species.  It is characterised 
by huge Elgon teak, podo and cedar trees that 
tower 80 ft (24 m) above the forest floor.� Over 
8,000 ft (2,500 m) above sea level (ASL) there is a 
large expanse of bamboo forest which gives way 
to open moorland above 11,000 ft (3,500 m) ASL, 
which is characterised by giant lobelia species 
unique to East Africa.  

Mt. Elgon is also known for its caves, which are 
frequented by the resident elephants that go in-
side the caves to mine salt). In the montane forest 
are numerous shelters and caves that penetrate 
the mountain at altitudes ranging from 6,200 ft 
– 9,500 ft (1,900 m -2, 900 m) ASL.  

On the eastern face of the mountain is a columnar 
basalt cliff commonly known as the ‘Endebess 
Bluff’.  This cliff is the end of a lava flow sev-
eral kilometres long and a kilometre wide. In the 
side of the lava flow is a series of caves and rock 
shelters. Chepnyalil Cave is at the foot of the cliff 
formed by the Endebess Bluff lava flow, on the 
northern side of the flow, and also on the north 
side of the Mt. Elgon National Park managed 
by the Kenya Wildlife Service. Most caves in Mt 
Elgon have a stream dropping from the cliff thus 
forming a sort of a waterfall over a section of the 
mouth of the cave; Chepnyalil is no exception.  
In a long dry season the stream dries up mak-
ing the cave temporarily uninhabitable.  Inside 
the cave are features which appear to resemble 
livestock enclosures. From the surface scatter, 
and the excavated material, it is clear that this 
cave must have been used by humans for many 
years.

Around Chepnyalil Cave the terrain is charac-
terised by a long steep slope down to the Kimot-
hon River valley bottom about a kilometre away.  
The cave has an extensive view over the plains 
to the Cherangani hills. The cave is difficult to 
access from either the right or left side, requiring 
a hike across a 45-degree slope. There is no clear 
geomorphologic evidence for assuming a differ-
ent topographic setting for Chepnyalil during 
the prehistoric occupation of the cave. Accord-
ingly, despite the cave’s commanding view, its 
very steep access may have posed challenges to 

�	  Hitimana  et al., 2004.
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its prehistoric occupants, particularly in trans-
port of large prey animals and other foodstuff.  

Ecologically, the site is located in an ecozone of 
several habitat types. The floral composition in 
the vicinity of the cave is dominated by moist 
montane forest, with trees chiefly in the genera 
Juniperus, Olea and Podocarpus, but also includ-
ing extensive bamboo forest cover. Below the 
foothill to the cliff formed by the Endebess Bluff 
lava flow, the forest gives way to more open 
bush and two-metre-high grassland and with 
scattered acacia trees and pockets of riparian 
woodland. The montane evergreen forest and 
bamboo are abundant in higher elevation areas.   
Different species of large mammals presently 
inhabiting the forest and grassland near Chep-
nyalil Cave and adjacent areas include elephant 
(Loxodonta africana), Cape buffalo (Syncerus caf-
fer) and tragelaphine antelopes, such as bush-
buck (Tragelaphus scriptus ssp. sylvaticus).  Defas-
sa waterbuck (Kobus ellipsiprymnus ssp. defassa) 
is also found. Among small mammals, duik-
ers are common in the foothill region.  Other 
small mammals, such as Abyssinian hare (Lepus 
habessinicus) and Abyssinian rock hyrax (Procav-
ia habessinica), are also present.  Species of suids 
documented in the forest include bushpig (Pota-
mochoerus larvatus), giant forest hog (Hyloch-
oerus meinertzhageni) and, occasionally, warthog 
(Phacochoerus africanus).   
  
Methods of data collection
The multidisciplinary project described in this 
report followed a logical progression of field-
work, laboratory analysis and interpretation.  In 
this report, we present the initial site description, 
methods of excavation and a general assemblage 
composition. The fieldwork component of this 
project involved survey and excavations where-
as the laboratory component entailed analysis 
of stone (lithic) artefacts, faunal remains and 
pottery fragments.  The recovered assemblages 
from Chepnyalil cave alone contain a large sam-
ple of systematically excavated assemblages and 
so it is essential that we present the excavation 
procedures and the analytical techniques. 

Given the variability in behavioural signatures 
exhibited by different subsistence groups, it 
was important that a representative sample size 
from the excavated assemblage was collected 
and studied.  This being the first systematic ex-
cavation at Chepnyalil Cave, it meant that there 
were no secure chronological controls that had 
previously been undertaken.  It was therefore 
essential that samples were obtained for dating 
so as to document the full range of prehistoric 

behavioural patterns among these ancient cave 
dwellers.  

The excavation team comprised a small group of 
highly skilled and experienced excavators from 
the archaeology section at the National Muse-
ums of Kenya (NMK), under the close supervi-
sion of senior researchers.  In an effort to engage 
communities living around the park in research 
and heritage conservation, three members of the 
local community were recruited to work very 
closely with the research team.  

Excavation trenches were selectively positioned 
over areas with surface scatters.  The excavation 
squares were aligned according to landscape 
gradient at the mouth of the cave near the drip 
line so as to take full advantage of the thickness 
of the target deposit interlude (Plate 1).  A total 
of four trenches (measuring 24 square metres in 
total) were excavated. The excavation grid was 
set at an arbitrary grid of 1,000 Northing: 1,000 
Easting: 100 Elevation (X: Y: Z) using a Topcon 
DT-209 digital laser theodolite that was actively 
synchronized with a handheld TDS Ranger Win-
dows CE device. 

As the mapping strategy was to use the cave 
as a single unit of analysis, a single datum was 
established at an elevated and prominent sec-
tion of the cave. All the excavation squares were 
therefore mapped into a single excavation grid.  
Each trench was excavated by hand-using an as-
sortment of tools ranging from trowels, dental 
picks and custom-fashioned wooden digging 
implements colloquially referred to as ‘Olduvai 
picks’. 

Excavation procedures were as follows: all stone 
artefacts, bones and potsherds (regardless of 
size) were mapped into three-dimensional co-
ordinates using the instrumentation mentioned 
above. Individual specimens were plotted in 

Plate 1: The excavation trench
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three-dimensional co-ordinates, collected and 
bagged together with a data card containing 
specimen provenance information, namely:  
site name, date specimens were collected, 
unique catalogue number and spatial infor-
mation (Northing, Easting and Elevation). A 
duplicate digital copy of the same information 
was added to our on-site database.  The exca-
vation was undertaken in 10 cm spits/layers.  
Where sediments were sterile, the arbitrary spit 
rule was maintained until another archaeologi-
cal level layer or a change in geological level 
was encountered.  In these instances, excava-
tion spits were adjusted depending on artefact 
concentration or time available.  At all excava-
tion units, sediments were dry-sieved through 
4mm sieves.  Specimens that were recovered 
while excavating but in a questionable spatial 
position, or which were found in screens while 
sieving within a one-metre excavation square, 
were placed into designated level bags. As re-
quired by Kenya law,� these specimens were 
transported to the National Museums of Ken-
ya archaeology section laboratory for analysis.  
The level bags were later individually sorted at 
the laboratory by a group of trained laboratory 
technicians.  This lengthy process proved to be 
highly productive since it resulted in addition-
al finds, significantly increasing the number of 
specimens.  

Below we present assemblage descriptions 
detailing the general assemblage composition 
and their archaeological implications. Detailed 
information regarding the behavioural impli-
cations and cultural affinity from the lithic, 
faunal and ceramic analysis will be reported 
elsewhere.  

Lithic Assemblage 
We excavated four-by-two-metre trenches to a 
depth of up to 0.65 m at the main square located 
at the cave entrance. A total of 3,071 lithic ar-
tefacts were recovered from Chepnyalil Cave.  
Information on raw material and typological 
composition of stone artefact assemblage from 
Chepnyalil Cave is presented in Tables 1, 2 
and 3.  Based on the recovered artefacts assem-
blage, significant (X2 =0.54, P=0.05) patterns of 
artefacts and raw material composition can be 
noted.

The most abundant raw material was lava 
which is lithologically similar to that from the 
parent rock that forms the main caves.  In total 
58.5 per cent (n=1,798) of lithic artefacts were 

�	  National Museums and Heritage Act, 2006, s. 30.

 

 

Table 1: Typological composition of stone artefacts assemblage from Chepnyalil Cave 

 

Raw 
Material 
/Tool Type  Basalt Lava Phonolite Quartz Chert  Obsidian  Total 

Angular 
Fragment  92 865 16 395 36 2 1406 

Whole Flake  140 873 4 473 84 0 1574 

Blade 1 2 0 1 0 0 4 

Reduced 
Cores 10 54 0 6 1 0 71 

Point 1 2 1 0 1 0 5 

Levallois 
Core 1 2 0 4 1 0 8 

Utilis 
Ecailes 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Scrapper  0 0 0 0 2 0 2 

Total  244 1798 21 880 125 2 3071 
Percentage  7.95 58.55 0.68 28.66 4.07 0.07 100.00 

 

Table 2: Lithic raw material composition from Chepnyalil Cave 

Raw Material  Number  % of lithic assembly 
Basalt  244 7.9 

Chert 125 4.1 

Lava 1799 58.6 

Obsidian  2 0.1 

Phonolite 21 0.7 

Quartz 880 28.7 

Total 3071 100.0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Typological composition of stone artefacts assemblage from Chepnyalil Cave 

 

 

Shaped Tools 
(n=12) 

Microlithics 4 0.13 

Outils écaillés 1 0.08 

Scrapers 2 0.06 

Points 5 0.16 

Debitage      
(n=2980) 

Angular 
fragments  

1406 45.7 

Flakes 1574 51.3 

Others           
(n=79) 

Levallois core 8 0.26 

Reduced 
cores 

71 2.3 

                                          
Total 

3071 100.0 
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made from lava.  Other raw material included 
basalt 7.9 per cent, quartz 28.6 per cent, and 
chert 4.1 per cent.  Aside from two flaked pieces 
made of obsidian, most of the lithic specimens 
from Chepnyalil Cave were non-diagnostic with 
cortical and non-cortical flakes. Shaped tools 
made from quartz and chert tended to be micro-
lithic and the artefacts often show traces of cor-
tex, indicative of being created from pebble-size 
nodules. The lithic assemblage had sharp edges 
and no rounded patination. In total there were 
eight pieces of Levallois cores made from differ-
ent raw materials. The rest of the raw materials 
were categorised as either angular fragments or 
hammer stones and grinding stones except for 
chert (see Table 2).  

Formal tools include bifacially and unifacially 
flaked points or pointed pieces, a retouched 
elongated Levallois flake and miscellaneous oth-
er retouched pieces (see Table 3).

The presence of Levallois cores and points from 
the excavated assemblage hint at a long archaeo-
logical sequence at Chepnyalil, as such artefacts 
typically date to the Early or Middle Pleistocene 
elsewhere in eastern Africa.�

�	  McBrearty and Tryon, 2005; Barham and Mitchell, 	

Faunal Analysis 
The faunal description presented here focuses 
on the in situ faunal assemblage comprising a 
full suite of body parts including both axial and 
appendicular elements. Teeth from different 
species were well preserved (Plate 2). Detailed 
results from the faunal analysis will be reported 
elsewhere (Ogola et al. in press).  Excavated fau-
na were well preserved with minimal sub-aerial 
weathering. 

Of the excavated faunal remains, 9.7 per cent of 
the Number of Identifiable Specimens (NISP) 
was maximally identifiable. Figure 2 presents 
the general composition of the faunal assem-
blage recovered from the excavation from Chep-
nyalil.  Identified and analysed specimens were 
classified into three categories: first, the speci-
mens identifiable to the exact taxon, account-
ing for 19.7 per cent of the maximally identi-
fied specimens or 5.9 per cent of the Number of 
Identifiable Specimens (NISP) of the total faunal 
assemblage.  The second group was assigned to 
the bovid size category.� Bovid size group two 
(20-80 kg such as goat and sheep) and three (100 
kg and above such as cattle) accounted for 3.6 

	 2008.
�	  Hayden, 1981.

General composition of the faunal assemblage recovered from the 
excavation from Chepnyalil

Plate 2: Teeth from different 
faunal remains from Chepnyalil 
cave 
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per cent of the maximally identifiable fauna 
based on NISP.  The last group was assigned to 
mammal sizes� groups two and three which ac-
counted for 1.06 per cent of NISP of maximally 
identifiable faunal material that was recovered 
from the caves.  Medium to large mammals may 
have been more abundant than indicated by 
these figures but were highly fragmented and 
difficult to identify to species level; the differ-
ence in number of elements tends to increase 
with animal size.  These patterns of fragmenta-
tion between large and small animals could be 
the result of susceptibility to fragmentation due 
to butchery and food processing techniques, 
post-depositional leaching and profile compac-
tion.  Long bone fragments and tooth fragments 
are the most represented category in the whole 
faunal assemblage.  This is expected because 
these parts are the dominant anatomical units 
in a carcass.  Across the taxa, there is a repre-
sentation of relatively equal proportions which 
suggests minimal differences in survivorship 
among taxa.  

In situ fauna specimens were sparse (n=184) 
at Chepnyalil, making comparable orientation 
data unavailable for the fauna. Because our fo-
cus in the analysis of fauna thus far has been 
on taxonomic identification of primarily cranio-
dental elements, detailed taphonomic analyses 
of these and other specimens will be reported 
elsewhere. However, our initial study of the 
recovered fossils indicates well-preserved bone 
cortical surfaces and, like the artefacts, the fauna 
also suggests complex taphonomic histories at 
these localities.  Based on field and preliminary 
laboratory observations, the type and range of 
bone weathering ranged from 0-1 of the Kay Be-
hrensmeyer weathering index.�  A very minimal 
two per cent of the faunal assemblage had car-
nivore damage, especially punctures and gnaw 
marks but also gastric etching was observed 
among the recovered fauna.  In future, a more 
detailed study should be initiated to assess the 
relative contribution of the different accumula-
tion agents to the faunal assemblages at Chep-
nyalil Cave.  

Dating
Two samples were collected for Optical Stimu-
lated Luminesce (OSL) analysis in 2011 and 2013 
and analysed at the Department of Geology, 
Kansas State University and the Scottish Univer-
sities Environmental Research Centre (SUERC) 
respectively. In 2013, a portable gamma ray 

�	  Bunn, 1981.
�	  Behrensmeyer, 1978.

detector and spectrographic equipment were 
brought to the field. As expected the environ-
mental (natural background) gamma ray dose 
rate was slightly higher than normal.  The dates 
from the two analyses are as listed below: 

Kansas Laboratory 2011
ID# 2995	 Depth 99.89 HOD, 11 cm	 13,389 BC 
		  (15.4 ka before 2011)
ID# 2984	 Depth 99.26 HOD, 74 cm	 21,189 BC 
		  (23.2 ka before 2011)

SUERC Laboratory 2013
ID# 2612	 Depth 100.29 HOD 75 cm 	 18,000+BC 
		  (20 ka BP 1950)
ID#2613	 Depth 99.84 HOD 16 cm	 3,890 BC 
		  (5.84 ka BP 1950)

There is a significant variation among the two 
dates from two different laboratories which can-
not be ignored.  The Kansas laboratory 2011 sam-
ples were taken without the benefit of a portable 
gamma ray detector and spectrographic equip-
ment and are therefore not reliable. It is also like-
ly that the pairing of samples was incorrect or 
that the assumption that the samples were taken 
very close to each other from the same strata is 
incorrect.  There is need therefore to undertake 
more analyses, especially multi-sample, and to 
employ a different technique.

Pottery 
Pottery comprised 3.6 per cent (n=135) of the re-
covered assemblage from Chepnyalil Cave. Of 
the total ceramic assemblage only 18 per cent 
was identifiable with 15 per cent (n= 21) being 
decorated, of which 4 per cent were rim shards.  
Ceramic assemblages were typically charac-
terised by the roulette decorative motif.  Three 
types of roulette as described by Soper10 are evi-
dent: twisted string, knotted strip and wooden 
carved cylinder (Plate 03).  

A significant portion of the potsherds recorded 
was not well-fired and friable. Fresh fractures 
show reddish cores, indicating that firing was 
done for a short period and/or at low tempera-
tures.11  The paste used to make the pots is quite 
varied.  Some pots are made with well-prepared 
paste with fine sand grains, while others have 
coarse inclusions. It is not yet clear as to whether 
sand temper was added as sand does not occur 
naturally in the area. Although rim shards were 
too small to allow an exact determination of ves-
sel diameters, their slight degree of curvature 

10	  Soper, 1989.
11	  Nordström, 1972.
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is suggestive of large bowls and small vessels 
of about 15 cm and 20 cm in diameter. Two of 
these vessels are open while three are closed.  
Lip shapes of the two open vessels are flattened, 
while the closed ones are rounded.

Wall thicknesses ranged from 4 mm to 26 mm.  
However, the greater part (72.4 per cent) meas-
ures between 6 mm and 10 mm, with a peak 
between 7 mm and 9 mm. Very thick (>11 mm) 
storage jars are also present, as well as heavy 
duty storage vessels (>15 mm).  Based on the 
available data, it is difficult to assign or compre-
hensively compare the Chepnyalil pottery as-
semblage with other assemblages in the region.  
The high variability in roulette styles makes it 
difficult to associate this pottery with any pre-
viously known assemblage. However, though 
not conclusive, it can be tentatively suggested 
that the assemblage shows some resemblance 
in form, decoration motif and execution to that 
of 15th century pottery from Ntusi and Bigo of 
Western Uganda.12

Discussion and Conclusion
In East Africa, little attention has been paid to 
high elevation as refugia in relation to human 
evolution.  It is still not clear where the loca-
tion of these refugia was and how such refugia 
may have worked. If the eastern African high-
lands indeed acted as a refugia, in times of cli-
matic stress, this has produced some of the key 
evidence for the anatomical evolution of both ar-
chaic and modern Homo sapiens,13 as well as the 
earliest traces of the Middle Stone Age (MSA).14  
In contrast to other regions of the continent, the 
MSA in East Africa has the longest and most 
continuous record. 

The excavations at Chepnyalil have therefore 
yielded a large sample of artefacts and faunal re-

12	  See Sutton, 1985, 2000.
13	  White et al., 2003; McDougall et al., 2005.
14	  Deino and McBrearty, 2002.

mains that shed light on the potential of the Mt. 
Elgon region as an important location for under-
standing human adaptive strategies for East Af-
rican populations during the terminal stages of 
the Pleistocene. This is because there have been 
so few studies carried out on archaeological as-
semblages from high altitude settings. The ex-
cavated assemblage from Chepnyalil Cave pro-
vides a rare insight into subsistence behaviour 
throughout continuous history probably stretch-
ing back to the MSA and through to recent his-
torical times.

The presence of small tools and toolkits, and 
smaller lithic sizes, certainly mean greater port-
ability and could be related to the exploitation 
of a wider range of ecological niches. This hy-
pothesis is also sustained by the Levallois core 
and points, perhaps related to more hafting; it is 
further supported by the presence of non-local 
raw materials, such as obsidian and quartz.  

Mercader has argued that rainforests could have 
supported small populations relying on a range 
of resources such as tubers, fruits and wildlife 
during the dry periods when resources are mini-
mal in the lowlands.15 

 
 The broken-up nature of the bone, which is not 
abundant, suggests that in general only the meat 
was brought back to the cave – perhaps because 
of the steep climb – and that the animals, mostly 
bovids, were butchered where they were killed.  
Our preliminary findings, therefore, suggest 
that this was probably a hunting camp – vide 
the high proportion of points and knives – oc-
cupied at one (or two) different times in the year 
in much the same way as the present day pasto-
ral populations move between the hills and the 
plains today.16

15	  Mercader, 2002.
16	  Sahlins, 1976.

Plate 3: ceramic shards recovered from Chepnyalil cave, different vessels shapes and sizes are present. Common decorative 
motifs are twisted string, knotted strip and wooden carved cylinder.
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Conclusion 
In summary, Chepnyalil Cave has provided a 
reasonably good indicator on the cultural suc-
cession in the Mt. Elgon region. 

In the future, other lines of evidence such as pol-
lens, vegetation and faunal assemblages should 
permit reconstruction of the palaeoclimate and 
ecology and the limits within which they fluc-
tuated. We hope to be able to obtain better re-
solved chronological controls using a multi-
sample, multi-technique approach, it is not ir-
rational therefore to expect far older dates than 
we have.
 
At Chepnyalil Cave we also found evidence of 
possible livestock enclosures that suggests pas-
toral people inhabited the cave. Pieces of char-
coal from a test pit excavation from a smaller 
rock shelter adjacent to the main cave – named 
‘Leopard Cave’ – returned a date of 4000 BC.  We 
hope in future to be able to show when signifi-
cant economic changes made their appearance.
  
Remains of domestic animals such as cattle at 
the upper occupation level coincide with his-
torical literature of a migrating local population 
to around the 15th century. It may, therefore, be 
inferred that pastoral peoples were present on 
the slopes of Mt. Elgon by the middle Holocene 
which is far earlier than previously thought.17

17	  Hildebrandt et.al 2018.

Work over the next few years should help to 
substantially better understand the occupation 
history and the roles of high elevation settings 
in the history of human and cultural evolution. 

Within a global context, the area around Mt. 
Elgon has an exceptional environmental setting.  
Its montane forest areas are often chilly and 
downpours are frequent, so some form of shelter 
is obligatory. Its tight elevation changes (6,500 
ft – 11,500 ft) (2,000 m - 3,500 m ASL) compress 
many micro environments (highland forests, 
low grasslands and various intermediate ecolog-
ical zones) into a small area. This configuration 
of resources could allow several different pos-
sible strategies for mobility and subsistence for 
hunter-gatherers (logistical procurement, verti-
cal seasonal residential movements, or intensive 
use of a rich area) and food producers (speciali-
sation in different crops/livestock, and/or col-
laboration between upland/lowland groups).  
Examining prehistoric land use patterns in the 
Mt. Elgon high elevation setting can deepen an-
thropological understanding of factors influenc-
ing settlement patterns under a range of subsist-
ence economies.
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During the months of June and July 2006 the 
author, while working as a research scientist 
with the Department of Coastal Archaeology of 
the National Museums of Kenya, carried out a 
number of archaeological surveys on the head-
land of Ras Serani overlooking the entrance to 
Mombasa’s harbour. This was a part of a pro-
posed masterplan to embellish the Mama Ngina 
Drive area and turn it into a tourist attraction.

The main focus of the surveys was on Fort St 
Joseph, a Portuguese bastion built over 500 
years ago and occupying a strategic position on 
the clifftop. The ruins were examined in the con-
text of several other historical sites found in this 
area. 

These sites are:
a) 	 Fort St. Joseph
b)  	 the site of the chapel ‘Nossa Senhora das 	
	 Merces’
c)  	 a well
d) 	 a staircase
e) 	 a quarry
f) 	 a military bunker built during WW II 	
	 (generator room)  

The location of the site of a Portuguese stone pil-
lar or padrao was the subject of an earlier arti-
cle.�
 
�	  Sommer, 2015.

Fig.1: Detail from the map of Lopez de Sa, 1731  
Map legend:	   

1.	 Chapel of Nossa Senhora da Esperanca 
2.	 Fort St Joseph
23. 	 Entrance to the San Antonio channel
24. 	 Cross used as a landmark for shipping

a.) Fort St. Joseph
Historical background
This horseshoe-like bastion at Ras Serani has a 
nearly 500-year-old history. The first mention 
dates back to Portuguese sources. Vasco da 
Gama mentions this place in his diaries on the 
way to Malindi:

Mombasa is a large city seated upon an eminence 
washed by the sea…. At its entrance …by the sea 
[is] a low-lying fortress.�

The Moors of Mombasa had built a strongpoint 
with many guns at the entrance of the harbour, 
which is very narrow.�

�	  Freeman-Greenville, 1975:52.
�	  Ibid.:108.

RAS SERANI
AN HISTORICAL COMPLEX

Hans-Martin Sommer

Hans-Martin Sommer continues his series about Mombasa, with an account of excavations on Ras 
Serani of several buildings and relics, which themselves originated at various dates ranging from 
pre-Vasco da Gama to the Second World War preparations in the 1930s. He includes some tantalizing 
hints about possible connections with a much-rumoured secret passage from Ras Serani to Fort 
Jesus.
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The next serious encounter was in 1505 when 
Dom Francisco de Almeida, the new Viceroy of 
India, arrived off the town. He found that:

Mombasa is a very large town and lies on an is-
land from one and a half to two leagues round. 
The Town is built on rocks on the higher part of 
the island and has no walls on the side of the sea; 
but on the landside it is protected by a wall as high 
as the fortress. The houses are of the same type 
as those of Kilwa; some of them are three-storeyed 
and all are plastered with lime. The streets are very 
narrow, so that two people cannot walk abreast in 
them; all the houses have stone seats in front of 
them, which makes the streets yet narrower. 

The Portuguese ships were fired on from a 
strongpoint at the entrance to the harbour.� 

The historian Manuel de Faria Sousa wrote 
about the same expedition from another point 
of view:

..., two Vessels were sent to sound the Bar, which 
is commanded by a Platform with eight Pieces 
of Cannon, which began to play upon them that 
were fadoming [fathoming], but they repaid 
the Courtesies so fortunately, that a ball falling 
amongst the Enemies Powder did great harm, and 
they quitted the Work.� 

It is highly probable that ever since Mombasa 
has had inhabitants, the cliffs of Ras Serani have 
been the most important and strategic defence 
point. Until the end of the 16th century, when 
Fort Jesus was under construction, the small fort 
of St Joseph protected the town harbour and part 
of the Kilindini anchorage. The bastion was the 
first obstacle for enemy ships and many were re-
pelled before they could enter the channel either 
to Kilindini or the Old Port. The first defence 
was no more than an earth embankment, maybe 
fortified with palisades. The guns behind over-
looked both reefs and could reach a considerable 
range because of the elevation. 

Justus Strandes explained in 1961 the most likely 
context of the chapel, Fort St. Joseph and the re-
doubt at the Golf course: 

The name Fort St Joseph is given today to the re-
doubt overlooking the point where the channels 
to Mombasa and Kilindini meet, and Chapel of 
Nossa Senhora to the ruins at the Golf Course. 
On the Portuguese plans however, the names are 
reversed, which is particularly surprising as the 
redoubt could never have been a chapel, even a 

�	  Jewell, 1976.            
�	  Faria y Sousa, 1694: 89.

fortified chapel. The explanation is probably that 
the redoubt was built in chapel precincts, and that 
a building behind it, known to have existed but 
now demolished, was the chapel.�  

[About the ‘ruins at the Golf course’ almost noth-
ing can be found.] 

The date of construction of the fort in the shape 
we see today is unknown. A vague idea was 
given by Father Monclaro during a journey from 
Kilwa to Pate in 1569. He mentioned Dom Pedro 
Mascarenhas (who had died in 1555) as the initi-
ator of the building but remarked it had not been 
completed. He said:

Here at the entrance are the foundations of a fort 
which the viceroy Dom Pedro (Mascarenhas) 
commanded to be built to guard the port, but the 
work did not continue, neither was the culture of 
Christianity which people then pretended to es-
tablish there because of the Moors.�

The only mention of the possible year of comple-
tion was found in a rare book:

Another fort was built (...) in 1588, facing the sea 
at one end of Mombasa, during the Turkish inva-
sion, which the Portuguese turned into a chapel, 
but which was finally made into a fort again by 
the Arabs.� 

Between the years 1859 and 1865 the German 
traveller and researcher, Carl Claus von der 
Decken, visited Ras Serani.  Among other good 
descriptions of historical sites of Mombasa, he 
wrote in his diary:

Es scheint dort, etwa eine Viertelmeile südlich 
vom Fort (Jesus), eine vollständige. Befestigung 
errichtet gewesen zu sein. Gegenwärtig steht nur 
noch eine halbzerfallene Bastion in Hufeisenform 

�	  Strandes, 1961: 348.
�	  Freeman-Grenville: 140.
�	  Younghusband, 1910: 22.

Fig.2: Watercolour painting by Bishop Tucker (ca.1880), 
showing the chapel ruin (on the left) and Fort St Joseph
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und ein stark mitgenommener Thurm,...� (There 
seems to have been a complete fortification 
constructed about a quarter of a mile south of 
the fort. At present there is only a half-ruined 
bastion in horseshoe shape and a heavily bat-
tered tower...)

While another source says,
The Portuguese had rebuilt and strengthened Mi-
rale Bey’s former stronghold at Ras Serani, the 
original fort seen by da Gama on his first journey. 
They named it Fort St Joseph.10

And another,

At the time of the siege of Fort Jesus, four 12-
pounder cannon are mentioned as being mounted 
in Fort St Joseph, which was situated between 
Fort Jesus and Kilindini harbour.11  

The excavation
So much for the review of the most important 
sources on the fort. Many years have passed 
since these descriptions. My objective in 2006 
was to collect information about Fort St Joseph 
as a possible future visitor centre on the military 
landscape and the military buildings in the en-
vironment. Unlike Fort Jesus, few documents of 
the history of Fort St Joseph exist. For this rea-
son, a small-scale excavation was planned and 
carried out in August 2006. 

The primary objective of the excavation was to 
find the location of two non-visible columns in-

�	  von der Decken, 1869: 206.	
10	  Hamilton, 1955: 104.
11	  Kirkman, 1974: 151

side the fort. Furthermore, we looked for a floor 
and its condition.

Originally only two trenches (T1 and T2) were 
planned. Trench 1 led from the inside of the wall 
to the retaining wall of the stairs. The trench led 
to an approx. 35 cm high wall. In the course of 
the work the original floor in excellent condition 
was uncovered at a depth of 50-60 cm. The ditch 
was extended to the south and the expected col-
umn (C2) became visible. The floor in this area 
was also in very good condition.

Trench 2 led parallel to a probably newly made 
wall (without foundation) behind the bunker (a 
more recent construction from WW2) at a dis-
tance of three metres in an easterly direction. At 
the South-East corner of the bunker the second 
missing column (C3) was discovered. The back 
of the column was partly destroyed during the 
building works of the bunker, but its original 
size could be reconstructed.  

Both columns had residues of lime plaster in the 
lower area up to a height of approx. 40 cm. The 
visible floor in the trenches 1 and 2 was of a solid 
lime-sand mixture approximately 12 cm thick, 
and in surprisingly good condition.  
During the excavations in Trench 1 the func-
tion of the wall was not clear at the western end. 
Therefore Trench 1 was extended in the north-
erly direction up to column 1. This revealed that 
this wall connects columns 1 and 2. It was insert-
ed later after the making of the columns and had 
no foundation. Another similar wall goes from 
this wall at 90 degrees in an easterly direction up 
to the wall of the fort. It is possible that the wall 

Fig.3: The interior of the fort during the excavation in 2006 Fig.4: Plan of Fort St. Joseph  
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between columns C1 and C2, with the adjacent 
wall, once formed a room that was used as an 
ammunition store. 

Another trench (T4) was made between the 
western end of the fort’s wall and the column 
C6. No floor could be found in this area. But a 
large number of shapeless stones and two blocks 
of coral lime filled the area near the wall. Per-
haps the blocks were part of the entrance area 
and collapsed in the course of time or during the 
destruction of the fort. A few remains of decora-
tion found at the eastern inside of the wall make 
this theory probable (Fig.5).

The result
The two previously hidden columns were iden-
tified by the excavations. This was important for 
the graphic reconstruction. The columns were 
probably part of a roof construction to protect 
the six cannons from exposure to the weather. 
The floor uncovered in all trenches was found 
in very good condition. Presumably, the entire 
floor between the six pillars and the wall is in 
the same condition. The results of the excava-
tion now enabled a first reconstruction of Fort St 
Joseph (Fig. 6).

b.) The former site of a chapel ‘Nossa Senhora 
das Merces’

Like Fort St Joseph, the chapel called Nossa Sen-
hora das Merces (Our Lady of Mercies) was men-
tioned several times in descriptions but little is 
known about the building itself. 

From 1564 onwards, missionaries began to 
preach the Christian faith in Mombasa. In 1597, 
immediately after the construction of Fort Jesus 
was complete, the construction of a church by 
Pedro de Nazareth of the Augustinian Brothers 
began.12 The buildings could only have been in 
use for a relatively short time. According to Fr. 
João of Jesus, who survived the Mombasa upris-
ing in 1631 (see description of the stairs below), 
the chapel was destroyed during the withdrawal 
of the Portuguese from the island.13

Probably at the same time as the church, a build-
ing referred to as the Hermitage was also built in 
the proximity. On several contemporary maps, 
the Hermitage is located between Fort Jesus 
and the chapel. No signs of it remain. But it can 
be assumed that it was not far from the chap-
el — probably on today’s police or statehouse 
grounds. 
12	  http://www.augnet.org.
13	  Freeman-Grenville,1980: 97.

In 2006, beside the Mama Ngina Drive survey, it 
was the task of the author and the Japanese Sur-
veyor Toshiki Yokogawa, employed at NMK, to 
rediscover and determine the original site of the 
chapel at Ras Serani. 

The ruins were visited and described by the 
Baron von der Decken, Bishop Tucker and the 
missionary Charles New in the last decades of 
the 19th century. A contemporary print of von 

Fig.6: 3-D reconstruction of Fort St Joseph. Part of the roof 
has been removed for clarity

Fig.5: Decoration at the probable entrance

Fig.7: Ruins of the chapel Nossa Senhora das Merces (about 
1905)

25



der Decken’s book shows the chapel ruin and in 
the background the much higher wall of the Fort 
(Fig.8). He noted: 

Über der Eingangsthüre des Thurmes sowie in 
einem Fenster befinden sich Skulpturen in Sand-
stein, Inschriften fehlen.14 (Above the front door 
of the tower as well as in a window are sand-
stone sculptures, inscriptions are missing.)

According to Freeman-Grenville, using another 
name for the chapel,

 …in order that meantime the men of the other 
ships might be safely landed, which they tried to 
do on the 28th of January, in a creek below the 
Church of Our Lady of Guidance, as this was the 
nearest point to the fortress. The sea was found to 
break there in such a way that it was impossible 
to land.15 

The last remains of the ruin of the Portuguese 
chapel ‘Nossa Senhora das Merces’ at Ras Serani 
were removed from the surface in the late 1930s 
and only its name survived in several publica-
tions. 

An interesting but previously unknown note 
was found in the Kenya Gazette which described 
an unknown detail of Mombasa’s history:

...Lieutenant Reitz, died on the 29th May,1824, 
aged only 22 years and was buried on the altar 
site of the old Portuguese Cathedral of Nossa Sen-
hora das Merces. 16

Lt. Reitz, third lieutenant on the British ship 
Leven, had been appointed on a temporary basis 
Commandant of Mombasa, after, according to 

14	  von der Decken, 1861: 343.
15	  Freeman-Grenville, 1975: 172
16	  Kenya Gazette, 7th June 1927.

the same Gazette entry, the people of Mombasa 
had requested that a Protectorate be declared. 
The choice was made by Captain Owen, com-
manding officer of the Leven.

Reitz was surveying in May 1824 in the waters 
of Tanga and Pangani when he fell ill with fever- 
probably an attack of malaria. The ship sailed 
immediately northwards as noted in the diary of 
Captain Owen:

On the second day after Lieutenant Reitz was 
attacked, it was considered necessary to return 
with him immediately, as the only means of sav-
ing his life; but he became rapidly worse, and at 
eight o’clock on the morning on the 29th, just as 
they came in sight of Mombasa, he died in a most 
awful state of delirium. For the interment of the 
remains of this much lamented officer the interior 
of the ancient Portuguese cathedral was chosen. A 
grave seven feet in depth was dug near a ruinous 
piece of masonry, that alone indicated where once 
the altar had stood. The corpse, decently arrayed 
in fine cambric, was conveyed to the cathedral, 
followed by a procession of the first people in the 
town. The funeral service was read, and the body 
consigned to the earth with military honours. A 
humble specimen of Arab masonry, plastered over 
and white-washed, marks the spot. 17

Some of these names live on in ‘Port Reitz’ on the 
western shore of Mombasa and the ‘Leven Reef’, 
off Ras Serani. And in the steps in Mombasa Old 
Town leading to the house where Reitz lived 
for some time, wrongly now called the ‘eleven 
steps’. All these descriptions talk about a ruin in 
a dilapidated state. Fig 9 shows the chapel and 
fort in about 1935.

17	  Owen, 1833: 90.

Fig.8:  The German explorer von der Decken at 
the ruins of Ras Serani (ca. 1860)

Fig.9: Fort St. Joseph, ca. 1935 (the arrow marks the grave of 
Lt. Reitz at the chapel ruin) 
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The last blow to the ruined building was in the 
late 1930’s during the military development of 
Ras Serani. The remains of the ruins were used 
as a source for building material. The wall of 
the underground generator room inside Fort St. 
Joseph contains several ancient-size coral blocks. 
A proof of destruction is given by a British photo 
(Fig.10) during the construction of a battery in 
which the chapel ruin (it would have been above 
the white roof) has totally disappeared and the 
walls of the Fort already lowered.18

As mentioned, there are now no visible traces 
left of the chapel. The painting above (Fig.2) and 
some old photographs were the starting point to 
find out where the chapel once stood.

In a digital process several layers of all available 
old pictures were made and compared with a re-
cent photograph (Fig.12). The result was printed 
and used for an on-site search. The result was 
exciting: under dense bush and crops some parts 
of a foundation corner dug out from the solid 
coral ground appeared. Immediate requests -  
followed by reminders  - to be allowed to clear 
the area for further measurements failed at that 
time. 

18	  The lowering is mentioned in Biggs, 1994.

For this reason the search was extended to the 
surrounding area. Near the steps leading down 
into a cave a carved coral-block and, not far 
away, a second block were found. They are ele-
ments of a doorway or of a window opening.

c.) The well
The well was found in the western end of a de-
pression which later was identified as probably 
a quarry. This thesis was worked out during a 
survey by the British Institute of Eastern Africa 
in 2001.19 To determine the age of the well seems 
to be difficult. Water was for the soldiers serving 
at Fort St. Joseph as well as when essential for 
church ceremonies. In my opinion the well once 
reached the surface near the chapel and was dug 
out from the coral rocks. The bottom was close 
to the sea level, and due to the short distance 
from the sea the water was very brackish.  The 
depth of the well is about ten metres but it is 
filled with soil and garbage. The real depth can 
be determined only by excavation. The upper 
part (about 3-4 meters) was made from blocks 
probably in the course of works, as was the con-
crete lid with a man-hole which was found close 
to the well.
  
To find out more details, the surveyor Toshiki 
Yokogawa climbed down along a strong rope. 
The air at the bottom was not good and caused 
a headache but the short stay was used to take 
several photographs. The wall on the northern 
side of the well shows slightly above the recent 
bottom a depression about 80 cm deep. Other-
wise only garbage was found.

The well was probably (in 2006) the most dan-
gerous spot at Ras Serani. Today’s condition and 
security measures are unknown. It would be an 

19	  Breen and Lane, 2003.

Fig.10: Fort St. Joseph, the small sewage house and the now 
removed lighthouse at Ras Serani in the mid 1930’s.  (The 
lighthouse was the first of a trio that, once aligned from the 
perspective of an incoming vessel, ensured its safe passage 
through the narrow gap in the reef – see Fig. 11). 

Fig. 11: Extract from Admiralty map showing alignment of 
lighthouses to ensure safe passage.

Fig.12: Today’s Ras Serani with the ruin of the chapel 
digitally inserted
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interesting but dangerous task to excavate the 
well. Maybe the answer to the legend of a tunnel 
mentioned in several old stories can be found 
here. The depression looks like a beginning of a 
further digging.

d.) The staircase
The existence of the steps and the cave below 
has been known for a long time. One of the first 
official sources is again a report by the German 
explorer Claus von der Decken. In the interest-
ing descriptions of his travels in East Africa he 
mentions besides Fort Jesus some ruins along 
Mombasa’s coast and in detail the stairs and the 
cave:

In geringer Entfernung hiervon befindet sich, ...der 
Eingang zu einer steinernen Treppe, offenbar ein 
geheimer Ausweg für die Belagerten....24 in den 
Stein gehauene Stufen führen durch den dunklen 
gewölbten Gang nach dem rauen Strand,...20 (... 
in a short distance of this is ... the entrance 
to stone stairs, obvious a secret way out for 
the besieged.....24 steps cut into the stone run 
through the dark warped tunnel to the rough 
beach…  

and further he mentioned:

Die Jahreszahl 1639 über einer in den Felsen ge-
hauenen Treppe von vierunddreißig (nicht vier-
undzwanzig, wie im Text S. 207 steht) Stufen.21 
(The year ‘1639’ above a rock-carved staircase 
of thirty-four steps (not twenty-four, as it ap-
pears in the text on page 207)). 

Due to the thick vegetation, the inscription ‘1639’ 
could not be seen in 2006.
20	   von der Decken: 206.
21	   ibid. 343.

What happened in Mombasa’s history around 
this date?

The date of 1639 seems to be interesting and im-
portant, especially since it also appears on the 
memorial plate in the entrance area of ​​Fort Je-
sus. Francisco de Seixas Cabreira was fortress 
commander from 1635-1639 and describes his 
merits on the memorial plate - for example the 
extensive repair and extension of the fort. The 
damage necessitating repair certainly resulted, 
among other things, from the treacherous takeo-
ver of the fort in August 1631 by Dom Jeronimo 
Chingulia, a Muslim converted to Christianity. 
He killed the Portuguese captain, Pedro Leitão 
de Gamboa, and massacred nearly the whole 
Portuguese population of Mombasa (45 men, 
35 women and 70 children).  Until March 1632, 
Fort Jesus was besieged by the traitor before he 
had to leave Mombasa in May 1632 and, as a pi-
rate, in the following years made the coast un-
safe. Pedro Rodrigues Botelho, who came from 
Zanzibar with a small company of soldiers, took 
over the fort in August 1632.22

He, and his successor, Francisco de Seixas, 
learned from this disaster and were certainly 
looking for ways to survive a siege even longer. 
This mainly involved the supply of food and 
ammunition. So it is conceivable that they were 
looking for ways to create a secret landing site 
(at Ras Serani) out of sight of Fort Jesus, from 
where to supply the fort at night along the coast. 
Stocks could be stored in the chapel ruin or in 
the remains of nearby convent of St. Antonio. 
Some years later a much larger siege from 1696-
98 affected Fort Jesus. It is still unknown how the 
22	  Excerpt from https://www.colonialvoyage.com/fort-	
	 jesus-mombasa/ posted by Marco Ramerini

Fig.13a & 13b: The well (above) and the 
dug out part on the northern side

Fig.14a & 14b: 34 steps leading down into a cave (picture taken during low tide)
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crew there survived during the 3-years, getting 
food and ammunition... Maybe in all the legends 
and stories about the mysterious tunnel there is 
a small spark of truth ....

Today the fact is that the thirty-four steps are in 
a very critical state. Access to the cave is danger-
ous and only possible at low tide. At high tide 
water completely fills the cave. The cave has a 
natural origin, which means coral, like many 
other caves and grottos below the cliffs between 
Fort Jesus and the Golf course (see above, quota-
tion from Justus Strandes.

Early in the twentieth century, the British gov-
ernment developed Ras Serani as the preferred 
treatment plant for the House of the District 
Commissioner (now State House) and the Chief 
Judge’s (today’s Police Headquarters) housing 
complex. Several manhole covers and unused 
sewage pipes are evidence of an extensive sys-
tem. One of the approximately 10-inch pipes 
ended on the wall above the steps and the sew-
age flowed down the steps into the cave. It is also 
conceivable that the tube went above the steps 
into an adjacent septic tank. Due to the destruc-
tion, the exact course cannot be determined. 

The existence of an underground passage can 
be found in many reports and books published 
in recent times. If there was a secret exit from a 
mystic tunnel, it is possible that they were never 
mentioned in the past: It was a secret! Some oth-
er speculations do not make sense, e.g. the func-
tion as a slave trading port. At the moment there 
is no practical proof of at least one of the ideas.... 

e.) The quarry
The first and only, short, mention of a quarry 
was found in a report about the extensive re-
search done by the British Institute of Eastern 
Africa and the University of Ulster:

A short distance to the west of the tunnel is a well-
defined depression. It seems highly probable that 
this is a former quarry. In the centre is a rock cut 
well about 4m deep…23  

Despite the wrong depth of the well (in reality it 
is approximately ten metres) the indication of a 
quarry is interesting.    

Today’s floor level is about four metres below 
the original level. The length was determined to 
be about 20 metres (towards the coast), and the 
width approximately 10 metres.

The quarry gives rise to a plausible idea about 
the well. During the excavation probably a hole 
or cave was found and extended into a well. The 
four or so metres already dug out saved a lot 
of time and work, compared to digging a new 
well. 

Two tool-made drilling holes at the eastern side 
of the wall were discovered. The diameter of 
approx. one inch was used to place explosives 
but this must have been done in recent times 
(1930s).

23	  Lane, 2001.

Fig.15: Detail from the memorial plate at Fort Jesus Fig. 16: Detail from Lopes de Sa’s map of 1728  

Fig.17: Cross-section of quarry and well
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The following thesis is just a possible idea: The 
coral blocks from the quarry were probably used 
in the construction of Fort St. Joseph, the chapel 
and probably the Fort at the golf course and may-
be of the Horseshoe Fort (between Likoni ferry 
and the Florida Club). The structure of blocks of 
the forts and the quarry coral-stone seems simi-
lar, but there is no direct proof. A simple calcula-
tion was made about the amount of coral-blocks 
used for the buildings mentioned:

The volumes of the walls of the ruined build-
ings are roughly calculated from site measure-
ments and photographs. The table is only to 
show the possibility that the building material 
(coral blocks) was obtained here on-site from the 
quarry. 

f.) WW II Generator room (bunker)
The underground generator room was built in 
the centre of the Portuguese Fort Saint Joseph 
during the extensive military development of 
the Ras Serani area shortly before the outbreak 
of World War II. The archaeological surveys 
in 2006 showed significant damage to the fort, 
caused by works for the bunker built from cor-
al blocks. Probably these blocks came from the 
nearby Portuguese ruin of the chapel Nossa Sen-
hora das Merces, as just suggested.

A concrete staircase leads into a large room. 
Ledges on the top of the side walls of the stair-
case indicate partial or complete covering of the 
stairs with concrete slabs. 

The room contains two well-preserved founda-
tions for diesel-powered generators which pro-
vided the power for two searchlights- one of 
them about 100 metres north of the fort, the sec-
ond near the lighthouse, but now nearly gone. 
Several fastening bolts remain. The eastern wall 
contained two large ventilation shafts. Later, af-
ter the war, the openings were closed for safety 
reasons. Below the openings and on the opposite 
wall are several recesses. These probably con-
tained fuse and switch boxes. Countless small 
holes with wooden plugs were used to attach 
power and control cables. Two 2-inch pipes let 
the exhaust gases out.

During the 1937-1939 construction in Ras Serani, 
several ‘steps’ were found near the generator 
room and in the area of ​​the fort. These ‘steps led 
into the depths’. This is mentioned in a report 
by Kirkman. Due to the time constraints of the 
upcoming war, there was no time for further in-
vestigation. Kirkman guessed that here was the 
entrance to the legendary tunnel between Fort 
St. Joseph and Fort Jesus.

The concrete roof is broken in several places. Due 
to exposure to moisture and salty air, the reinforc-
ing bars are corroded. The resulting expansion 
caused the concrete to chip off (Fig 19). 

The area of Ras Serani is frequented by many 
Christians of different religion affiliations. Dur-
ing the investigations in Ras Serani I talked to 
many people there. The interviews revealed that 
many of them felt tremendous spiritual power in 
Ras Serani. Nobody knew anything about the ex-
istence of the chapel nor about the missing cross. 
These people find there a natural seclusion for 

Length 
(appr.)

Width 
(appr.)

Depth 
(appr.)

volume (m³)

One coral 
block

0.5 m 0.3 m 0.3 m 0.045

Quarry 20m 10m 4m 800 m³ = 16000 blocks
Blocks for buildings
Fort wall 42m 3m 1.7m 214 m³ = 4280 blocks
Chapel 15m 10m 1.5m 300 m³= 6000 blocks
Golf course 
Fort

36m 1m 7m 250 m³= 5000 blocks

Horseshoe 
Fort

22m 2m 1.1m 48 m³=    960 blocks

Total 812 m³ = 16240 blocks

Fig. 18:  View into the quarry from the sea side

Fig. 19 Showing the extent of corrosion of the generator 
room roof.
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their spirituality. Mostly 
during the weekends, the 
generator room serves as 
a temporary prayer room. 
It remains the hope for the 
future that this important 
historical and spiritual 
place will be preserved and 
not destroyed by senseless 
construction.

Figures 3,5,6,12,13a & b, 
14a & b, 18, 19,20: photo-
graphs by the author.

References         

Biggs, Michael W. (1994) ‘Coast defences: Some 
experience in peace and war’. Royal Engineers 
Journal, 108, N°.2, August.

Breen C. P., and Lane, P. J. (2003). ‘Archaeological 
approaches to East Africa’s changing seascapes’. 
World Archaeology 35: 469–489.

Faria y Sousa, M. (1694). The Portugues Asia, vol.1 
(available online at https://books.google.co.ke/
books?id=necrAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA82&source
=gbs_toc_r&cad=4#v=onepage&q&f=false)

Freeman-Greenville, G.S.P. (1975). The East 
African Coast – Selected Documents from the first 
to the earlier nineteenth century. Rex Collings, 
London.

Freeman-Grenville, G. S. P. (1980). The Mombasa 
rising against the Portuguese, 1631. Oxford 
University Press for the British Academy, 
London.

Hamilton, Genesta (1955). In the Wake of da Gama, 
Skeffington & Son Ltd, London.

Jewell, John H.A. (1976). Mombasa, the friendly 
Town, East African Publishing House.

Kirkman, James (1974). Fort Jesus: A Portuguese 
Fortress on the East African Coast. Clarendon 
Press, Oxford.

Lane, P. et al, (2001) ‘The Maritime Archaeological 
landscape of the Historic Port-town of Mombasa 
Coleraine/ Ireland and Nairobi/ Kenya

Owen, W.F.W. (1833).  Narrative of voyages to 
explore the shores of Africa, Arabia and Madagascar, 
vol 2. 

Sommer, H-M. (2015). ‘The lost padrao of 
Mombasa’. Kenya Past & Present, 42, 29-37.

Strandes, Justus (1961). The Portuguese Period 
in East Africa, Translated by Jean F Wallwork 
Nairobi, East African Literature Bureau. (German 
original published Berlin 1899).

von der Decken, Carl Claus (1869). Reisen in 
Ost-Afrika in den Jahren 1859 bis 1865,  vol.1, 
C.F. Winter‘sche Verlagshandlung, Leipzig. 
Reprinted Nabu Press, 2012. (available online 
at https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/
78659#page/8/mode/1up)

Younghusband, Ethel (1910). Glimpses of East 
Africa and Zanzibar. John Long, London. Reprinted 
Adegi Graphics LLC, 1999, Wentworth Press, 
2019.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Hans-Martin Sommer has an MA in marine archaeology and worked with the National Museums of 
Kenya in Mombasa from 2005 to 2008 to set up a department of underwater archaeology. This is the 
fourth article that Kenya Past and Present is publishing based on Hans-Martin’s original research from 
his time in Mombasa – “The rediscovery of Makupa Fort” appeared in issue 41, “The lost padrão 
of Mombasa” in issue 42, and “Defending Mombasa” in issue 43. Hans-Martin is now based on 
Germany’s Baltic Sea coast. 

Fig.20: The generator room inside Fort St. Joseph (2018)

31

RAS SERANI: AN HISTORICAL COMPLEX



In the mid-1980s, when I was a regular visitor 
to the Fort Jesus Museum library, I was much 
amused by an unpublished paper purporting to 
show linguistic connections between Fiji and the 
Kenya coast. This was evidently baloney, and I 
quickly filed it away along with other crackpot 
theories. I spent much more time poring over the 
poorly copied wordlist of another Austronesian 
language, Malagasy. Comparing the national 
language of Madagascar with Swahili seemed to 
hold rather more promise, given the proximity 
of the Great Island to the East African coast and 
widespread speculation that the ancestors of the 
Malagasy had spent time there on their migra-
tion from Borneo. I thought that I could see some 
resemblances, but at that time possessed neither 
the lexical resources nor the linguistic knowl-
edge to compare the two languages systemati-
cally.

A linguistic and historical quest
I was, of course, not alone in searching for such 
relationships. Efforts to compare Swahili and 
different Austronesian languages began more 
than a century ago, and can be divided into three 
overlapping phases, distinguished by the use (or 
misuse) of different kinds of linguistic and non-
linguistic evidence. 

1. 	 Unsystematic comparison and historical
	 speculation. 
This began when European linguists started 
making note of occasional lexical similarities be-
tween Swahili and Malay, or its much nearer rel-
ative, Malagasy. Father Charles Sacleux, author 
of the magisterial Dictionnaire Swahili–Français,� 
identified a small number of words of possible 
Malay provenance, two that may have entered 
Swahili from Hindi, a third via Malagasy, which 
he noted had provided other Swahili vocabulary. 
In his Words of Oriental Origin in Swahili,� the Ger-
man linguist Bernhard Krumm suggested three 
different words, imported indirectly from Malay 
by way of India and the Arabian Peninsula.

Understandings of Swahili language and culture 
in this period were often informed by the Orien-
talism that Krumm’s title expresses and his fo-
cus on loanwords from Arabic, Persian and In-
dian languages reflects. Ideas about cultural dif-
fusion across the Indian Ocean from Southeast 
Asia were more significant in Malagasy studies, 
but had also begun to include East Africa. An 
interesting early example is Cambridge anthro-
pologist Alfred Haddon’s article on ‘The outrig-

�	  Sacleux, 1939.
�	  Krumm, 1940.

COCKATOOS AND 
CROCODILES:

Linguists have long suspected that the Swahili language includes words that originated in Southeast 
Asia, but have struggled to agree which ones they are and how exactly they crossed the Indian 
Ocean. Reviewing this debate, Martin Walsh looks at the evidence for words of Malay and Malagasy 
origin in Swahili and discusses the historical implications.

Searching for words of Austronesian 
origin in Swahili

Martin Walsh
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ger canoe of East Africa’,� in which he explicitly 
searched for transoceanic parallels in terminol-
ogy. 

The subsequent research of James Hornell on 
maritime and other technologies (summarised 
in his ‘Indonesian influence on East Africa cul-
ture’,� of G.P. Murdoch on the spread of South-
east Asian crops (Africa: Its Peoples and Their Cul-
ture History�), and of A.M. Jones on the diffusion 
of musical instruments (Africa and Indonesia�), 
inspired further linguistic speculation. This in-
cluded the work of Dutch scholar Jan Knappert, 
who believed he could discern direct Malay 
influence on Swahili,  though in his last book, 
Swahili Culture, he admitted that ‘Swahili retains 
only a few Indonesian words’�, listing six, one of 
which he owed to Krumm. In a paper published 
in German in 1974, Persian expert Johann Karl 
Teubner was a little more optimistic, and com-
piled a list of eleven words of presumed Malay 
origin, with another five from Malagasy.�

2. 	 Systematic studies of the two language 	
	 families. 
Although historical and etymological specula-
tion has continued, the basis for a more consid-
ered approach was laid by comparative linguis-
tic research on both sides of the Indian Ocean. 
Thanks to the work of German linguist Otto 
Dempwolff and others, the basic outline and 
structure of the Austronesian language family 
was well understood by the middle of the 20th 
century. However, the position of Malagasy 
within Austronesian remained something of an 
enigma until the publication of Otto Christian 
Dahl’s Malgache et Maanjan in 1951 established 
that it was most closely related to Ma’anyan and 
other Southeast Barito languages in South Kali-
mantan, on the island of Borneo.� 

This was an unexpected finding, and is still not 
fully explained, given the lack of a maritime 
culture and seafaring skills among the modern 
speakers of these languages. (One hypothesis is 
that the ancestors of the Malagasy were crew in 
Malay ships, most likely subjects of the Sumat-
ran kingdom of Srivijaya.) In his first book and 
subsequent publications, Dahl also advanced 
our understanding of the large number of words 
of Bantu origin in Malagasy, some of which, it 

�	  Haddon, 1918
�	  Hornell, 1934.
�	  Murdoch, 1959.
�	  Jones, 1971.
�	  Knappert, 2005:30.
�	  Teubner, 1974.
�	  Dahl, 1951.

seemed, were evidence of an early interaction. 
Dahl speculated that the incoming Malagasy set-
tlers encountered Bantu language speakers on 
Madagascar; others postulated that they most 
likely met somewhere on the coast of eastern Af-
rica and/or somewhere in between, such as the 
Comoro islands.

Dahl developed his theory without the detailed 
knowledge that we now have of relationships 
between different Bantu languages in the re-
gion. We owe this to Derek Nurse and Thomas J. 
Hinnebusch’s detailed linguistic history of Swa-
hili and Sabaki,10 the latter being the name of the 
group of Northeast Coast Bantu languages to 
which the former belongs. Although they were 
aware of the historical impact of Swahili on Mal-
agasy, they were sceptical of any direct influence 
in the opposite direction, let alone a connection 
between Swahili and Malay: 

It is notable that although early Mala-
gasy cultural influence is mentioned 
in historical accounts, there is no hard 
lexical evidence in Swahili to support 
this idea, despite a number of Swahili 
loan words in Malagasy.11 

A later passage is a little more informative, 
though no less dismissive:

Despite the Swahili-like loan-words in 
Malagasy, loan-words from Malagasy 

10	  Nurse and Hinnebusch, 1993.
11	  Ibid: 314.

The Swahili-speaking coast of East Africa, showing the 
location of Madagascar and the Comoro Islands  

COCKATOOS AND CROCODILES:
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in Swahili are so few as to be invis-
ible—there is, however, as set of Mala-
gasy loan-words in Comorian.12 

Comorian, the language of the Comoro islands, 
is another Sabaki language, closely related to 
Swahili. The influence of Malagasy on Como-
rian can be explained in part by the proximity 
of Madagascar to the Comoros and the presence 
of Malagasy speakers on the island of Mayo-
tte. Likewise, the historical presence of Swa-
hili-speaking communities in the north-west of 
Madagascar helps to account for the existence of 
recent Swahili loanwords in Malagasy and espe-
cially in the Sakalava dialect of that region. 

The relationship between Comorian and Mala-
gasy, however, is much deeper than this, and the 
evidence now points to the presence of an early 
Malagasy community on the Comoro islands, 
even before they had settled in Madagascar. 
When Nurse and Hinnebusch wrote their mag-
num opus, this was only one of different possible 
scenarios, and there was little other evidence to 
back it up. This has since changed.

3.  	 Combining linguistic research with multi-	
	 ple strands of evidence. 
In the wake of Nurse and Hinnebusch’s scepti-
cism, Africanists have had relatively little to say 
about the possible presence of words of Aus-
tronesian origin in Swahili. Given the ongoing 
prevalence of speculative histories of cultural 
diffusion, most professional researchers gave the 
whole subject of Austronesian influence a wide 
berth. This changed, however, as specialists in 
Austronesian languages continued to clarify the 
history of the Malagasy, and when archaeologi-
cal and genetic research began to provide new 
and more reliable sources of evidence for un-
derstanding the movements of people and their 
crops around and across the Indian Ocean.

Among the linguists, Alexander Adelaar13 has 
shown that not only does Malagasy include a 
significant number of loanwords from Malay 
and other Austronesian languages, but also that 
Comorian has independently borrowed from 
Malay, implying direct contact between the two 
languages. Picking up on the work of Dahl, he 
has also further elucidated the linguistic impacts 
of early contact, including the phonological and 
grammatical features that Comorian in particu-
lar shares with Malagasy. At the same time, he 
allows for the possibility that the earliest inter-

12	  Ibid: p. 559.
13	  Adelaar, 2009 and Adelaar, 2017.

actions between Bantu speakers and the ances-
tors of the Malagasy may have taken place on 
the mainland.

In his book, Southeast Asia in the Ancient Indian 
Ocean World, Adelaar’s former student Tom 
Hoogervorst has used different sources of evi-
dence to paint a rich picture of linguistic and 
cultural crosscurrents in the wider region.14 In 
an appendix, he lists 15 Swahili terms of puta-
tive Austronesian origin, the majority derived 
from Malay, in many cases via other languages, 
though exactly how is not always clear. Hoog-
ervorst worked with the Sealinks Project at the 
University of Oxford, one of a series of initia-
tives that has enhanced our comprehension of 
the Indian Ocean past. Research on the genetics 
of human populations has, for example, sup-
ported the linguists’ conclusions on the mixed 
provenance of Malagasy and its speakers, while 
recent archaeobotanical investigations have 
highlighted the role played by the Comoro is-
lands in the introduction of Asian crops to the 
Western Indian Ocean.

This kind of interdisciplinary research holds 
great promise for the future, and it seems that 
we are edging much closer than ever before to 
an understanding of transoceanic connections 
and their linguistic correlates. In other respects, 
however, this remains a challenging task; not 
least because of the difficulties inherent in re-
searching across disparate language families – 
as I discovered when I made my own first naive 
forays into this field.  

Endangered parrots and dodgy etymologies
What then do we know about words of Austro-
nesian origin in Swahili? What have we learned 

14	  Hoogervorst, 2013.

            Outrigger canoe, Zanzibar postage stamp, 1913

KENYA PAST AND PRESENT



COCKATOOS AND CROCODILES:

so far? First, it is evident that many existing pro-
posals are wrong or doubtful, including some of 
my own.  The literature is littered with etymolo-
gies that are either demonstrably false or ques-
tionable in other ways. A notable example of the 
first category is Otto Dempwolff’s parrot. Here 
is Krumm on the origin of the Swahili word kas-
uku, ‘parrot’:

Kasuku is a Malayan word which spread to 
India. According to Prof. Dempwolff, Ham-
burg, kasuku has the meaning: my darling, 
my sweetheart. It must be mentioned that 
west from Lake Tanganyika (in the Congo 
state) a river has the name ‘kasuku.’ In that 
district parrots are frequent.15 

Leaving aside the evident mismatch between 
Malay kasihku, ‘my love’, and Swahili kasuku, it 
so happens that the Swahili name has a perfectly 
good Bantu etymology. In his dictionary entry 
for kasuku, Sacleux correctly identified it with the 
Grey parrot, Psittacus erithacus, and noted that 
the same name is also found in the Nyamwezi 
language in the west of Tanzania, and in a re-
lated shape in other languages to the north, into 
modern Uganda. 

The Ganda name for the Grey parrot is enkusu: 
similar names are found in many languages to 
the west and can be traced back in time to Proto-
Bantu, as the linguist Edgar Polomé observed 
in 1987. At some point the syllables in the word 
root -kusu were switched around – a process lin-
guists call metathesis – perhaps at the same time 
that it acquired the diminutive prefix ka-, to give 
kasuku, literally ‘little Grey parrot’. This may 
originally have been a reference to the fledglings 
that people took from their nests inside trees. 
Swahili has never had this ka- diminutive (it uses 
ki- instead), but has borrowed the name kasuku 
in its entirety, treating it as though it has no pre-
fix, with an invariant plural. 

When and where did this happen? Grey parrots 
are denizens of the central African rainforest: the 
nearest population to the East African coast is 
found in the west of Kenya, in Kakamega Forest. 
Because of their intelligence and ability to learn 
words in human speech, they are also highly de-
sirable as pets, and captive birds are bred and 
sold throughout the world. Grey parrots are 
now considered to be endangered in the wild 
and the trade in them has been banned. 

Writing in his book on The Uganda Protectorate,16 

15	  Krumm, 1940: 125; also Krumm, 1932: 77.
16	  Johnston, 1942, Volume I: 401.

the British explorer and colonial administrator 
Harry Johnston described how the trade from 
that area began:

The young birds are captured by the natives 
from the nesting places (holes in trees) and 
are easily tamed. Yet as far as I can ascertain 
the Baganda never commenced this practice 
until taught to do so by the Swahili porters 
from the coast, who of course were incited 
thereto by the Europeans and Indians [...]. 

He later makes it clear that it was the local peo-
ple themselves who began taming the young 
parrots: ‘The natives nowadays catch and tame 
the young of the grey parrot for sale to European 
or Swahili caravans’ (Volume II, p. 715). The ear-
liest reference I have found so far to this trade 
dates to 1874. It may explain why the caravan 
porters also took away a version of the parrot’s 
name with a diminutive prefix; they were, after 
all, being sold juvenile birds. Where exactly they 
picked up this name is open to question. It may 
have been from one of the Bantu languages in 
the Great Lakes region, or perhaps in the area to 
the west of Lake Tanganyika, where there was 
already a local demand for the scarlet tail feath-
ers of adult parrots to be used in ceremonial 
headwear.

The word kasuku had already reached Mombasa 
by the end of the 19th century: I have seen refer-
ences dating to 1891, and so the trade must have 
begun some time earlier. Once the name became 
established on the coast, it then travelled back 
into the East African interior, as a loanword 
from Swahili, referring to caged parrots and, 
colloquially, to talkative people. This must have 

Grey parrot, engraving by Lorenzo Lorenzi, 1767
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happened quite early, because John-
ston found that the Swahili form was 
widespread south and east of the Great 
Lakes.

Returning now to Krumm’s original 
passage, I assume he was alluding to the 
existence of similar names for parrots in 
different Indian languages. The direc-
tion of borrowing, however, went the 
other way: Old Javanese adopted śuka, 
‘parrot’ from Sanskrit. The resemblance 
of Indian terms to the Swahili name is 
almost certainly coincidental – unless 
they have been influenced by the latter 
as it has accompanied birds traded from 
East Africa. As an etymological hypoth-
esis, Dempwolff’s parrot – or at least 
Krumm’s version of it – has no legs to 
stand on, and is as dead as a dodo.

Many of the etymologies that have been 
proposed in the literature fare little bet-
ter, either because there are better alter-
natives or because they can be shown to 
be implausible on linguistic and other 
grounds – though it isn’t always easy 
to choose between competing etymo-
logical hypotheses. To the right is a list 
of words whose claimed Austronesian 
origins can either be rejected outright or 
doubted for a variety of reasons:

In some of these cases, multiple grounds 
can be advanced for questioning the 
Austronesian etymologies that have 
been proposed. Consider the last exam-
ple shown above, utupa, ‘fish poison’. 
This occurs in cognate form in other 
Sabaki languages related to Swahili, 
hence Digo (Mijikenda) uruβa and Co-
morian uruva. And in this case, as in 
many others, there is no obvious mo-
tivation for borrowing: the speakers of 
Bantu languages were familiar with the 
use of fish poisons long before Austro-
nesians appeared in the western Indian 
Ocean.

Cockatoos and the fruits of trade
Dempwolff’s parrot etymology might 
be a dead end, but the now obsolete 
term for a related bird has a more cer-
tain claim to Malay origin. Sacleux gave 
kakatua (kakachua in northern dialects) as 
a Swahili name for cockatoos, and pre-
sumed that it had been borrowed from 
Hindi. Similar forms occur in different 

Swahili word Proposed Austro-
nesian source

Alternative proposal / 
more likely source

kuchora ‘to carve, 
draw’

Malay surat 
‘writing, letter, 
document’

From a Cushitic 
source; see tora below

karanga ‘peanut 
/ groundnut, 
especially when 
roasted’

Malay kachang 
‘pea, bean’; kach-
ang tanah ‘peanut 
/ groundnut, 
Arachis hypogaea’

Swahili kukaanga ‘to 
fry’, from an earlier 
verb stem * kalang- ‘to 
fry, roast’

malaya ‘prostitute’ Malay Melayu 
‘Malay’

Swahili Ulaya ‘Europe; 
district’, from wilaya 
‘district’, an Arabic 
loanword

mfereji ‘ditch’ Malay perigi ‘a 
well’ (from a Dra-
vidian language). 
Also the source of 
Malagasy farihi, 
‘lake’

Arabic falğ ~ falağ 
‘small river, brook’.

tengo (Amu 
dialect) ‘outrig-
ger boom’; with 
dialect variants, 
all deriving from 
earlier * tengo ~ * 
tengu and some-
times meaning 
‘outrigger float’

Makassar (Konjo 
dialect) tengko 
‘outrigger con-
necting piece’

Swahili kutenga ‘to 
separate, set apart, 
divide off’, from a 
widespread Bantu root

mvuke ‘vapour, 
steam; perspira-
tion’

Malagasy evoka 
‘vapour, steam 
bath’

Swahili kufuka (some-
times heard as kuvuka) 
‘to give out smoke 
or fumes, evaporate’, 
with related forms 
in other East African 
Bantu languages

tora ‘fishing 
spear, with a 
narrow iron 
blade’ (northern 
dialects)

Malay torak ‘fish 
trident with a 
loose head’. Also 
the source of 
Malagasy toraka 
‘to launch, e.g. a 
spear’

A cognate of Swa-
hili kuchora, northern 
dialect kutora ‘to carve, 
chisel, engrave’, and 
Pokomo kutora ‘to 
stab’. From a Cush-
itic source. Cf. Oromo 
(Orma dialect) tooree 
‘spear’, with similar 
forms widely attested 
and borrowed

ukuta ‘wall’ Malay kota ‘fort’ 
(from a Dravidian 
language)

Arabic kūt ‘walled 
town’

utupa ‘fish poison, 
and the different 
plants provid-
ing it, e.g. the 
green stems and 
leaves of utupa wa 
mrima, Tephrosia 
vogelii’

Malay tuba ‘fish 
poison made 
from derris root, 
especially Derris 
elliptica’

Widespread cognates 
in eastern Africa that 
refer to Neorautanenia 
mitis and other plants 
that provide fish 
poison
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Indian languages, as they do in French (cacatoès), 
German (kakadu) and other European languages 
(hence English ‘cockatoo’). As Waruno Mahdi 
has shown,17 these all derive ultimately from Ma-
lay kakaktua, a generic term for cockatoos (family 
Cacatuidae), which spread from Southeast Asia 
along with trade in these colourful crested birds. 
Sacelux and others recorded Swahili kakatua in 
the closing decades of the 19th century. It has 
now largely been forgotten as a name for cocka-
toos, presumably because they are no longer im-
ported to the East African coast as cage birds.

Nonetheless, Swahili retains a few commonly 
used words that have come from Malay via 
other languages. The sample following includes 
the names for tropical fruits and tubers that have 
arrived through Indian Ocean trade networks 
and/or been introduced by settlers and colo-
nists on the coast. The last item, saruni, ‘sarong’, 
is only found in recent Swahili dictionaries, and 
is presumably a word brought by the modern 
garment trade.

Some of these words are evidently old imports, 
but there is no evidence for their direct borrow-
ing from Malay, though this has been argued for 
kiazi, ‘tuber’.

Crocodiles and other ancient puzzles
There is, however, a set of words in Swahili and 
some of its dialects that can be more convinc-
ingly identified as unmediated loanwords from 

17	 Mahdi, 2007

Malagasy or Malay. Some of these have complex 
histories. As noted above, Adelaar has shown 
that pre-migration Malagasy borrowed from 
Malay and other Austronesian languages before 
they crossed the Indian Ocean. The migrating 
Malagasy were accompanied and probably led 
by Malay speakers, who appear to have left their 
own linguistic mark on Comorian and related 
languages, including Swahili.

Swahili word Austronesian 
origin

Immediate sources

mbilimbi ~ 
mbirimbi ‘fruit 
of the cucumber 
tree, Averrhoa 
bilimbi, also 
the tree itself’; 
mbirimbi wa 
kizungu ‘cara-
mbola tree and 
fruit, A. carambo-
la, lit. “European 
cucumber tree”’

Malay balimb-
ing ‘Aver-
rhoa spp., lit. 
“ridged longi-
tudinally”’

Cf. Portuguese bilimbi 
and variants, with 
related forms in 
Indian languages. 
Probably colonial-era 
introductions, the 
carambola later than 
the cucumber tree, 
as the Swahili name 
suggests.

doriani ~ duriani 
‘durian, fruit of 
Durio zibethi-
nus, mdoriani ~ 
mduriani’

Malay durian 
‘durian, D. 
zibethinus, lit 
“the thorny 
fruit”’

English durian; prob-
ably introduced in 
British colonial times

kiazi ‘tuber; 
potato, Solanum 
tuberosum’; kiazi 
kikuu ‘greater 
yam, Dioscorea 
alata’

Malay kaladi 
‘taro, Colocasia 
esculenta’

Cf. medieval Arabic 
kalări. Taro originates 
in insular Southeast 
Asia, as does the 
greater yam. The ap-
plication of the Swa-
hili name to potatoes 
is a relatively recent 
development.

limau ‘lemon’ Malay limau 
‘citrus fruit’

Probably from Portu-
guese limão ‘lemon’. 
Swahili ndimu ‘lime’ 
may be an older bor-
rowing: the Como-
rian cognate ndrimu 
means ‘lemon’, as did 
a related term once 
recorded in a Mala-
gasy dialect.

sagu (obsolete) 
‘sago, starch 
extract from 
the pith of the 
true sago palm, 
Metroxylon sagu’

Malay sagu 
‘sago’

Recorded by Sacleux 
as a term borrowed 
via Hindi

saruni ‘sarong’ Malay sarung 
‘sheath, sarong’

Cf. Yemeni Arabic 
sarun (Tom Hooger-
vorst, personal com-
munication)

Sulphur-crested cockatoo, watercolour by 
Edward Lear, 1832
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Consider, for example, the personal name Vuai, 
which is common in and around Makunduchi 
and elsewhere in the south of Zanzibar’s Unguja 
island. Like many names, its original meaning 
has been forgotten. A good case can be made, 
however, for deriving it from the Comorian 
word vwai or its Malagasy cognate voay, which 
is pronounced similarly. They both mean ‘croco-
dile’ and are derived in turn from Malay buaya, 
which means the same. How and why this word 
became a name (‘Mr Crocodile’) for the men-
folk of Makunduchi and thereabouts remains 
a mystery. Nile crocodiles (Crocodylus niloticus) 
occasionally drift across to Unguja from the Tan-
zanian mainland when its rivers are in spate. In-
deed, there’s a nice photograph of a specimen 
caught in Makunduchi on 11 April 1962 on dis-
play in the Natural History section of the Zanzi-
bar Museum. There is even some evidence that 
that crocodiles were once resident on the island. 
And we know that the same species is consid-
ered sacred by some Malagasy. But those are the 
only clues that we have.

Nile crocodile, illustration by P.J. Smith, 1898

As might be expected, Swahili has borrowed 
words from Malagasy as well as Malay. On the 
next page are examples of loanwords from both 
sources.

Some of these words may have entered Swahili 
via Comorian or another related language: it is 
not possible to be certain at this stage of research. 
Further investigation may result in others be-
ing re-categorised as loanwords that have been 
adopted by Swahili from other languages spo-
ken around the Indian Ocean, like the cockatoos 
of our last section. There are many other words 
that might be added to this list, and the occur-
rence of localised terms suggests that a thorough 
search of dialect dictionaries will produce more. 
There is certainly enough evidence emerging to 
reject Nurse and Hinnebusch’s sceptical pro-
nouncement in 1993 that ‘it is remarkable, in-
cidentally, that there are almost no identifiable 
Malagasy loans in Swahili’.18

18	  Nurse and Hinnebusch, 1993: 332.

On the other hand, there is no linguistic evi-
dence at present to suggest that direct Austro-
nesian contact with the East African coast began 
before the second half of the first millennium 
CE, as some researchers have suggested. It’s 
possible to explain all of the examples listed in 
the last table with reference to the chain of his-
torical events that resulted in the settlement of 
Malagasy speakers on the island of Madagascar. 
Recent archaeological and genetic research sug-
gests that the Comoro islands were important 
stepping stones in their migration. It also seems 
that many elements of the old stratum of Bantu 
influence in the Malagasy language were picked 
up from Comorian. It remains an open question 
whether this process began on the East African 
coast and islands. Did the early Malagasy inter-
act with Swahili speakers and the ancestors of 
the Comorians before the latter migrated to the 
Comoros? It’s a possibility that can’t yet be ruled 
out. 

Whatever the case, from the words listed here 
we can begin to discern some of their preoccu-
pations, including their knowledge of the sea 
and sailing, deep-sea fishing, and other sources 
of sustenance. Their implied involvement in the 
cowrie trade may be particularly significant, 
and some time-depth is suggested by the ways 
in which kete, the borrowed term for cowries, 
has become embedded in coastal life. It is now 
not only the name for the seed counters used 
in playing bao, the Swahili version of the man-
cala board game, but also (as chete) designates 
a market among the Digo and related peoples 
of the coastal hinterland – presumably because 
of the role that cowries once performed in both 
of these activities. The hint of intimate relations 
is also noteworthy, given what we know about 
the genetic make-up and history of the Malagasy 
population. And let’s not forget those crocodiles 
and the story they might tell, recalling that there 
are none in the Comoro islands, at least not 
now... 
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Swahili word Proposed Austronesian 
source

Comments

bie (Pemba dialect) ‘tuber 
of the Giant Arum / Water 
Banana Typhonodorum 
lindleyanum, mbie’

Malay birah ‘aroid spp.’ 
Cf. Malagasy viha ‘T. 
lindleyanum’

T. lindleyanum is a wetland aroid native to 
Madagascar and nearby islands. It is a famine food 
on Pemba.

dumbwara ‘Emperor Red 
Snapper, Lutjanus sebae’, 
also known as zamburu ~ 
zumburu

Malagasy lambuara ‘fish sp.’. 
Cf. Malay: lembuara ‘giant 
fish’; Old Javanese: lembwara 
~ lembora ‘very large fish’

The shape of the Emperor Red Snapper is likened to 
that of much larger fish, the groupers, Epinephelus 
spp., chewa in Swahili

fala ‘imbecile, idiot (slang)’ Malagasy (dialect) fala 
‘vulva’, from Proto-West 
Malayo-Polynesian *palaq 
‘vagina, vulva’

This proposed etymology is based on the hypothesis 
that the tabooed anatomical term has become a term 
of abuse

guba ~ kikuba ‘threaded 
bouquet of flowers, packet 
of fragrant leaves, e.g. worn 
in the hair or hung round 
the neck’

Malay gubah ‘wearing in the 
hair (as a flower or jewelled 
ornament is worn)’

Weaving and wearing bouquets is a distinctive 
Swahili practice, not shared with inland Bantu 
language speakers

kete ‘small cowrie, especially 
the Gold Ringer, Cypraea 
annulus, and the Money 
Cowrie, Cypraea moneta.

Malay keti ‘100,000’, also the 
source of Malagasy hetse ~ 
hetsy ‘100,000’

The Malay term is Sanskrit in origin; counting in such 
large numbers was a feature of the cowrie trade

nduwalo ~ nduaro and 
variants, variously 
describing ‘swordfish’ and 
‘marlin spp.’

Malagasy aloalo ‘barracuda 
spp.’; Malay alu-alu 
‘barracuda spp.’

Cf. Malagasy nduaro ‘sailfish’, which appears to have 
been borrowed back from Swahili. For overlapping 
referents see sululu below.

sambo (Ngozi, archaic / 
poetic dialect) ‘boat, ship’

Malagasy sambo ‘ship, 
large boat’. Cf. Ma’anyan 
sambaw, Old Malay sămvaw 
‘merchant ship’

The etymology is distinct from that of Swahili 
sambuku, a loanword from Arabic with similar 
meaning

rubi (Mvita, Amu dialects) 
‘strut connecting outrigger 
boom and float’

Malay rubing ‘gunwale, 
wash-strake of boat’

Cf. Comorian (Ngazidja dialect) ndubi ~ ndrubi 
‘outrigger float’. Terms for boat parts are liable to 
be redefined (and move) in the way this etymology 
suggests.

sululu ~ sururu (southern 
dialects) ‘pick-axe; Eurasian 
Curlew, Numenius arquata; a 
kind of swordfish’

Malay sula ‘spit, sharp 
stake’; Old Javanese śūla 
‘pike, lance’, from Sanskrit 
‘a spear or lance’

Recorded variants of the Swahili fish name include 
sulisuli, sulinsuli, nsulinsuli, sansuli, and sansuri, 
describing swordfish, sailfish and marlin spp. Cf. 
Omani Arabic sansul ‘sailfish’

tengezi ‘barracuda spp.’ Malay tenggiri ‘large 
mackerel spp.’; Ambonese 
Malay tengguri (and 
variants) ‘barracuda spp.’

There are a number of fish names like this with 
similar shape and meaning, presumably not 
coincidental

ufuo ‘sand or beach at high-
water mark’

Malay pulau ‘island’; Old 
Javanese pulo ‘island’

Earlier Swahili *lufulo, the noun class prefix *lu- with 
connotations of length and narrowness

wali ~ wari ‘cooked rice’ Malagasy vary ‘rice’ The early Malagasy brought rice growing and 
different varieties of the crop with them from Borneo, 
along with this name

vutu (Pemba and Unguja 
dialects) ‘anus (slang)’

Malagasy voto ‘penis’. Cf. 
Malay butoh ‘penis’

vutu is generally only used jocularly in Zanzibar. It is 
not unusual for the referent of taboo terms like this to 
shift, or become words of abuse (see also fala, above)
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O.....................h, how I crave for the delicious 
parothas that my mother used to feed us for 
breakfast, accompanied by pickles and papad-
ams. These deep fried chapatis (flat breads) are 
made from brown wheat flour.  They differ from 
puris (small rounds of rolled dough deep fried so 
they puff up): they are bigger and have a unique 
slit in the middle to make them cook well. Dur-
ing the olden days in Kenya, parathas, as well as 
puris, papadams and pickles were prominent in 
the cuisine of most Oshwal households. 

About the Oshwals
The East African Coast already had a sizeable 
presence of Indians, including Bhatias, Bohras 
and Ismailis, when the Sultan of Oman moved 
his seat from Oman to Zanzibar in about 1840. 
When the colonial power ventured into railway 
building, it needed a large workforce. India had 
an experienced labour force and in all 31,983 In-
dians were recruited to build the railway.� But, 
apart from the many who died, only 6000 or so 
stayed on when their contracts expired.

The migration was not only of labour, but many 
artisans, traders, lawyers, doctors, and teach-
ers came as well. Clerks and the professional 
class such as teachers, doctors and lawyers were 
brought in by the British Government to work in 
the colonial administration. 

The Oshwals, or the Visa Oshwal, emigrated 
from the arid villages near Jamnagar in Gujarat 
in the 20th century.  In fact the first Oshwals ar-
rived about 1899.� Persistent famine in the vil-

�	  The story of the building of the railway is told in 	
Charles Miller, The Lunatic Express: The Magnificent Saga of 
the Railway’s Journey into Africa (Head of Zeus, 2017) earlier 
originally published as The lunatic express; an ntertainment in 
imperialism (New York: Macmillan, 1971)
�	  Taken from Cynthia Salvador, Through Open Doors: 
A view of Asian cultures in Kenya (rev edition, Kenway 
Publications, 1989) p. 174 (in section on ‘The Oshwal 
Vanik’).

lages led the community to migrate in large 
numbers to East Africa. 

These immigrants were poor farmers in the vil-
lages and had left India penniless. So, it was not 
that Oshwals had a red carpet laid out in front 
of them. They had to earn their keep as soon as 
they landed on the shores of East Africa. They 
took up whatever job they could find. 

After adjusting to the very different environ-
ment than what they were used to, the Oshwals 
opened small shops dealing in the stock that the 
Africans and the white settlers needed. Initially, 
the ‘Dukawallahs’, these small time shopkeep-
ers, were not well-to-do at all. Their trade relied 
on other suppliers who would give goods on 
credit. So, frugality was a mantra of the day.

The interaction of food and business
Their eating habits migrated, too! Their main 
meal was lunch comprising chapatis, (roasted 
flat breads), vegetables, rice and liquid curry of 
split pigeon peas (toor daal). Breakfast consisted 
of parothas, finger millet chapati, tea, milk or 

PURI, PAROTHA, PICKLES 
AND PAPADAM

Saryoo Shah

Saryoo Shah reminisces about the food of her youth, and finds many traces of the past in present day 
Kenya, in this photo essay about some popular food items among the Visa Oshwal community. 

Puri, parathas, pickle and papadam
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youghurt. Every household had a stone grind-
ing mill brought over from their villages in In-
dia. As there were no refrigerators in those days, 
the ladies of the household ground the millet 
into flour every other day. Not only was this a 
practicality as the millet flour would otherwise 
go rancid very quickly, but also a necessity as 
there were no millers who would provide the 
milling services. Wheat, however, was ground 
in bulk as it would not go rancid like millet.
 
As the townships in the interior grew big-
ger, trading activities increased from Nairobi, 
Mombasa, and Kisumu. Traders from bigger 
towns would go in the interior to get orders for 
their wares, fertilizers for the settler farms, gro-
ceries, etc. But where could the traders stay? Be-
cause of the white settler’s segregation policy, 
one could not stay in a hotel run mostly by, and 
for, the whites.

As a result, the relatives of the Indian traders be-
came a key source of support to their families 
and other business contacts. Even transport al-
ways was not reliable. The state of the murrum 
roads in the rainy season worsened the situa-
tion. The arrival time of the hungry and thirsty 
visitors was either unexpected or very late at 
night. Potatoes were always around in the pan-
try. So, making a potato curry and fried puris 
out of wheat flour was the easiest answer. But 
rolling out small puris is time consuming. This 
led to the invention of the larger version of puris 
with a slit in the middle, now known as parothas 
amongst the Shah community.� 

�	  Shah is a very common family or clan name among the 	
community, so is often used to apply to all.

Parothas are known by different names in differ-
ent communities. Some call it paronthas, while 
some call them parathas. What I am talking 
about, are parothas made out of brown wheat 
flour, and deep fried in ghee. But in some com-
munities a paratha is something folded a few 
times and re-rolled to make it flaky, or stuffed by 
putting other ingredients in the actual dough, or  
by putting stuffing between two chapati-type ro-
tis, or wrapping a single chapati around a ball of 
stuffing, then rolling it flat. Other communities’ 
parathas are usually not deep-fried but cooked 
with very little ghee. 

Ghee
During earlier times, the Oshwal community 
was not a monied class and had to be frugal in 
every aspect of day to day life. Ghee used to fry 
the parothas was bought from the Kamba peo-
ple of Machakos and so was known as Macha-
kos ghee. Some Indians had taught the Kamba 
how to make ghee as they had big herds of dairy 
cattle. 

Better quality ghee was made from clarifying 
butter and was expensive. That ghee was re-
served for special occasions to make sweet dish-
es for festivities. Better quality ghee came appar-
ently from Kisumu, for example. (In evidence 
to the Kenya Land Commission, a Mr Puri from 
Machakos gave evidence that for various rea-
sons Machakos’ prominence had declined. He 
attributed this to poor pasture, to the encourage-
ment of improved quality of ghee given by the 
colonial administration in places like Kisumu, 
and the conservatism of the Kamba people. �) 
�	 Colonial Paper No. 91, 1934, Volume II Evidence and 	
Memoranda p. 1435.

Preparing parothas: the dough, the rolling pin and the board. 

A plate of fried parothas



Pickles 
Pickles and papadams are a must as accompani-
ments to enjoying parathas. Our grandmothers 
and mothers always made lemon and mango 
pickles in November and December, the season 
for these fruit. Affordability had to be consid-
ered, too. Mangoes and lemons are compara-
tively cheap. Unripe mangoes of particular vari-
ety have to be used, and so also with lemons. In 
those days mangoes from Mombasa were sent 
upcountry by relatives as there were no man-
goes grown other than in the coastal areas. 

The pickles prepared would be have to be 
enough for the whole year for the large Indian 
households. The mangoes were chopped into 
pieces, put in salt water for a day. Next day, the 
pieces of mangoes were removed and put out to 
dry in the sun for a day. The saline water was 
not thrown, but was used the following day for 
mixing all the spices and jaggery (unrefined cane 
sugar). Then all the pieces of mango were put 
into the saline water with the spices and jaggery. 
The mixture would be kept in big saucepan or 
basin where it was easy to stir three or four times 
a day. This would be carried out for one or two 
days until the jaggery was dissolved and all the 
spices were mixed well.  Now the jars would be 
filled with the pickles. 

The process of making lemon pickles was a little 
different. Pieces of lemon would be mixed in 
salt, turmeric and lemon juice and a little water. 
All would be put in earthenware jars and kept 
submerged in the lemon juice and turned daily 
till the lemon skins had become tender. 

Papadams
Papadams are the other essential accompani-
ment to parothas.  They are very thin and round, 
rather like giant crisps but made of daal and 
some type of flour. 

There are a few varieties of papadams. The ones 
we can buy from the supermarkets these days 
are made of urad daal (black lentil) flour. The 
other variety is made from moong daal (green 
gram or ndengu) flour only. As cassava is eas-
ily available in the Western Province of Kenya, 
people have started making papadams from cas-
sava flour. But in the Oshwal household, papad-
ams are made from moong daal and rice flour 
ground together. Salt and baking soda (sodium 
bicarbonate) are added to the water when it 
boils. Then the flour, spiced with ground cumin 
and chilli powder is added to the boiling water 
and stirred quickly and well so that the dough 
becomes soft and smooth. Then the papadams 

have to be rolled and laid out in the sun to dry. 
Once dry and crisp, these papadams are con-
sumed roasted, grilled or fried. 

As they are a bit tricky to roll out and lift from 
the rolling board, the making of them requires 
more than one person. Lifting the papadams 
off the board with the help of a rolling pin, too, 
needs to be done very carefully. The papadams 
are then laid out on burlap (hessian), or cotton 
cloth, to be dried in the full sun. 

Earlier, papadams making was a social affair.  
We would ask our relatives and neighbours to 
come and help in the rolling out of the papad-
ams. While rolling, family news and commu-
nity gossip was exchanged.  Relaxed ‘elevenses’ 
and ‘kitty parties’ were not the norm amongst 
the Oshwal community ladies.� Every lady who 
came to help would bring her own familiar roll-

�	  ‘Elevenses’ refers to taking usually tea and biscuits in a 
short break around eleven o’clock in the morning. This very 
British word is not used much now and ‘coffee break’ or 
‘coffee time’ are more common ‘Kitty Parties’ are gatherings 
of ladies of leisure, involving card games, such as poker, 
flush or rummy.

Papadams drying on burlap, in the sun

The delicate process of lifting the thinly rolled papadams
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ing pin. When the rolling of papadams was over, 
each lady would take some papadam dough 
home as it is very tasty. It is very common to 
prepare papadam dough with a little oil, lemon 
juice and chilli power to enhance the taste for 
our consumption. 

Pickling jars
The pickles were stored in earthenware jars im-
ported from Stoke - on – Trent, in Staffordshire, 
England. Shopkeepers who sold crockery had 
their names printed or embossed on the jars. 
Some of the names Kanji Hirji Shah and Shah 
Hirji Kara were from Mombasa, while Amritlal 
and Company were from Nairobi. 

Shah Hirji Kara was the first Oshwal to come to 
Kenya in 1899 with two other friends. He opened 
a shop in Mombasa and was trading in various 
items including household goods. But in 1929, 
during the great financial crash, they went into 
liquidation.� 

Kanji Hirji Shah was an employee of Shah Hirji 
Kara. In 1928, Kanji Hirji Shah bought the lat-
ter’s household goods stock, and set up his own 
trading firm. 

�	  For some more detail see Saryoo, Shah ‘The Oshwals’ 	
Kenya Past and Present issue 42, 2015, pp. 45-52.
  

The firm of Kanji Hirji Shah still exists today in 
Mombasa under the same name and in the same 
line of business. As liquid cash was not easily 
available, Kanji Hirji was helped financially by 
his friends to set up his shop. Now it is managed 
by Kanji Hirji’s son Kirtibhai, his son and grand-
son. 

The continuance of tradition
Parothas have remained popular amongst Os-
hwal community in general. Many elderly peo-
ple still prefer to eat parothas for breakfast in-
stead of cornflakes, oatmeal or a slice of bread. 

Even those Oshwals who have left Kenya and 
settled in the United States, Canada, England 
and Australia, they still often end up eating 
parothas for breakfast or brunch, with sev-
eral pickles and papadams as condiments. For 
toddlers, parothas are crushed and crumbled 
and infused with sweet tea or sweetened milk. 
This is rather like Weetabix, so is consumed by 
them without any fuss. Who can resist the waft-
ing aroma of parothas fried in ghee?

Photographs by the author.
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They speak to us of warm welcomes and tra-
ditional hospitality, of large offerings of richly 
flavoured rice, of meat cooked in coconut milk, 
of sweets as generous in quantity as the meals 
they followed. Bright purple flowers and leaves 
in deep green rim a serving dish. Blue buds and 
grey stalks decorate a big plate. Stylized lotuses 
in red, black and green circle a bowl. The fine 
mosaic of fired clay, aged pale brown surfaces, 
and the patina of use, all add to making each 
item an extremely desirable collectible.

These attractive objects have been in our region 
since the second half of the 19th century. Search-
es in the antique shops of Zanzibar, Mombasa, 
Dar-es-Salaam and Nairobi will be repaid by col-
ourful plates and bowls, and less often by cups 
and saucers. They are not works of fine art, and 
do not pretend to the refinement and beauty of 
Chinese and other porcelain. But they are objects 
that give enormous pleasure, happily rekindling 
expectations of orange-coloured halwa with 
shelled almonds for tea, and old-time hospitality 
for company on many a dining table today.

Though casually called ‘Zanzibar plates’, they 
are neither plates nor made in Zanzibar. Most 
are really dishes. And they were made in Hol-
land, England, Germany and France, with lesser 
contributions from other countries, including 
Belgium and Japan. They have been in use, and 
can still be found today, in many countries of the 
Indian Ocean, from Madagascar to Yemen and 

India to Indonesia. Although they were widely 
found all over the Swahili Coast, and originally 
had been imported into East Africa directly by all 
the city-states, notably Lamu, ‘Zanzibar’s policy 
of centralizing all imports and exports through 
her own warehouses left Lamu [and other ports] 
far behind. The inadequacy of Lamu’s port facil-
ities for the steamship age … were contributory 
causes to the decline of [her traditional maritime 
trade.]’�

Thus, in the region of the East African coast, the 
principal place of importation and the principal 
local source became Zanzibar. As a result, they 
have often been referred to as ‘Zanzibar plates’ 
and the term remains a convenient alternative to 
longer, and clumsy, definitions of greater accu-
racy.� 

Imported ceramics had long been a part of the 
East African scene. The earliest Swahili tombs 
were initially adorned with beautifully carved 
gravestones. Fine examples of these may be seen 
in the large museum at Gede, north of Momba-
sa, where gravestones from other sites along the 
coast, such as Jumba la Mtwana, Kongo Mosque 
and Mnarani, are exhibited.

Meanwhile mosques had begun to be embel-
lished with ceramics embedded in the mihrab 

as well as in the gateways. In time, large tombs 

�	  Allen, James de Vere, 1977: 9.
� 	 Aldrick, Judith, 1997.	

ZANZIBAR PLATES:
Maastricht and other plates on the 

East African coast
Villoo Nowrojee and Pheroze Nowrojee

In this paper drawing on, and developing from, their book on the subject, the authors outline and 
reflect on the history of the dishes usually called Zanzibar plates, and on their place in Swahili 
culture, and on what we can learn from them.



emerged in the Swahili city states. These formal 
structures also followed the ornamentation of 
the mosques. Ceramics and glazed pottery be-
came an integral part of their architecture. And 
ceramics came to wholly replace carved grave-
stones in both ornamentation and honour. 
	
These ceramics were first imported from Iran 
as part of the longstanding trade of the Indian 
Ocean littoral. Then, fine pottery from China be-
gan to be a major part of the trade, transhipped 
through the Straits of Malacca (within which 
Singapore lies) by traders and sailors from Gu-
jarat, Arabia and East Africa itself. Fine Chinese 
porcelain began to appear in and on mosques 
and on East Africa’s unique pillar tombs, and 
eventually entered the homes of the wealthy as 
part of the innermost zidakas.�

Almost all such Chinese ceramic inlays in and 
on mosques and tombs have been robbed or 
vandalised over the past 150 years. A remaining 
example is the tomb at Mambrui, outside Malin-
di. Another surviving example, in Tanzania, is 
a pillar tomb at Kunduchi, near Dar-es-Salaam. 
It must not be thought that it was only fine pot-
tery that was imported. Utilitarian pottery from 
China also came in large quantities. Examples of 
these, from the Chris and Teresa Ormsby-Gore 
collection, may also be seen at Gede Museum. 

In the second half of the 19th century, events in 
China brought intermittent halts to both pro-
duction and exports. This was also the time that 
power and patterns of trade in the Indian Ocean 
had changed. Dutch and British ships brought 
finished goods, including pottery, into the mar-

�	  Plasterwork niches in the wall for the display of 	
	 ceramics and other objects.

kets of Indonesia, India and the rest of 
the Indian Ocean. This pottery began 
to be used in place of fine China, in the 
same places and for the same purpos-
es. 

The most prominent of these newcom-
ers were ceramics from the factories of 
Maastricht in Holland. Other centres of 
production in Western Europe were in 
England, Germany and France.

The important producers in Maastricht 
were Petrus Regout & Co. (with their 
instantly recognisable sphinx logo) and 
Société Céramique. Their major com-
petitors from the neighbouring coun-
tries were Villeroy & Boch (Germany 
- founded in 1748 and still in operation), 
Sarreguemines (France, since 1770), and 

Adams, Worcester, Spode and others (England). 
These factories now brought out earthenware as 

cheap mass-produced items for a low-income 
market in their own countries.

Floral designs in numerous variations were the 
principal offerings. These later settled into re-
peated patterns. The dominant colours were 
purples, mauves and greens, in combinations of 
dark and pale, lines and curves. Flowers, moons, 
leaves and tendrils embellished the plates. Ar-
chaeologist and author Richard Wilding uses 
for this style the term ‘Peasant Floral’, and for 
the products ‘European Peasant Floral Ware’.� 

These patterns are the ones on the plates, bowls 
and, rarely, cups and saucers, with which we are 
most familiar. 

Their origins were humble: James de Vere Allen 
suggests that ‘they were made for the peasant 
and petit-bourgeois market in France, Germany, 

�	  Wilding Richard, 1977: 398. 

Pillar tomb at Gedi, and Chinese dish in the pillar at Mambrui. 
Photo: Dr. Kalandar Khan
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Holland and Belgium but also occasionally for 
export to Eastern countries’.� This market in Eu-
rope is reflected in the Dutch term for a plate col-
lection, which is Boerenbont (Boeren = farmers), 
as these items were ‘mainly used by farmers, 
but the upper-class and castle families took over 
their usage’.�

Though not very common, calligraphic designs 
were a significant part of the genre. These were 
plates with calligraphy incorporated into the 
usual designs or being the dominant design it-
self. The calligraphy could be of a religious na-
ture, of a commercial nature, for a government 
purpose or purely as decoration.

Another major aspect of design arose from the 
Western manufacturers and their designers 
coming to appreciate that an overwhelming part 
of the Indian Ocean market lay in lands that 
were Muslim or Muslim-ruled, from Indonesia 
to the Gulf countries to Zanzibar. Accordingly, 
the crescent and star appear in many designs. 
Its eminence was also emphasised by its use in 
the more prestigious calligraphic designs that 
followed. Examples are common in museums; 
less so in antique shops. Geometric patterns 
were also popular. One motif was an East Af-
rican contribution: Zanzibar’s importance as a 
market was reflected in the frequent use of the 
clove motif. This was often stylized into a circu-
lar rosette.� The clove pattern was of interest not 
only to Zanzibar, but also to Dutch Indonesia. It 
was a large buyer of Zanzibari cloves, and was 
simultaneously a producer of cloves, itself hav-
ing introduced the crop to Zanzibar.

�	  Allen, James de Vere, 1972.
�	  Ibid, see also Polling, A., 1988. 
�	  Aldrick, Judith, 1997. 

The plates and bowls carried the makers’ names 
and logos on the base of the item. Many also 
carried the name of the manufacturer’s agent. 
This appears to have been limited to the Zanzi-
bar market. Examples of Zanzibar agents whose 
names appeared on this ware are Peera Dewji�, 
Abdool Hoosein Brothers & Co., and Sumar Has-
sum. Agents, and the acknowledgement of the 
agents, were part of the marketing infrastruc-
ture that 19th century manufacturers in Europe 
set up on a global scale. The chain of agencies 
did not arise from only the imposition of busi-
ness efficiency (though it was a supremely effi-
cient system). It was fuelled more by the desire 
to dominate markets through the establishment 
of product monopolies, effected through these 
exclusive agencies in specific regions and even 
towns.	

Zanzibar plates began to go out of production 
in the first decade of the 1900s and faded out of 
the market completely after the First World War. 
Their golden half-century from 1860 to 1910 con-
tinued to be reflected in homes and collections 
where they gained parity with fine China, not in 
quality but in affection. Over the past decades, 
they have been the pleasure of those frequenting 
antique and junk shops in East Africa.
 
The Islamic connection and the Swahili one 
The Dutch designers and Maastricht ware were 
latecomers in responding to the markets of  Islamic 
rulers and lands. China had reacted much earlier. 
Changes in style had been made as early as in 
the 14th century by certain producers in south 
China. After commenting on these, Watson 
states ‘There is an accumulation of evidence that 
points to this new ware being made specifically 
in a perceived Islamic style, and intended initial-
ly for export to the Middle East.’� 

�	   Aldrick, Judy, 2015. 
�	  Watson, Oliver, 2005. 



This was then followed in the early 17th Century 
by Chinese kilns and designers incorporating 
Quranic and other sayings in Arabic into their 
products for these markets. Occasionally refer-
ence was also made to specific patrons such as 
the Moghul emperors of India, and other Mus-
lim patrons.10 This is evidence also of the major 
influence in, and dominance of, the market for 
several centuries by Islamic rulers, patrons and 
consumers of fine China in the lands of the In-
dian Ocean. 

Entering the market at the end of the 19th Cen-
tury, the Maastricht ceramics conformed, in the 
same way, to this long-established factor. Maas-
tricht thus followed in both the artistic and mar-
keting patterns that had been established centu-
ries earlier by other producers, principally their 
Chinese predecessors. 

An assessment of the result of all these influences 
and markets is important. Firstly, one result was 
that in the Indian Ocean the Maastricht and simi-
lar products, which had originally been meant as 
tableware for modest homes in their home mar-
kets, became and were understood as a wholly 
different product, for different classes, and for 
different purposes. This change was reflected in 
responding designs and patterns.

Secondly, through the uses to which they were 
put, these products now became a part of a dif-
ferent ceramic tradition — the tradition of Is-
lamic ceramics, ‘one of the most characteristic 
and singular of all the Islamic arts’.11 This is re-
flected both in the mosques and tombs and in the 
personal and state collections of Muslim rulers 

10	  Ibid: 486 (for the Moghul Emperor Aurangzeb) 
	 and 490.
11	  Watson, Oliver, 2005: Preface.

around the Indian Ocean. The rulers of Zanzibar 
and Hyderabad shared also the presence in their 
palaces of the Dutch- and English-produced Zan-
zibar plates, especially those with their attractive 
acknowledgement and display of Islamic sym-
bols and calligraphy. 

These Maastricht and similar plates may still be 
seen in the former palaces of the Nizam of Hy-
derabad in India, and of the Sultan of Zanzibar, 
now preserved as museums.

Thirdly, though they appeared first on rural 
hearths, they ended up in palaces. Consciously 
designed for a local low-income market, they un-
intendedly became symbols of prestige and so-
cial celebration for the elite ruling class in far-off 
lands.

These historical and social factors mark out Zan-
zibar plates in Indian Ocean lands as an area of 
study distinct from the study of the same prod-
ucts in their native countries of manufacture, 
Holland, England, France and Germany. 

These plates are not of the precision of porcelain 
either in form or design. Instead they revel in the 
broad brush stroke, the uncaring bleed over out-
lines, the indelicate heaviness. Yet, in their ability 
to adapt, they found a cultural welcome and set-
tled comfortably into the consumers’ own very 
long tradition of social usage of, and ornamenta-
tion with, such materials.

This part of our social and artistic history also 
emphasizes the regional context and the shared 
histories of Zanzibar-Pemba, Lamu, the Tanza-
nia coast and mainland, and the Kenya coast and 
mainland, as well as with our neighbours around 
the Indian Ocean.
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The writing of our book on this subject was, for 
us, a transforming experience. We found that 
we were no longer researching a Dutch or Brit-
ish trade artefact, but a Swahili cultural object. 
Changed purposes, changed values, changed 
aesthetics: all had made the Zanzibar plate a 
changed item. And we were only excavating the 
changed item that had been buried by the colo-
nial period and by our own subsequent neglect 
and indifference. 

Research on the plates led us into a broad in-
quiry that opened up our history, bringing out 
activities and events that have been the subject 
of erasure from world history and our people’s 
minds. 

The Swahili role in Indian Ocean trade
Swahili merchants and sailors were sailing more 
extensively than we acknowledge. They were 
carrying more than we acknowledge. Swahili 
and Indian merchants and sailors had taken a 
giraffe to India in the 12th century. It has been 
immortalized in stone in the 12th century World 
Heritage Site of the Sun Temple at Konarak in 
Orissa, India. There in the numerous panels of 
carvings is the giraffe, still peering out at us to-
day. Even more remarkable, the Konarak temple 
is on the eastern shores of India, on the Bay of 
Bengal, and not on its western Arabian Sea/In-
dian Ocean side, facing where we are.

A first-hand account from the 1500s tells it to 
us plainly: In c. 1515 Tome Pires wrote that in 
the key port of Melaka, (near present-day Singa-
pore) there were:

Moors from Cairo, Mecca, Aden, Abyssin-
ians, men of Kilwa, Malindi, Ormuz, Panees, 
Rumes, Turks, Turkomans, Christian Arme-
nians, Gujaratees, men of Chaul, Dabhol, Goa, 
of the Kingdom of Deccan, Malabar Klings, 
merchants from Orissa, Ceylon, Bengal, Ar-
akan, Pegu, Siamese, men of Kedah, Malays, 
Men of Pahang, Patani, Cambodia, Champa, 
Cochin China, Chinese, Lequeos, men of 
Brunei, Lucoes, men of Tamjompura, Laue, 
Banka, Linga (they have a thousand other 
islands), Moluccas, Banda, Bima, Timor, Ma-
dura, Java, Sunda, Palembang, Jambi, Tong-
kal, Indragiri, Kappatta, Menangkabau, Siak, 
Arqua, Aru, Bata, country of the Tomaujo, 
Pase, Pedir, Maldives.12 [italics the authors’ 
own]

	
Tim Hannigan in his A Brief History of Indonesia,13 

citing Tome Pires, observes, ‘The first thing that 
Pires’s account makes clear is just how spectacu-
larly cosmopolitan the ports of the [Straits] ar-
chipelago had become by the 16th century’. We 
may observe that our merchants sailing in the 
ocean-going dhows of the western Indian Ocean 
— from the Swahili states of Kilwa and Malindi, 
from Aden, from Ormuz in the Gulf, and from 
Gujarat, Dabhol and Malabar in India — were all 
present and trading there. 

We thus have direct confirmation of what the 
sculptors wrote in stone at Konarak so long ago. 
We must not lose sight of Swahili commerce 
and its extent over the centuries; nor of the as-
sociation of our merchants with traders from 
Arabia and India. This association was either by 
exporting through Arab and Indian merchants 
from East Africa, who then carried these Swa-
hili exports — principally ivory, the coinage of 
Swahili commerce, ‘the hard currency for trade 
with China’14 — to points of transhipment in In-
dia and then to Malacca, which were the usual 
points of transhipment to China. Alternatively, 
by our merchants travelling on Arab and Indian 
merchant ships with their own cargoes to the 
points of eventual transhipment, such as Ma-
lacca. Or even, if our historians care to investi-
gate sufficiently professionally, by our own mer-
chants travelling in our own ocean-going dhows 
carrying our own ivory. Kirkman sets out the 
patterns of those shipments:

All these imports came in the Arab dhows, 
which at least as early as the ninth century 

12	  Pires, 1515.
13	  Hannigan, 2015: 69. 
14	  Kirkman, J.S., 1954 : p. 95. 

Dutch gold leaf plate (manufactured by Société
Céramique) acquired in south India. 	
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CE were regularly visiting Chinese ports.15 

There is a record of Chinese junks having 
visited East Africa between 1417 and 1422, 
and specifically Malindi, during the voyage 
of 1417-19, but the normal way of trade with 
Africa would have been indirect with one or 
more transhipments. Kalah in Malaya was a 
great entrepot, Calicut on the Malabar coast 
another, Cambay [Bharuch] in Gujarat a 
third, Ormuz a fourth.16

There are many Arabic and Arabic-derived 
words in Kiswahili. There are also many Gu-
jarati and Gujarati-derived words. So how long 
have these Gujarati words been in the Kiswahili 
lexicon? Did they enter the language only in the 
last 100 or even 200 years? Or did they become 
a part over the hundreds of years that Gujaratis, 
Arabs and Swahilis were regularly sailing long 
voyages together? And spending months at a 
time together while awaiting the change in the 
monsoon winds at either end? 

Appreciating our own history
Where is this base history to be found in our 
schools, in the education of our children, or even 
in our universities? Our textbooks have not been 
researched from our records, written or oral, our 
movement to and presence in South East Asia 
so far away in the pursuit of trade. Our pres-
ence there is fortuitously vouchsafed by foreign 

15	  Ibid: 95.
16	  Ibid: 95.

contemporary reports of the 16th century to that 
effect. And only drawn out by an inquiry into 
modest trading items, plates and dishes.

What also emerged is that the sources of the uses 
to which the Zanzibar plates were put in the late 
1800s in East Africa, lay in Swahili history and 
Swahili culture over the period 800-1900. The 
setting is best put in the words of Derek Nurse 
and Thomas Spear:

… abundant evidence was found in ruins all 
along the coast of a vibrant period of Swa-
hili civilization in the 14th and 15th centuries 
marked by extensive and elaborate building 
and large scale imports of Islamic and Chi-
nese pottery, that lasted till the Portuguese 
destroyed a number of towns in the 16th cen-
tury in their attempt to monopolize Indian 
Ocean trade.17 

Marina Tolmacheva sets out some of the ma-
jor elements that defined that vibrant period. 
She writes: ‘By the 12th century a culture had 
emerged which thrived on long distance trade; 
which had created city states; had adopted Islam 
as its religion; and found expression through 
various dialects of the Swahili language.’18 It 
continued till the 19th century.

What the plates have taught us
The trade with Iran brought to the East African 

17	  Nurse, Derek and Thomas Spear, 1985: 4. 
18	  Tolmacheva, Marina, 1993: 4.
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coast early plates and the practice of their use in 
the decoration of mosques and tombs. The long 
distance transhipment trade brought fine China 
to East Africa. But when these became scarce 
and then unavailable, their place in mosques, 
tombs and households, both in zidakas and on 
tables, was filled by the plates from Maastricht 
and other similar Western European products. 
These are the ones that came to be called Zanzi-
bar plates.

We began to understand the widespread use of 
the plates around the Indian Ocean. This became 
apparent from a study of the content, patterns 
and uses first of the Chinese ceramics and then 
of the Zanzibar plates from Western Europe, 
which had express Islamic content and the social 
uses to which they were put.
 
The plates, their uses and designs reflect stead-
ily over time this historical process in the most 
eastern and the most western parts of the Indi-
an Ocean. This was also visible from the use of 
plates in homes and palaces, from the ornamen-
tation of mosques and tombs and, importantly, 
of the shrines of saints and pirs. Edward Alpers 
refers to the process as ‘becoming an Islamic 
Sea’.19 

The extensive social use of the plates was the 
result of an appreciative patronage and market 
in Islamic or Islamic-ruled lands, which, particu-
larly on the East African coast, appropriated the 
pottery to use in a broad spectrum of customs 
— social, religious and cultural, both celebratory 
and funereal.

This modest household item, the ceramic plate, 
became, to us, the key with which to open the 
Swahili world, East Africa’s and Kenya’s his-
tory, a great past and a cultured heritage.

19	  Alpers, Edward, 2014: 122-123. 

We found that these Zanzibar plates touched 
all aspects of Swahili culture — poetry, prose, 
calligraphy, carving, architecture, decoration, 
mourning, celebration, travel — by their pres-
ence and reflection in all these and the role they 
played. 

It amazed and pleased us how much these plates, 
these modest and mute objects, have spoken to 
us, and become the means by which so much of 
our past has been opened up again. In the search 
for answers were revealed not just the facts of 
archaeology, but the meanings, the realisation in 
us, of who we are. 

The final word remains with Sadiq Ghalia,20 who 
knew them best:

Zanzibar plates reflect not only aspects of 
Swahili architecture but also the habits of 
our people. These items were integral to our 
major religious and social celebrations. They 
were table finery brought out for special oc-
casions like Maulidi, or circumcision ceremo-
nies, or weddings. Zanzibar plates are an 
affectionate and inseparable part of Swahili 
culture and a part of our national heritage.21 

20	  The late Sadiq Ghalia of Mombasa was a leading 	
	 collector of Zanzibar plates from East Africa and the 	
	 Indian Ocean. The Ghalia collection is a major reference 	
	 point in the region to use for comparative studies 	
	 in several fields, including the history of art and 	
	 international trade.  
21	  Personal Interviews, 2007.
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Archaeology is the study of the ancient and re-
cent human past through material remains. Ar-
chaeology helps us understand not only where 
and when people lived, but also why and how 
they lived. It examines the changes and causes 
of changes that have occurred in human cultures 
over time, seeking patterns and explanations of 
patterns to explain everything from the earliest 
humans to the origins of agriculture and com-
plex societies. Unlike history, which relies pri-
marily upon written records, archaeology offers 
a glimpse into the time before history through 
analysis of things they made and left behind. 
“Archaeology offers a unique perspective on 
human history and culture. Archaeology helps 
us understand not only where and when peo-
ple lived on the earth, but also how they have 
lived.”�   It contributes greatly to understanding 
of the recent as well as the ancient past.

Africa has a very long history of human habita-
tion and is considered the Cradle of Humankind. 
Kenya so far has the most complete collection of 
hominid species in the world. Kenya’s archaeo-
logical collection is also the most diverse and 
represents human activities from 3 million years 
ago, preserved in more than 6000 sites. Here are 
highlighted some remarkable finds that have 
been recovered, collected or documented from a 
selection of the sites. All archaeological finds are 
special; however, I consider the ones listed here 
to be truly exceptional (and interesting) objects 
that have made Kenya famous as the Cradle of 
Human Imagination. All the collected artefacts 
are stored in the Archaeology Section of the Na-
tional Museums of Kenya in Nairobi.

�	  Society for American Archaeology http://www.saa.
org/about-archaeology.

SITE: LOKALALEI 2C

Location: Western side of Lake Turkana, Tur-
kana County

Age: 2.34 million years ago

Object: The site of Lokalalei 2C is situated with-
in the Nachukui geological formation. The site 
yielded nearly 3,000 well preserved archaeologi-
cal tools from which 60 sets of complementary 
matching stone artefacts were refitted. These 
refits have helped to show the process through 
which stone tools were manufactured. 

Significance: The researchers who discovered 
these tools concluded that they demonstrate 
greater cognitive capacity and motor skill than 
previously assumed for early hominids.  They 
also demonstrate that early hominids displayed 
distinct technical competencies and techno-eco-
nomic patterns of behaviour. By carefully refit-

EXCEPTIONAL OBJECTS 
FROM KENYA’S 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES
Angela W. Kabiru

The author describes a number of the most fascinating objects in the collection of the National 
Museums of Kenya, putting them in their historical and geographical context.

Figure 1: One of the refitted cores from Lokalalei 2C site. 
(Credit: Roche et al)

Namoratung’a grave site, close up of far 
left circle in Fig 11 below.

EXCEPTIONAL OBJECTS 
FROM KENYA’S 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES
Angela W. Kabiru



ting the flakes back onto the cores from which 
they were struck, it was possible to show that 
the seemingly simple tools that we see today 
were produced through an elaborate process 
that followed a clear and consistent strategy, not 
the random striking motion we may associate 
with early stone tools. 

Further reading: Roche, H. et al. (1999), Early ho-
minid stone tool production and technical skill 
2.34 million years ago in West Turkana, Kenya, 
6, May 1999, Nature 399, 57 - 60 

SITE:  ILERET FOOTPRINTS

Location: Near Ileret, east of Lake Turkana, Mar-
sabit County

Age: 1.51 to 1.53 million years ago 

Object:  An early ancestor of modern humans 
is known to have walked here. Two sets of foot-
prints left by Homo ergaster have been preserved 
in two sedimentary layers. The Ileret footprints 
contain three trails, including one small foot-
print possibly made by a child. The Hominin 
footprints provide the oldest evidence of an 
essentially modern human–like foot anatomy, 
with an arched foot, short toes, and a big toe that 
was parallel to the other toes. The prints also 
show a modern human stride, where weight is 
transferred from the heel to the ball of the foot 
and then to the big toe with each step. The size 
of the Ileret footprints is consistent with stature 
and body mass estimates for Homo ergaster/Homo 
erectus who lived around this time. These prints 
are morphologically distinct from the 3.75 mil-
lion-year-old footprints found at Laetoli, Tanza-
nia, that indicate the rolling gait of a more primi-
tive Australopithecus with shallow arches and 
splayed big toes just like modern apes. 

Significance: The significance of the Ileret foot-
prints is that they show that by 1.5 million years 
ago, hominins had evolved an essentially mod-
ern human foot function and style of bipedal 

locomotion. This shows that our feet have not 
changed in 1.5 million years and the hominins 
then walked the same way as we do today. The 
remains of Homo ergaster show that they had 
long legs and short arms like modern humans. 
Remains of Homo ergaster have also been found 
in Tanzania and South Africa.

Further reading:  Bennet, M. R. et al. (2009), 
Early Hominin Foot Morphology Based on 1.5-
Million-Year-Old Footprints from Ileret, Kenya.  
Science 27 Feb 2009: Vol. 323, Issue 5918, pp. 
1197-1201. DOI: 10.1126/science.1168132

SITE: ENKAPUNE YA MUTO (EYM), ALSO 
KNOWN AS TWILIGHT CAVE

Location: Mau Escarpment, central Rift Valley 
of Kenya, Nakuru County 

Age: 46,400-500 BP 

Object: Beads made of perforated ostrich egg 
shells found at the site have been dated to 39,000 
years ago that represent the earliest human use 
of personal adornment in Kenya. Enkapune Ya 
Muto (EYM) contains the oldest known archaeo-
logical horizons spanning the transition from 
the Middle to the Later Stone Age and the devel-
opment of modern human technology. This site 
also contains the only known occurrences dating 
to the Middle Holocene dry phase in highland 
Kenya and Tanzania, as well as occurrences that 
span the transition from hunting and gathering 
to food production and from the Neolithic Age 
to the Iron Age. 

Significance: According to Ambrose (1998), 
these beads mark the dawn of an era of new arte-
fact manufacturing techniques and a very signif-
icant innovation in modern human behaviour. 
The Kalahari !Kung San hunter–gatherers of the 
Kalahari use beads in a system of gift-giving and 
exchange in delayed reciprocity, called hxaro. 
This serves to strengthen regional, social and 
economic networks that ensure survival in mar-

Figure 2: Optical laser scans of the main footprint trail at site 
FwJj14E. Courtesy Bennett et al 2009
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Figure 3: Beads and bead preforms from Enkapune ya Muto 
site, dated at about 40,000 years old. Courtesy S. Ambrose
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ginal environments. The !Kung language is one 
of the oldest in Africa; the word for ‘sewn bead-
work’ is synonymous with the word for ‘hxaro 
gifts’’; it is therefore  likely that the use of ostrich 
egg shells in the xharo system is of great antiq-
uity. If this is the case, suggests Ambrose, these 
beads may signify the invention of a symbolic 
marker for a social security system that permit-
ted behaviourally modern humans to survive in 
very harsh environments, facilitated population 
increase in Africa, and led to the spread of mod-
ern humans out of Africa and the replacement of 
archaic human populations in Eurasia. There is 
also clear evidence of the adoption of domestic 
animals by indigenous hunter-gatherers in the 
highlands of East Africa gradually between 4900 
and 3300 years ago. 

Further reading: Ambrose, S. H. A. (1998) ‘Chro-
nology of the Later Stone Age and Food Produc-
tion in East Africa’. Journal of Archaeological Sci-
ence 25(4) 377-392.
Wiessner, P. (2002) ‘Hunting, healing, and hx-
aro exchange: A long-term perspective on !Kung 
(Ju/’hoansi) large-game hunting’. Evolution and 
Human Behavior 23, 407–436.

SITE: LOTHAGAM HARPOON SITE

Location: West of Lake Turkana, Turkana Coun-
ty

Age: 3030-2830 years ago

Objects:  A large collection of bone harpoons 
have been recovered from this site. Harpoons 
may have been used for fishing, in the same way 
that the Turkana use them today, and may also 
have been used for hunting. The harpoons ap-
pear in three basic forms: uniserial, biserial and 
triserial, defined by the number of barbed rows 
on the harpoons. Dense concentrations of ani-
mal and fish bones have been preserved at the 
site. As well as telling us what people may have 
used as food, the fossils are a good record of the 
animal diversity living in this area.

Significance: Lothagam is a Late Stone Age fish-
ing-hunter-gatherer settlement situated on the 
western side of the Lake Turkana basin. Exca-
vations have yielded considerable lithic and 
pottery assemblages, as well as Early Holocene 
human burials. Lothagam’s artefact horizons 
reflect human activities during the African Hu-
mid Period, when lake levels were higher than 
present by up to 80m. Mega-lakes, rivers and 
grasslands expanded across the Sahara and into 
Eastern Africa, which supported great herds of 

large mammals. This wet period was followed 
by a period of intense desiccation that reduced 
lake levels by more than half and placed sites 
such as Lothagam far away from water bodies. 
The occupation of Lothagam has been placed 
within a period referred to as the ‘Aqualithic”, 
a material cultural tradition that subsisted on 
aquatic resources during the African humid pe-
riod dated 10,000–3,000 years ago. 

Further Reading:  M. Lynch & L. Rob-
bins (1977). ‘Excavations at Lothagam, 1975: A 
Comparison between a Typological and Com-
puter Study of Stone Artefacts’ Azania: Archaeo-
logical Research in Africa, 12(1), 43-52, DOI:10.108
0/00672707709511247 

Goldstein, S., E. Hildebrand,  M. Storozum, E. 
Sawchuk, J. Lewis, C. Ngugi and L. H. Robbins 
(2017) ‘New archaeological investigations at the 
Lothagam Harpoon Site at Lake Turkana’. An-
tiquity 91, (360), e5,  1–5.

Figure 4 Lothagam bone harpoons 



SITE: JARIGOLE PILLAR SITE

Location: Eastern side of Lake Turkana, Marsa-
bit County

Age: 5212-4529 years ago

Objects: Ostrich egg shell beads, stone orna-
ments, ceramic figures and lip plugs: 

Ostrich egg shell beads:  The large number of 
ostrich eggshell (OES) beads recovered from 
the burials within the site raises questions about 
their manufacture and use, since OES bead man-
ufacture is a specialized craft that is time con-
suming. Beads are commonly found in graves 
and are thought to be part of personal adorn-
ment dispatched with their owners to the next 
life. Studies carried out on the beads show that 
they have been manufactured using several con-
sistent methods, some of which have been used 
on OES beads in other sites. In South Africa, 
studies show that OES beads made by hunter-
gathers and pastoralists differ markedly in size. 
Beads may also have been used extensively in 
exchange networks.   

Stone ornaments: Ornaments made from semi-
precious stones have been recovered from exca-
vations at this site. There are beads and pendants 
of agate, carnelian, amazonite and other uniden-
tified stones. Agate and carnelian may have been 
sourced locally, while amazonite is thought to 
have been transported from the Ethiopian high-
lands. Perhaps the more interesting ornaments 
are two phallus-shaped stone pendants. These 
may have been used as fertility symbols. 

Ceramic figurines:  Baked clay animal figurines 
have also been found at this site. The figurines 
include those of domestic cows and sheep, leop-
ard, hippo, elephant, giraffe and unidentified 
birds. It is interesting to note that these animals 
do not exist in this area today, but were abun-
dant when the climate was much wetter than it 
is now. The inhabitants therefore made figurines 
of animals that they knew well, which gives 
a very good idea of what the climate was like 
when the site was occupied.

Lip plugs: Lip plugs are still used by members of 
Nilotic language communities; they were made 
of stone, wood, bone or even fired clay. A hole is 
drilled in the lower lip and the two central inci-
sors are pulled out to make room for the plug. 
Lip plugs have also been found in the Neolithic 
sites of the Sudan, meaning it was once a wide-
spread practice in the past. The practice of tooth 

removal has also died to a large extent, so not 
many people use plugs today. The exception is 
the Turkana women, who still commonly use lip 
plugs for ornamentation.   

Significance: The Jarigole Pillar site is one of 
ancient sites featuring monumental architecture 
and cemeteries pointing to elaborate mortuary 
customs. It is a complex burial site believed to 
have been created by a wave of Neolithic pasto-
ralists migrating southwards from northern Af-
rica via the Sudan or Ethiopian highlands about 

Figure 5: Jarigole Pillar Site figurines

Figure 6: Lip plugs made of stone, baked clay. 

Figure 7: Jarigole stone beads.
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4000 years ago. The culture eventually spread 
further south along the Eastern Rift into the Ser-
engeti Plains, bringing with it the transmission 
of domestic stock into the rest of East Africa. The 
presence of beads made of Strigatella paupercula 
(gastropod shells) and amazonite that originate 
from the Indian Ocean and the Ethiopian high-
lands, respectively, is an indication of long dis-
tance trading networks, and therefore complex 
social and exchange systems. A large number of 
pottery vessels have also been recovered from 
this site.

Further reading: 
Nelson, C.M. 1995, The work of the Koobi Fora 
Field School at the Jarigole Pillar Site, Kenya Past 
and Present 27: 49-63. 

Hildebrand, E. A. and K. M. Grillo (2012), Early 
Herders and Monumental Sites in Eastern Africa: 
Dating and Interpretation, Antiquity 86: 338–352

SITE: NJORO RIVER CAVE

Location: On a bank of the Njoro River, Nakuru 
County

Age:  approx. 3.000 years ago

Objects: Stone beads. 

Over 800 beads and pendants of semi-precious 
stones such as agate, quartz, chalcedony and 
microline feldspar were recovered in an excava-
tion in 1938. The beads have a very high quality 
finish and it has remained a mystery how they 
were manufactured, considering that this was a 
stone tool using community. Some beads were 
partially burned when the bodies were cremat-
ed but most of them have been well preserved. 
Bone and ivory pendants are also found in this 
collection.

Carbonized wooden vessel: This vessel is par-
tially burned and the shape has been distorted 
by heat. The vessel, presumably a drinking cup, 
has an elaborate carved pattern on its exterior 
surface. The pattern is exact and very detailed. 
As with the stone beads, it is not known how the 
cup was decorated  - with what is presumed to 
be stone tools, since no iron implements were 
found at the site.

Significance: The Njoro river cave is a crema-
tion burial site located on the banks of the Njoro 
River near Nakuru in central Rift Valley. The 
cave yielded the remains of at least 78 human 
skeletons, 80 stone bowls, polished ground pes-

tles, obsidian stone tools, pottery, carbonized 
seed beads, string and twine. The site is inter-
esting because it contained objects such as bas-
ketwork and gourds, which are not normally 
found in stone-age sites. No metal implements 
were found. There were also no ostrich eggshell 
beads.

Further reading: Leakey, L. S. B. and M. D. 
Leakey (1950) Excavations at the Njoro River 
Cave: Stone Age Cremated Burials in Kenya Colony. 
Clarendon Press, London.

Figures 10: wooden vessel

Figure 8: Njoro cave site: quartz beads

Figure 9 Stone pendants
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SITE: 	 NAMORATUNG’A CEMETERY
	 AND ROCK ART

Location: Southwest of Lake Turkana, Lokori

Age: 4,500 to 3,000 years ago 

Objects: Stone circle burials: The burial site con-
tains 162 stone circles consisting of more or less 
complete roughly circular rings of upright slabs 
of irregular shape, the inside being paved with 
horizontal slabs and small stones. The external 
diameters of the circles vary from one to about 
four metres and some of these slabs are decorat-
ed with geometric engravings. Excavated buri-
als contain single human burials, the bodies laid 
down on their sides. 

Rock art: The surrounding rock outcrops are cov-
ered with geometric and animal engravings and, 
in some cases, paintings. Animal brand symbols 
currently used by the Turkana who live in this 
area resemble some of the engravings found on 
the rocks. 

Significance:  The Namoratung’a burial site 
near Lokori in South Turkana is the largest pre-
historic grave site in Kenya. It also has the high-
est concentration of rock engravings recorded 
anywhere in the country. Research at the site in-
dicates that people kept sheep, goats, cattle and 
also used pottery.

Further reading: Soper, R. and M. (1977) ‘The 
Stone-Circle Graves at Ng’amoritung’a, South-
ern Turkana District, Kenya’. Azania: Archaeo-
logical Research in Africa, 12(1) 193-208.

SITE: MANDA ISLAND

Location: Kenya’s north coast, Lamu County

Age: 600-1600CE, but the island is still inhab-
ited.

Objects: Coin: A 600-year-old Chinese coin that 
shows that trade existed between China and East 
Africa many years before European explorers 
set foot here. The 
coin, called “Yon-
gle Tongbao” is 
a small disk of 
copper and silver 
with a square hole 
in the centre so it 
could be worn on 
a belt. It was one 
of those issued 
by Emperor Yon-
gle who reigned 
1403-1425 years 
ago during the 
Ming Dynasty. 
The coin could be 
dated because the 
emperor’s name 
is written on it. 
Emperor Yongle, who began the construction 
of China’s Forbidden City, had great interest in 
trade with far-off lands. It is not known how the 
coin got to Manda, but one theory is that it came 
on one of Admiral Zheng He’s expeditions that 
included East Africa.

The coin is a significant contribution to the dis-
cussion about the long trade relations between 
China and Africa. Trade played an important 
role in the development of Manda and this coin 
may show that trade was important on the is-
land much earlier than previously thought. 

Significance: The island of Manda, off the north-
ern coast of Kenya, was home to an advanced 
civilization from 3430 to 2200 years ago when 
trade began to decline.  At its peak, the town 
covered some 40 acres (160,000 m2) with an es-
timated population of about 3,500. Although the 
old towns are abandoned, the island is still home 
to a large population. Chinese descendants live 
there today; but it is not known when the Chi-
nese first came to the island.

Figure 11 Namoratung’a grave site wide view

Figure 12 Namaratung’a 
rock art of animal

Figure 13 Namaratung’a 
rock art of non-animal 
subject

58

Figure 14 Chinese coin found 
at Manda island. Courtesy 
John Weinstein/Field 
Museum.
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Further reading: http://www.fieldmuseum.
org/about/press/ancient-chinese-coin-found-
kenyan-island-field-museum-expedition ht-
tps://www.livescience.com/27890-chinese-
coin-found-in-kenya.html

Photographs by author unless otherwise cred-
ited.
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