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Fig. 1: Landsat ETM+ (7) satellite image (5 Feb 2001, spectral bands 5/4/3, contrast enhanced) 
of Kakamega Forest, its peripheral fragments and the adjacent Nandi Forests. White frames mark 
the 10 BIOTA study sites (source: USGS; access and preparation: BIOTA-E02, G. Schaab, FH 
Karlsruhe).
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Preface

The last decades have seen a high rate of global forest destruction and degradation, especially 
of tropical rainforests. Fragmented and degraded forests are known to loose biodiversity rapidly 
and long-lasting consequences for ecosystem function are to be expected. Since the Earth Summit 
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 worldwide public awareness to these problems has been raised. One of 
the key agreements adopted at Rio was the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in which 
world leaders of many countries agreed to develop national strategies, plans and programs for 
the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity. The main aims were to determine 
and monitor important components of biological diversity and to identify processes and activities 
which have or are likely to have significant adverse impact on the conservation and sustainable use 
of biological diversity.

One of the responses of the German government to the global biodiversity crisis and the CBD 
was the establishment of several research initiatives such as e.g. BIOLOG, Mata Atlântica and 
BioTeam, all funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research. BIOLOG‘s main 
aim follows the ambitions of the CBD, namely to improve our understanding of the functionality 
of biodiversity under the current global changes, and to develop strategies for the conservation 
and sustainable use of biological resources. Within BIOLOG two main directions are pursued, one 
on biodiversity informatics and one on terrestrial biodiversity research with the latter having one 
main focus on the African continent, i.e. in Kenya and Uganda (BIOTA East Africa), Ivory Coast 
and Burkina Faso (BIOTA West Africa) and South Africa and Namibia (BIOTA South Africa) (for 
further information see www.biota-africa.org).

The BIOTA East Africa group includes 12 subprojects of various German institutions and started 
research in Kakamega Forest, western Kenya, in May 2001. The overall objective of all studies is 
to understand the consequences of forest fragmentation and degradation on biodiversity patterns 
and processes. The impact is studied both for different organisms (i.e. for birds, small mammals, 
amphibians, dragonflies, butterflies, beetles, higher plants, mosses and lichens), and at various 
hierarchical levels (i.e. genetic, species-population, community-ecosystem, landscape). During the 
first year of research, it was commonly recognised that the study site of Kakamega Forest, in the 
literature often cited as virgin tropical rainforest, has over the last century not only suffered from 
forest clearance and fragmentation, but also from many years of human disturbance, both from 
commercial and subsistence use. Therefore, an urgent need for more in-depth information on the 
exploitation and disturbance of Kakamega Forest was needed. This basic knowledge is crucial to 
be able to put BIOTA East Africa research results into a broader perspective and to interpret them 
against the background of historical forest disturbance. 

Consequently, BIOTA East Africa initiated the present study on ‘The exploitation and 
disturbance history of Kakamega Forest, Western Kenya’ carried out by Nicholas Mitchell. All 
available data from a variety of sources were gathered for this documentation on the disturbance 
history covering Kakamega main forest as a whole and its various fragments with special reference 
to the ten study sites in which BIOTA East Africa research is conducted within standardised 
‘biodiversity observatories’. These research sites are Malava, Kisere, Colobus, Buyangu, Salazar, 
Isecheno I and II, Ikuywa, Yala and Kaimosi. This document represents a qualitative account of 
forest disturbance; it does not intend to be quantitative, complete or exhaustible as data available 
are scarce and widely scattered. However, it intends to stimulate discussion and provide a detailed 
documentation on the disturbance of Kakamega Forest for all researchers on site.
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1. Introduction

This report represents the results of research into the history of Kakamega Forest and its outlying 
forest fragments. It provides an account of the past utilisation of the forest, and, wherever possible, 
establishes the nature of the original vegetation before the onset of modern and large-scale forest 
alterations. While the existing accounts of the history have generally considered the forest as a 
complete whole this study addresses the varied history that is evident in the different localities 
within the forest. Particular attention was paid to BIOTA East Africa study sites, namely the areas 
in Kakamega main forest known as Colobus, Buyangu, Salazar, Isecheno, Yala and Ikuywa and the 
forest fragments Malava, Kisere and Kaimosi. 

This report gives first, an account on the administrative history of Kakamega Forest (chapter 3). 
In chapter 4 it looks at the early history of the whole Kakamega area until 1930, when the Forest 
Department (FD) took control of the forest. In chapter 5 it then describes the use of the forest by 
the local people, before considering in chapter 6 its commercial use since colonial rule from gold 
prospecting and logging to charcoal burning. Chapter 7 provides evidence for the forest changes in 
each of the ten BIOTA 1 km2 study sites where ecological research has been continuing since 2001. 
A summary in chapter 8 concludes the findings of the project while the appendices provide various 
details compiled for this report, but which cannot claim to be either definitive or comprehensive.
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2. Methods

Research was carried out between October 2002 and March 2003 and has drawn information 
from various Kenyan government institutions, British Colonial records, timber companies, 
from recent literature, from the local people living adjacent to the forest and from place-name 
evidence.

2.1 Archives & written records
The following archive sources have been comprehensively consulted: the FD archives at 

Isecheno in Kakamega Forest, the archives at the FD Headquarters in Nairobi, the National 
Archives in Nairobi, the Provincial Department of the National Archives located in Kakamega 
town, the Survey of Kenya in Nairobi, the Museums of Kenya in Nairobi, and the Public Record 
Office in London. Unfortunately, records are often incomplete. They mainly comprise letters to 
and from the foresters of Kakamega to the District Forest Officer, and to the Office of the Chief 
Conservator of Forests and have been reviewed for this project for relevant content. Annual 
Reports cited here are unpublished, internal FD reports written by the forester of Kakamega Forest 
and contain summaries of work and challenges of the previous year. Some files still exist on the 
different sawmills and it is from these, that much of the useful information comes, specific to date 
and sometimes to location and species. Timber records in Isecheno archives contain statements 
of sawn timber being processed for royalty payments to the FD. These timber records are not 
complete but the data from these files have been extracted for use in this report. Statements within 
this report which are not attributed to a source are derived from these archive records. Various 
sawmills were contacted but with little success in locating workers with knowledge of past 
practices. These practices were, however, often traceable through the archives and through the 
oral accounts of many people questioned and living around the forest. 

2.2 Literature review
As additional sources of information more recent studies about the Kakamega Forest history 

were used to complete the various aspects about the historical changes of this forest. LOGIE & 
DYSON (1962) wrote an historical account of the FD’s work in Kenya although this has little direct 
bearing on Kakamega Forest. TSINGALIA (1988) has written the most in-depth historical account 
of the forest for which he conducted interviews and researched archives, although he made little 
attempt to specify location of disturbance, an issue this current study has tried to address. In the 
early 1990’s the Kenya Indigenous Forest Conservation project (KIFCON) generated several 
reports some of which assess recent forest disturbance and its social background in the early 
1990’s (e.g. GIBBON 1991, EMERTON 1991a, b, 1992, 1994, OPOLE 1991, 1992, MUTANGAH ET AL. 
1992). Utilizing some of this material MUTANGAH (1996) developed a PhD thesis attempting to 
relate past disturbance to today’s forest composition. The Swedish International Development 
Agency (SIDA) has considered the forest history in the context of its social impact (KAMUGISHA ET 
AL. 1997). Other accounts are brief but include KOKWARO’s (1988) botanical survey and BROOKS ET 
AL.’S (1999) study of bird extinction in relation to forest fragmentation.
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2.3 Oral records
Where no information was available, especially for the BIOTA East Africa study sites, local 

people of old age and long forest experience were questioned about original limits of the forest, it’s 
growth or reduction, the change in quality within it’s boundary, the original natural environment 
outside the forest, the local use of the forest both practical and spiritual, and the logging history.

2.4 Place-name evidence
Place-names of villages around the forest were analysed for their meanings in the local Luhya 

language as it was noticed that they often hold clues to the type of vegetation that grew in previous 
years. The evidence is based upon names taken from the 1970 Survey of Kenya maps (6th edition, 
Sheets 102/4 & 102/2) and was supplemented with local knowledge. It should be noted that this 
was done with the help of local people at Isecheno only and no native Nandi speaker was consulted 
for these purposes.
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3. An overview of the administrative history of 
Kakamega Forest 

Kakamega town is first seen as ‘Kakamwega’s’ on a map in the Geographical Journal of 1899, 
and on the 1913/16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) the forest is mentioned as ‘Muliru Itaho’ (Itaho Forest). 
Most of Kakamega District was then known as North Kavirondo, Kavirondo being the word for 
‘people who squat on their heels’. The settlement of Kakamega itself was gazetted as a governmental 
post on July 1st 1909. The government station was moved from Mumias to Kakamega and it was 
gazetted as a township on October 6th 1920 becoming the district headquarters in February 1927 
(Annual Report 1927).

The first forest boundary was physically established around 1908-1910 (Internal FD Report), 
again in 1912-13 and later in 1929-1932. An initial survey was done in 1913 by the Survey of 
Kenya resulting in a map printed in 1916 (Fig. 2, page 17). The North Kavirondo Annual Report 
of 1918 notes that there was opposition to any sort of control of forests by government. Kakamega 
Forest was at that time managed by the local people and the village elders who were responsible 
to the Local Native Council. In 1926 the government recognised the need to protect the forest 
which was placed under colonial protection but was to be managed by the Local Native Council. 
However, in 1931 the FD took over the management of the forest against ‘the very strongest 
objection’ of the local people, who wished to retain control (Internal Government Report 1931). 
On February 13th 1933, Kakamega Forest was gazetted, in the words of the Chief Conservator 
of Forests, to ‘result in its improvement and greater economic value’ (Annual Report 1933). The 
Forest Reserve was classified as a Trust Land Forest, officially owned by the local people and 
managed by the government on their behalf.

In 1931 Mr. Holyoke became the first forester posted to Kakamega Forest. His first tasks 
were to demarcate the new boundary, survey it and to do detailed enumeration, reforestation and 
silvicultural improvements. He also began to evict people who had been living and cultivating 
in the forest and the Annual Report 1932 records, that by the end of the year they had all been 
evicted. The survey of the North Kavirondo forests was completed by late 1932 and the boundary 
was established afresh on a ‘give-and-take’ basis with some grass and shrub included and some 
forest area excluded in order to simplify the task and the later maintenance of the boundary. In this 
process the FD acknowledged leaving ‘considerable patches’ of forest outside the boundary and 
realised that in time these would be destroyed (Annual Report 1932). The boundary was marked 
with posts until they began to plant the boundary edge with Eucalyptus spec. trees. Virtually the 
whole western boundary of the forest was planted with Eucalyptus spec. between 1936 and 1938 
(Annual Reports 1936-1938). 

 The customary rights of the people over the forest were reinforced by special rules issued in 
1959 and 1964 allowing Kakamega residents the right to wide-ranging use of the forest. The year 
1963 brought the independence of Kenya and also the appointment of the first African forester 
posted to Kakamega. In 1964 the forest was declared a Central Government Forest. In 1967 the 
Nature Reserves of Isecheno, Yala and Kisere were officially created,  although they had been 
considered as such for many years since the idea had first been mooted in the 1950’s. The idea 
was to preserve and protect from all exploitation three untouched areas that were considered 
representative of forest types at Kakamega. In 1986 two areas were officially excised from the 
forest to create the Kakamega National Reserve, encompassing Kisere Forest (471 ha) and the 
north-west part of Kakamega Forest called Buyangu (3 984 ha). Both are now tightly administered 
by Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS).
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In 1984 a presidential directive banned the conversion of indigenous forest to plantation and 
another in 1988 banned the cutting of indigenous forest trees. Since these presidential directives 
there has also been a ban on grazing and cultivation in the forest although the local people are 
still allowed to collect dead wood as fire wood and grass outside the Nature Reserves. In 1991 a 
memorandum of understanding was drawn up between the FD and KWS, who are now supposed 
to be working closely together. However, many of the rules are not strictly enforced by the FD 
while, by contrast, the KWS very strictly prohibit local use of the forest in the National Reserves 
of Kisere and Buyangu. The forest was entirely within Kakamega District until 1992 when Vihiga 
District was created and now encompasses Kakamega Forest south of the Yala river.

For an overview of the administrative history of Kakamega Forest together with important 
dates, figures on forest cover and past excisions see Appendix I. A recent satellite image (Landsat 
ETM+ 7 satellite image 5 Feb 2001) of Kakamega Forest, its peripheral fragments and the adjacent 
Nandi Forests including names of forest sites, villages, rivers and locations as given in this report 
is provided in Figure 1.
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4.  The early history until 1930

4.1  The palaeo-environment 
It has been stated that Kakamega Forest is the easternmost relic of the Guinea-Congolian 

equatorial forests that stretched across the Zaire basin from the Atlantic coast (KOKWARO 1988). 
Arguments for this statement can be drawn by analysing the environmental conditions during the 
last interglacial period, the ice age and the post glacial period.

The last arid period to have caused significant contraction of the tropical African forests 
is believed to have been the few thousand years preceding 12 000/10 000 BP. Pollen studies 
show that the lowlands around Mount Elgon (Kenya/Uganda), Jinja (Uganda) and Ruwenzori 
(Zaire/Uganda) were too dry to support forest (HAMILTON 1981). Forest of a dry type appears 
to have continued throughout that period on Mount Elgon to the north-east of Kakamega and 
the Cherangani Hills to the north-west. Both these places are considered to have been within a 
particularly arid climatic zone during this period (HAMILTON 1982). Tropical African forests were 
restricted to a number of relatively small refuges in a pre - 12 000 BP arid phase. Pollen sequences 
show, that between 12 000 and 10 000 BP lowland forest increased in Uganda (HAMILTON 1981) 
and we can imagine the same process happening at Kakamega, too. The advance of lowland forest 
cover from the refuges in the west should not necessarily be seen as a single tide progressing east 
from Uganda, but rather an expansion through colonising species establishing themselves in non-
forest vegetation as islands of forest in the newly favourable climatic conditions (HAMILTON 1981). 
At least some of these islands would later have conjoined. It is possible that the forests around 
Kakamega were never fully joined to those of Uganda but may have been connected by a series of 
riparian forests in an otherwise grassland environment. 

From a study on the factors affecting seed dispersal and colonising ability with regard to 
the species representation in Uganda and also specifically in Kakamega Forest, it is assumed 
that plant species diversity decreased with the distance from the main forest refuge in the west 
(HAMILTON 1981). Furthermore, mountain species of Kakamega Forest are thought to be derived 
from populations that survived the arid phase in mountain parts of Kenya, such as Mount Elgon 
and Cherangani (HAMILTON 1981). MAITIMA’S (1991) research in the Central Rift Valley, east of 
Kakamega, agrees with this evidence and shows the lowlands to be open grassland between 20 090 
and 12 270 BP. This was followed by a period of denser lowland forest spreading to the mountain 
regions up to 6 500 BP (MAITIMA 1988, stated as 8 500 BP in MAITIMA 1991). After this date the 
forests declined.

The new iron technology of the Iron Age (starting around 2 300 BP around the Winam Gulf of 
Lake Victoria) also brought man new abilities to seriously effect the environment. This included 
the increased ability to clear forest, to hunt and to till the ground for agriculture. HAMILTON (1991) 
states that, aside from climatic factors, the fragmentary presence of forests in Uganda is also 
undoubtedly a consequence of human activity and singles out fire for particular emphasis. Charcoal 
and pollen analysis in the Winam Gulf in western Kenya confirm that, in combination with even 
drier climatic conditions as recently as 810 BP, fire was a major agent of forest destruction 
(MAITIMA 1991).
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4.2  State and extent of fragmentation at the start of 
colonial rule

It is often presumed that Kakamega Forest has shrunk dramatically in all directions (e.g. BROOKS 
ET AL. 1999). Kakamega Forest was undoubtedly much larger to the west and the south before the 
advance of the Luhya people resulted in much of it being turned to agriculture in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. However, there is little reason to believe that the main block of forest ever 
extended further north or east at that date and it is possible that Bunyala, Malava, Kisere and North 
Nandi forests have always been separate from Kakamega Forest.

The Uganda Railway, constructed between 1895 and 1901/02, enabled the opening and greater 
exposure of the western part of Kenya to British influence. From 1909 Kakamega town was being 
established as a government post (Annual Report 1910) and at the same time the first boundaries 
were physically erected around Kakamega Forest (Internal FD Report 1950). 

A selection of reports from various sources help to piece together the form of the forest and 
the area outside it. In ‘The Rainey African Expedition Journal of Edmund Heller’ of 1912, HELLER 
refers to the forest at Kakamega, saying that it ‘looks very solid but in reality it is everywhere 
broken by openings with shambas’ (cited in BROOKS ET AL. 1999). The natural vegetation of the area 
being developed as Kakamega town had been described as ‘insanitary bush and rank vegetation’, 
‘rank and unlovely’ (Annual Report 1927), while a forestry advisor described the area outside the 
forest in 1929 as ‘the moorlands of North Kavirondo’ (Internal FD Report 1929). Three years later 
an engineer’s report on the ‘Kakamega Goldfields Reconnaissance’ states that ‘Kakamega country 
is covered by thick vegetation where not cultivated but with little thick forest, except for the 
Kakamega Forest’. Two years after gold had been discovered at Kakamega, the Chief Conservator 
of Forests was complaining in 1933, that the fragments of forest outside the gazetted forest were 
being cut for mining purposes and the countryside was becoming further denuded of its trees 
(Internal FD Report 1933). Clearly, by the late 1920’s there was little left of any previous forest 
cover beyond the forest boundary.

4.2.1  The area to the west of Kakamega Forest
KOKWARO (1988) stated that old men had reported that thick forests had been present in Siaya 

District towards Uganda at around 1920 and that it is not known if these were ever connected 
to Kakamega Forest. Furthermore, several typical forest tree species such as Antiaris toxicaria, 
Milicia excelsa, Ficus asperifolia and Funtumia africana were reported to still exist in small 
patches of forest around Butere and Yala town, 30 km west of Kakamega Forest (KOKWARO 1988). 
According to some local people, around 1910/1920 much of the area to the west of the current 
forest had already been converted to grassland and shamba, although considerable areas of bush 
and some isolated patches of forest remained. However, two old men in this area, claiming to be 
born in 1907 and 1918, independently claimed that there was forest at the villages of Lusomo and 
Shabwali, now almost 2 km from the nearest official forest boundary. They were unable to say 
that it was at that date continuous with Kakamega Forest. TSINGALIA’S (1988) statement that around 
1912 Kakamega Forest extended 30 km west of the present forest boundary should therefore be 
considered with caution. The map of 1916, surveyed in 1913, a few years after the first official 
boundary was put in place around Kakamega Forest supports the above assumption (Fig. 2, page 
17). The boundary was placed along the edge of what was considered to be full forest at that time 
and at least the western edge was in a remarkably similar position to that of the 1932 official 



- 15 -

boundary and basically the same as today’s western boundary. The 1913/16 map marks only the 
larger patches of forest and marks an area of patchy, intermittent forest midway between the towns 
of Yala, Mumias and Mukumu, a zone stretching 20 to 35 km west of Isecheno (Fig. 2, page 17). 
Examination of the village place-names in the area south of Kakamega town, west of Isecheno 
and Kaimosi as far west as Mukumu (meaning Ficus thonningii), shows more than a dozen village 
names that reflect specific forest tree species (Appendix II). This makes it highly likely that before 
the 20th century the patchy forest seen on the early map was connected to Kakamega Forest. 
However, the intermittent nature of the forest seen on the map means that we cannot be certain of 
the completeness of the forest cover in that area. It is possible that it consisted of considerable areas 
of grassland with localised patches of forest, possibly concentrated along the river-bed areas. 

Two fragments of the old forest, at Matioli, adjacent to Shinyalu, are today just 2 and 4 ha in 
size. They were reported to last have been connected to Kakamega Forest in the time of one local 
man’s grandfather, i.e. at least 100 years ago. Interestingly the smaller forest is reported to have 
retained three species of monkey (red-tailed monkeys, black-and-white colobus and blue monkeys) 
until it was reduced from 4 to 2 ha in the late 1980’s inducing the monkeys to leave.

Local people questioned about the state and extent of the forest in former times would often 
show their understandable pride at having turned so much forest into profitable agricultural land. 
One 95 year-old Luhya man remarked that the people of his tribe had seen the forest as a challenge 
and that they took an imaginary line between Lirhanda Hill and Mayakhalo ‘mountain’ as their 
finish-line, wanting to turn everything west of this to shamba (i.e. farmland). This appears to 
have been done in piece-meal fashion, families entering and claiming glades and then expanding 
outwards from within. 

4.2.2  The area to the east of Kakamega Forest
North Nandi Forest was not directly connected to Kakamega Forest in the 20th century. 

TSINGALIA (1988) refers to the Nandi escarpment being settled by people for the first time in the 
1960’s and that the ‘dense forest’ connecting the Kakamega and Nandi forests was then destroyed, 
but this can only be true for the South Nandi Forest. Local people questioned around Ikuywa say 
that the first settlers established on the eastern side of the forest only in the 1950’s and report 
a forest connection to South Nandi and Kakamega Forest but not between North Nandi and 
Kakamega Forest.

Around 1912, and continuing later, there were repeated tribal clashes in this area. The Nandi 
tribe had come down off the escarpment and were proceeding to settle the area between the 
forests. In December 1912 it became necessary for the Assistant District Commissioner to make a 
report for the Provincial Commissioner’s Office on the location of a Nandi/Kavirondo boundary. 
It appears to contradict oral testimony regarding settlement. The report states that ‘occupation is 
fairly dense along the Kidia River’ (just north and east of Ileho) and at Goromosu Hill, while it 
was also considerable south of the Sawaiti River. Between the Yala River and the Tilibe River 
the area was noted to be densely occupied by Nandi and the vegetation to be shrubs with grass. 
A distinction was made between this vegetation and ‘all land area north and west of the Tilibe’ 
which was ‘only long coarse grass and scrub’. Immigration of Nandi people into this area was 
‘proceeding rapidly’, but most of the settlement was noted to have occurred specifically in the year 
1912. We can presume,  that the government cleared this area of people when the Nandi boundary 
was placed at the top of the escarpment and that the area was abandoned until the Abaluhya arrived 
in the 1950’s.
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In summary, the area between Kakamega and the Nandi Forests was settled for the first time 
briefly around 1912 and then again in the 1950’s. Before that it seems to have been free of intense 
human activity and we can consider the pattern of vegetation here has not been induced by the 
same human occupation and cultivation as was experienced on the western side of the forest. Maps 
of 1913/16 (Fig. 2, page 17), the 1930’s and 1950’s all support the assumption that the area has 
not been afforested. The very patchy nature of Kakamega forest on the eastern side, with almost as 
much grass as forest, probably reflects the natural vegetation changing from forest to grass cover 
as we move east towards the Nandi escarpment. Furthermore, examination of the village place-
names in the eastern side of Kakamega Forest shows a general paucity of place-names relating to 
rainforest species. This is taken as supporting evidence for the absence of large areas of forest at the 
eastern sides of Kakamega Forest at the time of the first settlement in those areas. The conditions 
change dramatically to forest cover again only after the step up onto the escarpment.

4.2.3  The area to the south of Kakamega Forest
Both, local people around the Kaimosi Mission asked about the extent of forest cover and 

the map of 1913/16 (Fig. 2, page 17) agree, that South Nandi Forest (then labelled as Kapwaren 
Forest) was contiguous across a broad area with the southern part of Kakamega Forest south of the 
Yala River. A  Survey of Kenya map shows that the two forests were still tenuously connected in 
1959 (Fig. 3, page 18). BROOKS ET AL. (1988) show a map drawn from aerial photographs to prove 
that they were separate by 1965. The track that later became the road running across the southern 
edge of Kakamega Forest may have enabled the division of the two forests, although it is also 
likely that it was deliberately located along a stretch dominated by glade rather than dense forest. 
In 1933 the forest boundary was placed where it is today and we may presume that between the 
1913 survey and 1933 this division had been opening up, although it was not fully broken through 
until the 1960’s.

4.2.4  The area to the north of Kakamega Forest
Many local people from the north of Kakamega Forest when questioned about the extent of 

forest cover in this area between Kakamega Forest and Kisere stated that, before many people 
had moved into the area, the landscape was all grassland with a few patches of forest or scattered 
bush, small enough to occasionally be consumed by grass fires. Furthermore, it is said that at least 
Kakamega and Kisere forests have been growing and expanding their limits since the early part 
of the 20th century. Consequently, no connection between Kakamega and Kisere forests appears 
to have existed in recent years. These findings are supported by the map of 1913/16 (Fig. 2) 
showing Kisere as a separate entity and of approximately the same size as today. However, this is 
in contrast with BROOKS ET AL.’S (1999) study which assumes that Kisere was isolated as a fragment 
around 1933. Several people between Kakamega and Kisere forests were adamant that when they 
first remember Kisere in about 1920, it was a smaller and less mature forest than today on the 
southern side at least. One man said that he was born at the foot of Kambiri Hill in 1918 and that 
the scattered trees at the base of the hill had never joined the two in his life-time. However, it 
could be that Kakamega and Kisere were connected by thin strips of woodland along the Isiukhu 
and Nandamaywa Rivers (TSINGALIA 1988) before the increased population and agriculture cleared 
even the river banks in the mid-20th century. South of Kisere there are two villages named after 
forest trees and others may not be known to the author, but there is an obvious lack of tree names 
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Fig. 2: Map of Kakamega and Kapwaren (South Nandi) Forests, surveyed in 1913, printed in 1916 
(Public Records Office, London). 1:250 000.
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relative to the west of the forest. This is here taken as supporting evidence for the absence of 
large areas of forest at the northern and eastern sides of Kakamega Forest at the time of the first 
settlement in those areas.

Although it has been reported that Malava Forest became isolated from the main Kakamega 
block between 1895 and about 1917 (BROOKS ET AL. 1999), it has almost certainly been an island 
for a considerably longer period if indeed it was ever connected to other forest blocks at all. 
No folklore accounts in this area suggest that this forest was ever larger than the current official 
boundary suggests and the 1913/16 map even plots its size as smaller (Fig. 2, page 17). The place-
name evidence shows a general lack of evidence for former forest cover in this area (Appendix II). 
The fragment of forest seen on the 1948 aerial photographs (BROOKS ET AL. 1999) is the un-named 
one square kilometre patch of forest seen on the 1962 Survey of Kenya map (Fig. 4, page 19). 

The last forest fragment of the Kakamega group is Bunyala Forest (originally Kakalelwa 
Forest). Although the boundaries are faithful today to its size in the 1930’s, it now contains no 
indigenous trees.

In summary, forest cover extended eastwards to Kakamega several thousand years ago. It 
advanced in piece-meal or island fashion and it is possible that Malava, Kisere and Bunyala 
originated as islands and were maintained as such by the regular firing of the intervening grass 
lands. Alternatively, they may have been broken through some time later, most likely in a drier 
climatic phase when the forest could burn more readily. Either way, these forests were not 
connected in recent history.

Fig. 3: Survey of Kenya map 1959 based on aerial photographs from 1952 and field revisions in 
1958 of the southern part of Kakamega Forest, Kaimosi Mission Forest and South Nandi Forest 
(National Archives, Forest Department Records, Nairobi). 1:50 000.
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Fig. 4: Survey of Kenya map dated 1962 (but the survey material may not have been updated from 
earlier editions as it shows the Malava Forest still intact) of the northern part of Kakamega Forest 
with its peripheral fragments of Malava and Kisere as well as outlying patches of ungazetted 
forest. 1:50 000.
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Fig. 5: First edition of the new style Survey of Kenya map dated 1932 showing gold prospecting 
concessions in Kakamega Forest (Public Records Office, London). 1:150 000. 
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Fig. 6: Map of Malava Forest showing areas under planting, undated (ca. 1970) (National Archives, 
Forest Department Records, Nairobi). 1:30 000
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5.  Local use of the forest

The dramatic increase in population around Kakamega Forest has placed huge pressure upon 
the forest. As the population has grown, the parcels of inherited land have been divided up ever 
smaller, meaning that the traditional system of leaving land fallow to rejuvenate while other land 
is cultivated, is made impossible. With exhausted soils in the farmland and few alternative job 
opportunities, the local population has, in time-honoured fashion, looked to the forest for resources 
during hard times.

The 1918 Annual Report states the population of North Kavirondo District (7 511 km2) for each 
year between 1912 and 1918. They estimated by counting ‘huts’/houses and multiplying by an 
average number of people per ‘hut’, (by 1918 they were using the figure of five people per ‘hut’). 
They reported 335 917 ‘huts’ in 1912 and 587 250 ‘huts’ in 1918 which means an increase of about 
10% a year. These figures must not be relied upon but they would equate to about 390 people per 
km2 in 1918. BLACKETT (1994) reported an average of 600 people per km2, range 300-870 people 
per km2 and the population of the thirteen sub-locations adjacent to the forest of 155 514 people, 
with an average density of 713 per km2 in 1991.

The District Development Plan of 1997 shows that population of Kakamega District grew 
from 488 352 people in 1989 to 641 585 in 1997 but decreased to 605 000 by 1999 (HAUPT 2000). 
Population density in Kakamega District varied from 336 to 1 746 people per km2 in 1997 with 
an average density of 452. Considering this area includes large areas of uninhabited forest this 
represents one of the most densely populated areas in Kenya. Population figures before this are not 
easily comparable as Kakamega District included the modern Vihiga District too, however, the rate 
of growth for the decade before 1989 for the district was over 3% per annum and was 2.9% in the 
previous decade (KAMUGISHA ET AL. 1997). 

5.1  The tribal background
The border area of today’s Uganda and Kenya has been described as a ‘melting pot of different 

ethnic groups’ where Bantu, particularly from eastern Uganda, South-Kushites and South-Nilotes 
came into contact with each other between about 500 AD and the late 18th century (HAUPT 2000). 
SIDA have written that they had moved in waves of migration to their current location from 
Eastern Uganda by the mid-17th century (KAMUGISHA ET AL. 1997). Contact and intermarriage 
amongst these groups gave rise to the Luhya community but is today considered largely of Bantu 
culture and is agriculturally based. The Luhya name appears not to have been coined until around 
1950, before which they are referred to as Bantu-Kavirondo. The Abaluhya consist of many clans, 
many of which retain social and cultural identifiers that mark them apart. Some of these different 
traditions had a marked influence upon the forest.

KAMUGISHA ET AL. (1997) report that the Abaragoli and the Abanyole of Vihiga District to the 
south-west of Kakamega Forest were the first people to move into the general area. Old people 
around the Buyangu and Kaimosi Mission areas and also of one man west of Isecheno state that 
those areas had been Nandi territory before the advance of the Abaluhya. The main settlement of 
the Abaluhya in and around Kakamega Forest appear to have occurred in the late 19th and early 
20th century. One government report refers to the Nandi being driven up onto the escarpment in 
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1901 while later annual reports show that they had descended again in 1912 and 1913. A boundary 
between the two tribes was eventually established along the top of the Nandi escarpment but tribal 
clashes between Nandi and Abaluhya have continued until recent decades.

One of the first Luhya clans to arrive in the forest appear to have been the Tiriki who were living 
in and around the southern part of Kakamega Forest. Around Kaimosi Mission specifically they 
are said to have tricked the Nandi, or persuaded them with alcohol, to move eastwards. By around 
1918 government researchers assessed the area of East Kakamega as being populated by the 
Wesukha (Isukha) tribe composed of many clans probably derived from the south and east banks 
of the river Yala (government-commissioned report on the political situation in North Kavirondo 
around 1918). 

Through intensive cultivation and reproduction the Abaragoli had exhausted the capacity of 
their own area by the 1950’s. Many of them moved north and are now well represented in many 
villages around the forest. 

5.2  Land and forest management
For the Abaluhya land was communally owned. At the lowest level it was controlled by heads 

of families who exercised rights over specific areas of land for settlement or agriculture. Land 
was owned by the clan and it was the responsibility of the clan to care for, protect and expand it. 
KAMUGISHA ET AL. (1997) write that the forest was under the trusteeship of the elders who decided 
which trees to cut for construction. With a division of labour along gender lines it is/was man’s job 
to break new ground and clear bush or forest while the women collected dead wood as fire wood. 
The collection of medicinal plants is most often, but not exclusively done by the men.

OPOLE (1991, 1992) made detailed studies of the history of parts of Kakamega Forest and reports 
that each clan managed its own section of the forest against acts of aggression by neighbouring 
non-Luhya communities. This study was only made in a few locations at the forest edge and 
generalisations may be dangerous. OPOLE (1991) states that the very existence of the Muhudu 
Tiriki community depended upon the forest. It was managed by a central authority and counter-
checked by familial leadership structures of forest management at the lower level. He revealed the 
existence of seven ‘kavunyondos’ or communal forests in Muhudu and Makuchi sub-locations that 
were jointly ‘owned’ by the entire Tiriki community of that area (OPOLE 1991). The ‘kavunyonje’ 
leaders were individual members selected to manage the forest areas and the use them. These 
leaders still existed authority in 1991 although it had been somewhat reduced (OPOLE 1991). The 
fact that the Tiriki had their own system of managing the forest created obvious tensions with the 
government FD. 

The Tiriki rite of circumcision sends the young men to spend a long period (traditionally about 
six months but latterly only a few weeks due to modern pressures of schooling) in a specific area 
of the forest (OPOLE 1991). In this way they are separated from women and the rest of society while 
they also learn the traditional ways and values of the forest. The area of forest must have access 
to sufficient resources such as water and medicinal plants and are locally protected as permanent 
areas of special importance for use in every circumcision-year. At Ikuywa I was told of two such 
forest areas close to the forest edge, one was for the traditional practitioners and the other was 
reserved for Christians, some of whom have retained the old Tiriki traditions. The FD has at least 
paid lip-service to these sacred areas and some of them are said to be untouched by saw millers 
although there have also been complaints by the Tiriki of these areas being abused. 
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Caution should be exercised in condensing the Tiriki into a purely conservationist role. The 
Agricultural Officer of Nyanza had cause in the 1920’s to complain of the Tiriki having denuded 
their own area and of doing the same to the Nandi areas until the latter got wise to it (Internal 
FD Report). Too much emphasis on the protectionist aspect of the Tiriki has lead to the mistaken 
impression that generally in ‘the pre-colonial era Kakamega Forest was protected by religious 
taboos and its utilisation was restricted by community-based management’ (OPOLE 1991). In truth, 
the Tiriki should not be seen as representative of the many clans around the forest. Certainly by 
longer association with the forest, but also by association with the Nandi tribe, the Tiriki established 
a harmonious relationship with their forest environment. Perhaps it is the pastoral Nandi who best 
demonstrate an ability to live alongside the forest without destroying it (see Fig. 3, page 18 and the 
presence of forest in 1959 on the Nandi side of the Border, south of Kaimosi Mission, contrasting 
with the Kakamega side).

When the government took charge of the forest in the 1920’s people were evicted from the forest 
and the authority of the clans to govern their forest was removed amid great local resentment. The 
FD was charged with managing the forest on behalf of the Native Local Council and they reported 
having evicted the people living within it in 1932 (Annual Report 1932).

Colonial rule attempted to use the existing tribal structure of the chiefs, assistant chiefs and elders 
as tools of governance. However, for better or for worse, there can be no doubt that the setting of 
boundaries and rules for the forest broke the traditional bonds of the people to their environment. 
Traditional local uses of the forest include hunting, the collection of foods, fire wood, building 
poles, thatching grass, medicines, and for some clans it was a place of ritual and religious practice. 
With government policies that have, to varying degrees, excluded people from the forest and with 
the arrival of more modern technologies such as charcoal burning and pit-sawing, the pattern of 
local use has changed. Local use has become detached from the traditional values associated with 
the forest and has become more disruptive of the environment. 

5.3  Traditional spiritual beliefs around the forest
In his extensive 1913 report on the ‘Ethnology of the North Kavirondo’, K.R. Dundas wrote 

‘The Kavirondo religion is a form of theism combined with ancestor worship. The latter plays 
by far the most important part of their religious lives. To their ancestors they make sacrifices and 
offer up prayers on all domestic occasions’ (Internal Government Report 1913). The spiritual 
significance of the forest was investigated in each of the forty interviews held with old people 
around the forest.

In a study by HAUPT (2000), the ancestral spirits are found to be of two kinds, malevolent or 
benevolent, and these spirits act as mediators between their living relatives and the supernatural 
powers. Research for this project shows that many people around the forest are able to give 
examples of a spiritual link to their ancestors through certain tree species and the most widespread 
around the forest is the use of the ‘murembe’ tree, Erythrina abyssinica. Such trees were used as 
places to which wrong-doers would be taken to swear an oath. The wrong-doer would have to 
spear it, making an oath and run away without looking back. If they were lying they would die 
within days and only the uprooting of the entire tree from its roots could save them. Another ritual 
performed around this tree was said to cure mumps. Such practices still occasionally occur today.
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KAMUGISHA ET AL. (1997) write that the Abaluhya plant the ‘mutsotso’ tree, a Ficus species, on 
the grave of an elder and research for this project reveals the traditional planting of the mukumu 
tree, Ficus thonningii, as a marker of the territory of a big man. 

These spiritual affiliations are mostly to tree species and not to the forest in general or to 
forest areas and trees used in these rituals do not have to be located in the forest. The only clan to 
maintain (to the present author) that any such belief provided protection for these species, are the 
Tiriki. They believe that Antiaris toxicaria houses the spirits of their ancestors and these trees are 
thus respected and protected. To use it as construction poles would mean meeting your ancestors 
in your dreams. They also believe that Ficus sur should not be used as fire wood unless you are old 
and Ficus thonningii should not be used as fire wood at all. 

In the south e.g. around Ikuywa and Mulundu the Tiriki have several areas specifically 
designated for circumcision rites and these areas are protected from other clans. In the north of the 
forest Salazar Glade is considered a religious place where men could go to prepare for battle or 
following a battle, and places such as the Isiukhu Falls provide cleansing after a person has been 
killed. In the area around Isecheno there is an interesting absence of areas in the forest associated 
with traditional beliefs and it is in this area that we find the greatest historical destruction.

Interestingly, the similarity between the words ‘god’ and ‘gold’ in English repeatedly caused 
confusion for the translators in many of the interviews conducted for this project. This is perhaps 
revealing considering that one site of religious activity in the forest is Lirhanda Hill where the 
African Church of the Holy Spirit believed ‘god’ to have been present from the 1930’s onwards, 
the same date that ‘gold’ was declared to be found on Lirhanda Hill. For many years they celebrated 
Christian rites on the hill.

5.4  Traditional medicinal use of the forest
The link between the curative powers of the ‘vashilishi’, the traditional medicinal herbalist, and 

the ancestral spirits should not be ignored. However, medicinal uses of the forest are the subject of 
other studies such as the one by HAUPT (2000) and this project has made no attempt to research it. 
It remains today a major aspect of local forest use and serves to treat both humans and livestock.

Medicines are made from trees and shrubs from the forest, the forest edge and the glades and 
are harvested for their bark or roots or leaves, or a combination of these. HAUPT (2000) notes 
that the ring-barking of trees for medicines has played a part in the decline of some rare trees. 
MUTANGAH’S (1996) disturbance surveys of 1992/94 show the greatest disturbance due to bark-
cutting (for medicines) at Isecheno followed by Lukusi, Shamiloli and Alossi. The most affected 
trees were Olea capensis and Trichilia emetica, Diospyros abyssinica, Zanthoxylum gillettii, 
Aningeria altissima and Lepidotrichilia volkensii (MUTANGAH 1996).

5.5  Glades
In ‘The Rainey African Expedition Journal of Edmund Heller’ of 1912, Heller refers to the forest 

and glades at Kakamega, saying that it ‘looks very solid but in reality it is everywhere broken by 
openings with shambas’ (cited in BROOKS ET AL. 1999). The origin of glades within forests in other 
countries has been much debated and some of the results are reviewed in HUBER 1978 (cited in 
TSINGALIA 1988). It is commonly maintained that the glades are just areas where the soil is too thin 
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and where the murram ‘rock’ is too near the surface to provide drainage and to support trees. The 
evidence of FD experiments is that most indigenous trees would not thrive when planted in the 
glades until other ground-breaking trees had grown there. 

Thousands of years ago the climatic conditions resulted in lowland areas becoming receptive 
to forestation. Forest cover spread from the west in the form of island fragments rather than in 
a single unbroken wave and many of these small islands grew and coalesced to become forests 
(HAMILTON 1981). It seems possible that the glades of Kakamega are the last remnants of the 
previous vegetation cover that have resisted forestation due to their thin or wet soils. The human 
presence, the use of fire and the presence of large grazing animals, both domestic and wild, will 
all have been essential to maintaining the existence of glades in the face of the encroaching forest. 
Targeted pollen sampling and dating in some of the wetter glades might be able to reveal the origin 
of the glades as well as other data.

The Annual Report 1931 stated that 200 cultivators’ licenses were being given out to those that 
were already, by that time illegally, cultivating in the forest. From this we might suppose that about 
200 families had been living in the glades of the forest in the 1920’s. A report from the District 
Commissioner’s Office dated December 1912 states that there are ‘a number of unoccupied 
glades’ of which the largest was Alossi at around 480 ha. The names of the glades today relate to 
the people who had occupied them before eviction. Signs of this occupation in many glades were 
still visible to FD workers in the 1950’s when asked to investigate local people’s claims to their 
traditional lands (FD report on Isiukha forest claims). 

The presence of charcoal layers in the soils of glades might be an indication of the forest having 
been converted to cultivable land with fire in the way that old people described for the conversion 
of forest west of Isecheno. However, such charcoal evidence could reflect either deliberate 
destruction of forest or accidental destruction during annual firing of grass lands bordering a 
afforested area. 

With the advent of the shamba system in which people were legally allowed to stay in clear-cut 
forest areas to plant crops and protect FD seedlings for reforestation, the division between legal 
and illegal occupation of the forest became blurred. The system was regularly bent to allow not 
only those people working in the shamba plantations but also people with money and influence 
were allowed to farm in the forest glades. One Provincial Commissioner had 236 ha of glade under 
sugar cane until all occupation of the forest was banned in the late 1980’s.

Numerous glades have been grazed mostly by cattle, every year for at least the last century 
and have only occasionally had their grazing banned for short periods when the FD wished to 
punish the community for burning the grass. Grazing in the glades within the National and Nature 
Reserves has been illegal since their inception although it has been tolerated by the authorities 
even in Kalunya Glade within the Nature Reserve near the Forest Station. The FD takes fees for 
licences to graze within the forest boundary. Throughout the 1980’s this figure was almost always 
for 2 000 – 25 000 heads of cattle grazing throughout Kakamega Forest.

Many local people reported that all the glades were much larger in the past than today. Some 
glades have disappeared entirely in forest growth within living memory. Around Buyangu two 
men independently said that the glades had been quite stable in the past, probably reducing a little 
in size every year. They added that when grazing of the glades by cattle had been reduced in the 
1970’s the forest had really started to encroach and that this was accelerated since the 1980’s and 
the strict control by KWS. Another interesting opinion was given by an old man at Isecheno who 
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believed that the presence of large grazing herbivores such as elephants and buffalo had roughly 
maintained glades at their previous size. He also stated that the absence of shambas/farming in the 
glades for most of the 20th century had allowed the forest to advance.

5.6  Fire
Most fires at Kakamega Forest are within grass lands which are deliberately and illegally started 

in order to regenerate grass for cattle-grazing. Another reason for burning the glades in the past was 
to attract wild animals to graze where they would be easily hunted. The majority of fires amongst 
the trees in the forest are in the exotic plantations which are easily burnt and also susceptible to 
sabotage. Generally people agree that the forest itself is immune to fires as it is too damp and that it 
was only small isolated patches of forest outside the current boundary which were ever consumed 
by fire. However, the FD archive shows that a fire had been started deliberately in Kibiri block 
‘which consumed a lot of indigenous forests’ in February 1975. Nobody interviewed remembered 
this incident and it is possible that it was indigenous plantation not natural forest.

5.7  Fauna and hunting
There are many examples of animals which have become less common and some which have 

become extinct. Local people around the forest recognise hunting and habitat disturbance as the 
main causes of this change. However, it is possible that the rinderpest, a fatal disease of cloven-
hoofed animals which had entered Kenya in the 1890’s, had a part to play in the disappearance 
of some wild species. The disease particularly affects cattle and it is possible that buffalo would 
have been most at risk. To a lesser degree other cloven-hoofed animals such as sheep and goats 
can suffer this disease and it is conceivable that antelope would have been affected, too. A letter 
from the Provincial to the District Commissioner in 1913 demonstrates the presence of rinderpest 
in this area. It reports that it was continuing to decimate the cattle herds of the Nandi people who 
we know to have been grazing cattle in glades in the eastern and northern parts of the forest at that 
date. Increased hunting during the tough years of the First World War will have placed additional 
pressure on these wild animal population. Local people report that due to famine, as well as the 
disturbance to society brought by the removal of thousands of men to the war effort, they relied 
heavily on the forest for hunting and gathering at that time.

ZIMMERMAN (1972) reports that elephants were extirpated at Kakamega around 1912 with the 
buffalo disappearing a few yeas later. It is possible that elephant survived longer than that as a few 
old men, aged between about 80 and 95 years, recall seeing them around Isecheno during their 
childhood. The year 1920 might be taken as a broad estimate of its extirpation. Nobody asked 
around Buyangu could recall elephants, the last one reputed to have been seen leaving the forest 
heading north about a hundred years ago. Lions were reported to have existed in several locations 
around the forest with the last examples reported to this author being at Buyangu and at Ileho, on 
the east side of the forest, in the 1950’s. Leopards are still suspected to live in Kakamega Forest, 
the last one having been seen in the 1980’s near Buyangu.

Letters of Mr. Prickett, the forester of the late 1960’s, show that he believed the Uganda kob to 
have lived in the glades at Kakamega at sometime in the past and he presumed that the Defassa 
waterbuck would also have been common. Bushbuck are still present in the forest and were being 
culled by controlled hunting and by shooting in at least the Alossi part of the forest in 1959. 
However, in the same year the forester reported using at least a hundred people as beaters on 
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five vermin-drives (two through Bunyala Forest, two at Kisaina and one at Vihiga) in which they 
attempted to drive out and kill pigs, baboons and monkeys other than colobus. On those occasions 
there was a fine if a bushbuck or a colobus were killed.

Local people questioned for this project reveal that hippopotami sometimes travel up the Yala 
River at least as far as Ikuywa where they are normally killed. The last hippopotamus to reach 
there was in the 1980’s. The forester attempted to control this phenomenon with hunting in 1963 
as they were being destructive in shambas at Kisa Location.

Near settlements around the forest many forms of traps can be found today within 200 m of 
the forest edge and often involve wire nooses or delicate wire triggers to release a cage normally 
constructed of Dracaena fragrans (pers. obs.). In the past hunting was reported by my informants 
to be have been done in a variety of ways in addition to those practised today. Hunting of monkey, 
pig and antelope was also done with spears and bows and arrows (foresters’ reports show this was 
still practised in the 1950’s) but many people questioned recalled the digging of deep, vertical-
sided pits which they would cover hoping to catch a passing antelope or bush pig. They also 
reported burning the glades, specifically Kalunya Glade, in order to attract grazing animals such 
as buffalo to the fresh grass regrowth, and where they could easily see and kill smaller animals in 
the short grass. 

The red-tailed monkey, and especially the blue monkey are hunted to this day for their meat while 
the black-and-white colobus have been hunted in the past for their skins. These were sometimes 
used in traditional ceremonies such as circumcision in certain clans but with the decline of such 
traditional ways the hunting of black-and-white colobus, an officially protected species for many 
years, has declined to negligible levels today. No evidence has come to light for the involvement 
of Kakamega in the international colobus skin/fur trade. Local testament shows that in many 
parts of the forest baboons used to be much more common around the forest edges and have been 
largely hunted out in many areas as they become agricultural pests. One old man recalled that a 
baboon from Kisere forest once took a child into the forest and killed it. However, baboons were 
not eaten and one man reported that you would become uncontrollably itchy and lose your hair if 
you were eat one. Local people that were questioned did not claim that they regulated their hunting 
according to mating seasons or to age classes but that it was driven by availability and need. Since 
the days agriculture began hunting and gathering of fruit has fluctuated with the times of hardship 
and famine and, on a more regular scale, with the busy periods of planting and harvest.

5.8 Construction poles
The FD has always allowed local people access to the forest and at least for the first decades 

they obtained construction poles from the forest free of charge. The chief would issue them a 
chit and a forest guard then marked non-timber trees for them to cut. Although it must be a small 
proportion of what was taken unofficially, the official statistics show that 4 760 poles were issued 
in this way in 1932.

Local people revealed that certain species were preferred in the past for house construction but 
that the selected species varied with location (see chapter 7 on the individual research areas). The 
species stated as being selected at the most locations are Canthium schimperanum (at Malava, 
Kisere and Buyangu), Diospyros abyssinica (at Kisere, Buyangu and Ikuywa) and Markhamia 
lutea (at Buyangu and Kaimosi). This issue was not pursued around Isecheno. However, today 
many, or any, tree types are used for house construction, including exotic tree species and the 
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reasons given for this change include the lack of freedom to search out specific trees and the loss of 
traditional knowledge. The Tiriki are the only tribe (as told to the author) for whom certain species 
were professed to be forbidden for construction. They believe that Antiaris toxicaria houses the 
spirits of their ancestors and they would haunt your dreams if you used it to build your house.

TSINGALIA (1988) reports that Funtumia africana is the tree most sought for traditional house 
construction with Strychnos usambarensis, Markhamia lutea and Chaetachme aristata also being 
used although most of these are not examples given in research for this project. He also writes 
that through discussion within the village it would be agreed that only a certain size of pole could 
be cut, a restriction that was sometimes enforced by taboos and totems in order to protect the 
population structure of the preferred species (TSINGALIA 1988). Local people questioned for this 
project did not reveal such agreements and several told me that they only ever required poles of a 
certain moderate size for building traditional houses and this was the restraint upon their cutting 
sizes. Indeed it is only relatively recently that the concept of timber has been known to the people 
around Kakamega and until then the maximum diameter of the trees taken would have been 
restricted to that required as poles for traditional house building. Until the new technologies of 
timber conversion and charcoal burning had been mastered they had no use for large trees. If such 
trees required removing for cultivation purposes they were simply burnt with fires made around 
the base. Since the 1950’s the art of pit-sawing has spread across the region and a different form 
of local exploitation began.

MUTANGAH’S (1996) assessment of modern levels of disturbance as suggested by the presence 
of tree stumps showed that 65% of stumps were in the 5-15 cm diameter class. Many of these will 
be appropriate for house construction. He records that the most popular species as testified by the 
stumps was Funtumia africana, followed by Albizia gummifera, Trilepisium madagascariensis, 
Celtis africana, Celtis durandii, Diospyros abyssinica and Ficus exasperata (MUTANGAH 1996). 
He notes that 35% of the stumps were found at Ishiuru with high levels also seen at Lukusi, Ileho 
and Shamiloli.

5.9  Assessing local exploitation
The effect of the local people on the forest environment has been varied. As described 

elsewhere in this report the advance of the Abaluhya destroyed considerable areas of forest to the 
west and south of the current Kakamega Forest. Intensive settlement occurred later in the north 
and east of the forest and there was sufficient available grassland to mean that forest destruction 
was unnecessary. 

Perhaps the greatest effect of the local people on the forest has been hunting of wild animals, in 
some cases to extinction. For obvious reasons other forms of local exploitation, whether it is poles 
for construction or plants for medicinal purposes, will have been greatest at the margins of the 
forest. It is possible to argue that some local practices, such as the burning of grass in the glades, 
have been of benefit to the forest environment as without it many of these historic grass lands 
would have been engulfed by forest. 

EMERTON (1991a) and MUTANGAH (1996) carried out ‘sight surveys’ and usage studies per 
household and have attempted to assess the impact of local exploitation. MUTANGAH (1996) 
attempted to calculate an index of general disturbance but he considered stumps to be the most 
important indicator of human disturbance. He suggests that his results show that areas of disturbed 
forest show lower levels of floristic diversity (MUTANGAH 1996). He concludes that Croton 
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megalocarpus, Diospyros abyssinica, Blighia unijugata, Celtis mildbraedii, Celtis africana, 
Antiaris toxicaria, Trilepisium madagascariensis, Funtumia africana and Ficus sur are the best 
indicators of forest composition and structure. Many of them, he claims, are followers of past 
disturbance and colonisers of recent disturbance (MUTANGAH 1996).

The lack of disturbance at Buyangu is marked in these surveys and, from a purely environmental 
stand-point, appears to justify the harsh KWS exclusive rules. Correlation of high levels of floristic 
diversity at Buyangu to the lack of disturbances such as tree felling in a 10 year period, is however, 
made on less firm grounds. Such diversity could be the result of the high proportion of relatively 
newly formed forest at Buyangu or to natural variation within the forest.

Modern forms of exploitation such as pit-sawing and charcoal burning are the reason that we 
cannot claim Yala and Isecheno Nature Reserves and Kisere Forest as natural and untouched 
environments. It is also these forms of exploitation that have changed outside attitudes to local 
forest usage. It has lead to government intervention to prevent local access to the forest in the 
1980’s and has brought with it the erosion of the traditional community links to the environment. 
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6.  Commercial utilisation of the forest

6.1  Forest composition prior to commercial utilisation
Contrary to the opinion that before human pressure was exerted on Kakamega Forest the 

structure and composition is likely to have been homogenous throughout (MUTANGAH ET AL. 1992), 
reports of the early foresters show that they found a varied forest environment at Kakamega. The 
following snapshots of forest structure (except possibly Malava) are all from enumeration of forest 
areas before they were logged.

In 1933 the most prolific tree in a 810 ha area known as Area A (located in the east of the forest 
and starting at Ikuywa, extending west a far as Lirhanda Hill), was reported by enumeration to be 
Celtis mildbraedii, while Olea capensis was noted to be very limited. Area B was a 200 ha area 
to the south of Isecheno and was reported to be ‘much poorer’ and with significantly less Celtis 
mildbraedii while an area between these two was said to be one of the richest areas for Olea 
capensis in the forest.

The whole arm of forest stretching out west to Kakamega town, known as Kakamega Fuel Area 
(KFA), was often reported in forester’s reports to have been very poor in its diversity and timber 
species. By contrast, the southern-most enumeration were done at Kibiri Blocks I and II in 1935 
and were summarised as including ‘all species’. In 1952 the forester wrote that the forest either 
side of the Yala Nature Reserve was noted to be ‘comparatively good, i.e. Olea capensis, Cordia 
africana and Zanthoxylum gillettii in fairly large numbers’ but that towards the Nature Reserve 
‘the forest tends to depreciate rapidly’. Considerable areas within the Yala Nature Reserve are 
labelled simply as ‘mainly Croton megalocarpus’ on later FD maps. 

The northern half of the forest was considered in the foresters’ minds in the 1930’s to be richest 
in Olea capensis. However, they reported finding none at all in an evaluation adjacent to the BIOTA 
Isecheno II area while at Isecheno I it was reported to be growing ‘in considerable quantities’. An 
enumeration of an unlogged 3.2 km2 area west of Vihiga village in the northern half of the forest, 
reported proportions of 3 851 Funtumia africana, 1 224 Olea capensis and 343 Prunus africana 
trees. Olea capensis was, however, reported to grow best at Malava Forest and a similar sized area 
(3.5 – 4 km2) enumerated in 1946 revealed 5 567 Olea capensis trees of millable size although, at 
the very least, pit-sawyers had been working the area already.

The Annual Report 1959 states that certain species are localised ‘for ecological reasons’ and 
that most Olea capensis and Funtumia africana grow north of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road while 
most of the Celtis mildbraedii grow south of it. A soil map (reconnaissance soil map of the lake 
basin development authority area, western Kenya, 1:250 000, 1985) shows a change in soil 
types approximately located along this line which may be responsible for much of this particular 
division. All these reports from the FD files show that the original Kakamega Forest was not a 
homogenous ecosystem but a variable and localised one. The historical model proposed here for 
the origin of Kakamega Forest as islands of woodland created by the independent colonisation 
of various differing species, later coalescing into one forest, may go some way to explaining this 
variation. 
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6.2  Gold prospecting
Gold was discovered in the Kakamega area in June/July of 1931. By October of that year there 

were 75 gold prospectors operating there and by the end of the year 400 prospecting permits 
had been issued. In 1932, the government ordered an official report by Sir Albert Kitson into the 
potential of the goldfields and he gave an optimistic report noting that gold was found across 1 100 
km2 of Kakamega (KITSON 1932). Kakamega Forest fell within the goldfield and prospecting in the 
forest itself began officially in mid-1932. One of the largest companies operating in Kakamega area 
was Tanganyika Concession Ltd. employing 2 000 local people in 1934 but doubling this figure to 
4 000 people by January 1935. In mid-1934 there were 354 Europeans working in the goldfields 
and by the end of 1935 there were 800 European prospectors around Kakamega. One of the largest 
and longest lasting companies was Rosterman Gold Mine, which operated the only open-cast mine 
in the area. Fig. 5 (page 20) presents a map of the forest in December 1932 showing the different 
gold prospecting concessions within Kakamega Forest. It shows concessions at Kibiri in the south, 
a few concessions either side of the main Isecheno-Ikuywa road, including Isecheno directly north 
of the Forest station, a few in the KFA and all along the Isiukhu River.

The gold rush at Kakamega peaked in the mid-1930’s and was subdued by the Second World 
War. It never fully recovered after the war although prospecting was still continued in the forest, at 
least in the KFA, in 1955. Gold prospecting in Kakamega Forest was prohibited in 1964 by Gazette 
Notice 2 700, but has continued illegally on a local basis to this day. In 1991 KIFCON reported that 
ten of the twelve forest blocks were subject to gold prospecting with only Kisere Forest and KFA 
being free of it (GIBBON 1991). They also noted, that most but not all such activity are found on the 
river banks, where they observed that it causes soil erosion, loss of trees and water pollution. They 
observed many more gold pits at Kibiri (where Tanganyika Concession Ltd. had operated in the 
1930’s) than anywhere else, but concluded that most gold extraction was occurring at Kisaina and 
Alossi forest blocks (GIBBON 1991).

The BIOTA Isecheno I area (i.e. behind the Forest station or south of Kalunya glade) is the only 
BIOTA research site on the gold prospecting map to be affected by prospecting and at that date is 
firmly located within the Button Gold Concession. However, the map of 1932 (Fig. 5, page 20) 
shows prospecting only six months after it began in the forest and therefore cannot be considered 
comprehensive. Today the Isecheno I area south of Kalunya Glade is marked by numerous shallow 
pits, about 1-1.5 m deep, 10 m across and many with a trench leading in at one side. 

One old man who had worked for the gold prospectors near Isecheno said that they had regularly 
diverted rivers, notably near the pump-house, to gain easy access to the river-bed material which 
they sieved and washed. A tunnel cut into the side of Lirhanda Hill is another of the visible scars 
from gold mining in the forest although the scar on the eastern side is due to quarrying for murram. 
In addition to the alterations to the ground surface and the river courses, the gold mines were the 
cause of the FD opening the forest to official and commercial-scale logging. The first logging 
concessions were given out in 1933 and the mines maintained a fluctuating demand for pit props 
until the late 1940’s. 

KAMUGISHA ET AL. (1997) reported that 14 000 people had been attracted to the gold mines of 
Kakamega and that aside from the physical alterations to the forest, the gold rush had altered the 
pastoral and agricultural mechanisms of livelihood in the local community and their traditional 
interaction with their environment. The presence of both Europeans and gold had brought the 
money economy to Kakamega in the blink of an eye and will have altered local perceptions 
forever.
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6.3 Timber extraction
The major commercial exploiters of Kakamega Forest in terms of timber extraction have been 

the licensed sawmills. They have operated in Kakamega from 1933 when licensed logging was 
prompted by the demand for gold mining pit props, to the mid-1980’s when the exploitation of 
indigenous trees was banned by presidential decree.

Both, clear-felling and selective logging were practised in Kakamega Forest from 1933 until 
at least 1956 (as seen from the felling plan for Rondo Sawmill). No forest appears to have been 
clear cut from the late 1950’s to about 1970, when clear-felling was re-introduced. It was meant 
to be banned again from 1974/75, but considerable areas of forest seem to have disappeared after 
this time. The northern half of the forest has been subject to more selective felling than the now 
fragmented southern half. After 1975 much of the remaining indigenous forest was subject to 
selective logging for a wide range of species for both, timber and plywood industries. Before 
that date the nature of the selective exploitation had fluctuated between cutting of all types of 
timber (early 1930’s) to selecting only good timber trees (late 1930’s), to cutting most types of 
tree species during the war, and back to selecting just good timber trees (1947-1970). Thus, the 
different concessions or areas of the forest have been exploited at different dates by different 
sawmills for different species and the whole forest cannot be considered to have experienced the 
same exploitation. From the 1930’s numerous manual pit/platform sawyers and charcoal burners 
were also licensed to operate in the wake of the sawmills, but have both become a menace to forest 
conservation by their illegal operation.

Generally, the FD demarcated the areas of operation and the trees to be cut were individually 
hammer-marked by the forester or a forest guard. It was at this marking stage that the trees were 
effectively sold to the sawmill which had to pay a percentage of the market price of that particular 
species as a royalty fee to the FD. 

From the earliest times all felling, both clear-felling and selective logging, was supposed to be 
done by saw as this wasted less timber but the use of felling axes was difficult to eradicate entirely. 
By the late 1930’s much of the log extraction from the forest was done by tractor although oxen 
were still regularly used throughout the 1950’s to bring the logs from the forest to the road. Mr. 
Kelly of Kakamega Sawmill for instance used both, a caterpillar tractor and oxen. Many of the 
regularly used tracks are still visible throughout the forest, for instance at Isecheno and Buyangu. 
Where the terrain dictated that trees were too difficult to access pit-sawyers were used to saw the 
timber at the place of felling.

The following sections document the main components of the logging industry at Kakamega, 
i.e. clear-felling, selective logging, pit-sawing and fuel wood collection & charcoal burning, with 
statistical evidence drawn from archive sources to illuminate the trends in exploitation. 

6.3.1  Clear-felling
Clear-felling required the mill company to cut out the timber trees (trees of certain species and 

diameter) and then turn the remaining trees into charcoal and fire wood for sale. The quantities 
of timber gained from these concessions in the early decades of logging was minimal compared 
to the latter years and much of it was regarded as unusable for anything but fuel. An illuminating 
statistic is the 1933 FD appraisal that a sample 0.4 ha of the Kavirondo Gold Mines Concession on 



- 34 -

the western side of the forest, south of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road, was evaluated to have 142 m3 of 
fuel wood and only 5 m3 of timber. In 1936 the same company, cutting from a 53 ha area had taken 
7 239 m3 of fuel wood, 1 546 m3 of timber and 1247 m3 of wood for pit props. 

In later decades the sawmill was only responsible for the timber. The areas designated for 
clear-felling were first given to the sawmill which, in the words of the 1955 felling licenses, 
were supposed to ‘fell, extract, convert and season all merchantable species’. The pit-sawyers 
then entered the area to remove any of the timber trees that had been missed or that had been 
too inaccessible and following this the charcoal burners were brought in to clear the forest in 
preparation for replanting, in theory the following year.

6.3.2  Selective logging
Selective logging required the sawmill or pit-sawyers to remove only certain species (see 

6.3.3.1) and diameters of trees (see 6.3.3.2). The 1950’s logging licenses were explicit in stating 
that selective logging was to be carried out according to the species demanded by the market until 
a compartment was fully exploited. This system was chosen when the FD wanted to either protect 
areas from soil erosion or to allow the forest to regenerate naturally for later exploitation. Even in 
the early years of logging special consideration was given to rivers for reasons of water catchment 
and soil erosion and the licenses stated that areas steeper than 30%, e.g. river banks, were only 
subject to selection felling. ‘Natural regeneration’ of the forest would often be assisted by group 
or line planting within the natural forest matrix and by the use of aboricidal chemicals to control 
the growth of unwanted species. Official records and local people reveal that particularly in the 
1970’s much more consideration was given to the more immediate potential timber harvest than 
the ability of the forest to regenerate and most felling compartments were ruthlessly exploited for 
timber and plywood trees. The selective logging of natural forest and its subsequent regeneration 
was difficult and costly. The clear-felling and replacement of large areas of indigenous forest with 
exotic fast-growing species such as Eucalyptus, Cupressus and Pinus spec. was designed to make 
logging more commercially viable.

The system of giving out concession areas to sawmills continued until 1975 when clear-felling 
was officially halted and the coupe system was designed to manage the forest on a ‘sustainable 
yield basis’ of selective logging. The 12 500 ha of indigenous Kakamega Forest that had not been 
clear-felled was divided into 74 coupes of ‘varying sizes but almost uniform structure and type’ 
(Annual Report 1976). Using data generated by forest inventories the FD produced maps of the 
distribution of ‘forest cover types’ showing the presence of forest dominated by different species 
and this formed the basis of the numbered coupe system. The sawmills were given certain coupes 
in which to cut, a list of species they were allowed to cut, and the minimum diameter limits of each 
species listed. In this way the two plywood companies (Elgeyo and Raiply) could work the same 
areas as the sawmills (Kakamega Sawmill and Mbale Sawmill) but targetting different species.
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6.3.3  Tree species utilised, volumes and sizes of timber 
taken

The species, volume and tree size information gathered for this project comes from annual 
reports, general FD reports, letters to and from the foresters and the sawmills, and the timber 
statements written by the FD at the time of receiving royalty payments each month. All the 
available timber records between 1933 and 1985 were reviewed and condensed for this project 
but the sources are incomplete today and cannot form a full record of the timber exploited from 
Kakamega Forest. For some of the years the exact volume of timber removed per species per 
sawmill was recorded while, for instance, the years 1933-38 are only represented in the annual 
reports with total volume extracted per sawmill per year. Until at least 1960 many types of timber 
at Kakamega were lumped together and listed as simply ‘podo class’, a third-class rating which did 
not warrant break-down to species level. The incompleteness of the data means that only the most 
reliable and pertinent figures have been extracted for inclusion in this text.

6.3.3.1  Species utilised and volumes of timber
When logging started in Kakamega Forest in 1933 it was responding to the market created by 

the emerging gold mining industry. Timber production grew from just 456 m3 in 1933 to a peak of 
3 354 m3 in 1936 as the gold rush boomed. However, the timber industry was not yet experienced 
or sophisticated and a forester’s report states, that many species had not yet been identified at 
Kakamega (Internal FD Report). For the first few years of logging they had not yet learned the 
selection of particular species for particular jobs, resulting in ‘all types of timber’ being cut to serve 
as pit-props. In 1936 Kimingini Gold Mine established a preference for Diospyros abyssinica for 
use as pit props due to its extra strength. With careful selection of timber species the Rosterman 
Mine now started to develop a taste for Olea capensis and was able to reduce the size of props from 
0.17-0.31 m in diameter to 0.13-0.17 m in diameter. 1938 saw a great rise in the sale of Eucalyptus 
spec. for use as both fuel and pit props and by 1944 most pit props were Eucalyptus spec.. By 
the late 1930’s Olea capensis had been identified by many companies as the best timber tree and 
millers such as Mr. Kelly of Kakamega Sawmill and Kavirondo Gold Mines were selecting this 
species for use in the gold mines but also for use in the general timber and furniture market. In 
1939 these two mills cut a total of 1 411 m3 of timber, 1 022 m3 of which comprised Olea capensis 
and 155 m3 Zanthoxylum gillettii, respectively 72% and 11% of their totals. 

Several new and temporary saw millers and pit-sawyers were licensed to cut in the forest during 
the Second World War as the military demand was high, both locally and in the Middle East. Six 
sawmills were operating in the forest by 1945 and timber production rose to 11 561 m3 of timber 
in 1945 alone, the most in any year up to that date. The majority of this was for the war effort and 
many ‘second-class’ timber species were utilised by the military for railway sleepers and baulk 
timber. Complete records survive for 1941-1945 and show that most of the timber cut in that 
period was not classed down to species level and 54% (12 885 m3) of all timber cut was classed as 
‘mixed, railway sleepers’ and 21.5% (5 107 m3) were ‘mixed, non-sleepers’. The most exploited 
of the recognised timber species was still Olea capensis representing 11% (2 670 m3) followed by 
Aningeria altissima with 6.1% (1 452 m3), and Zanthoxylum gillettii and Funtumia africana with 
about 2% each and Prunus africana and Cordia africana with under 1% each. With the end of the 
war the military orders for timber dropped off dramatically and the temporary sawmills and pit-
sawyers closed down in 1946. The gold mining rush never recovered after the war and the demand 
for timber was substantially reduced by the later 1940’s, dropping to 3 008 m3 in 1947. 
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The timber statistics are incomplete for the post-war period and the annual reports could not 
be located to provide the total timber yield per year. However, the pattern of logging up to 1953 
is discernible from the remaining month-by-month timber statements for Kavirondo Gold Mine 
(becoming Rondo Sawmill in 1950). The wartime targeting of trees to supply railway sleepers 
ended in 1947 and between 1948 and 1953 the practice of primarily logging good quality timber 
trees was restored. Records exist for more than half of the months between 1948 and 1953 and show 
that the sawmill cut more Celtis mildbraedii (853 m3) than any other species, followed by Cordia 
africana (630 m3), Trichilia emetica (383 m3), Aningeria altissima (363 m3), Zanthoxylum gillettii 
(356 m3), followed by Canthium schimperanum, Olea capensis, Croton megalocarpus, Fagaropsis 
angolensis and Antiaris toxicaria. In 1955 the FD altered Rondo’s pattern with Schedule I of 
the 1955 logging licence stipulating that 30% of the total timber milled was to consist of Celtis 
mildbraedii, 10% of Funtumia africana, 5% of Croton megalocarpus and 55% of other species. 
Rondo Sawmill closed down in 1963 leaving Kakamega Sawmill as the only operator apart from 
pit-sawyers. The records of the 1960’s also survive only in patches from year to year but the 
general logging pattern of Kakamega Sawmill is visible from the archives and timber statements.

In 1961 Kakamega Sawmill was reported by the forester of that time to be cutting 60% of 
their output in Olea capensis while, in contrast, Rondo Sawmill were cited in a report by the 
acting Conservator of Forests to be cutting Manilkara butugi, Zanthoxylum gillettii and Celtis 
mildbraedii. The following year records show that between February and June 1962 Kakamega 
Sawmill cut 67% of the total as Olea capensis (831 m3 of a total 1 227 m3), followed by Funtumia 
africana (266 m3) and Fagaropsis angolensis (30 m3). For the years 1966 and 1967 the same 
sawmill spread its load more evenly across three species, i.e. Olea capensis still being the primary 
timber with 1 891 m3, Prunus africana 1 152 m3 and Funtumia africana with 807 m3. 

By 1970 the traditional hardwood timber industry was struggling to compete against, both the 
exotic soft wood industry and the peeler/plywood industry. This divided the indigenous tree market 
and the millers into two categories. Kakamega and Mbale traditional timber sawmills continued 
to cut Olea capensis, Cordia africana, Zanthoxylum gillettii and Trichilia emetica for timber. At 
the same time Elgeyo and Raiply plywood mills were cutting primarily Antiaris toxicaria but 
also Ficus sur, Ficus vallis-choudae, Albizia gummifera, Celtis mildbraedii, Maesopsis eminii, 
Funtumia africana and Polyscias fulva. These peeler/plywood mills sought tree species, that had 
previously been looked upon as useless for timber and the pattern of lumbering in Kakamega 
Forest was radically altered at this point. The coupe system of selective logging enabled the two 
types of miller to be given lists of eleven species to cut, mutually exclusive to each other. Thus 
Elgeyo Mill could be given the same coupe as Kakamega Sawmill as the former were looking 
for softer plywood trees while the traditional sawmill, Kakamega Sawmill, sought the traditional 
hardwood timber species for sawn timber. At that time each mill had a limit of 3 500 m3 of timber 
each year. Forester’s reports state that some popular and commercial species were deliberately 
omitted from the lists to allow natural regeneration but the identity of these omitted species is not 
revealed in the records. 

By 1975 Elgeyo Mill also gained the technology to use not just the indigenous soft woods for 
peeler industry but now started taking the hard woods such as Olea capensis and Prunus africana, 
the former for veneer. The lumbers of these trees are much harder than of the original plywood 
species and required steaming in steam-pits before they could be ‘peeled’. As the technology 
developed they were also able to lower the minimum diameters used for peeler logs to 70 or 80 
cm, depending on the species. 
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Two studies have attempted to list the exploited timber per year but they do not agree with each 
other or with the work of this report and must also have relied upon very partial data (TSINGALIA 
1988, MUTANGAH 1996). 

6.3.3.2  Tree sizes taken 
The technology between the 1930’s and the 1970’s dictated that the very largest trees could not 

be machine-cut and had to be left entirely or left to the pit-sawyers to remove. The 1963-67 first 
forest inventory classified trees over 138 cm as over-mature with a high defect rate and these were 
not considered economical to extract. In the 1950’s Kakamega Sawmill had two 15 cm saws and a 
6 cm re-saw bench and these will have dictated the size of the trees that they were able to process. 
In this period the sawmills were operating on a 50% conversion loss with 100 tons of round logs 
coming into the mill and leaving as 50 tons of sawn timber. In 1961 Rondo Sawmill was instructed 
not to cut anything greater than 0.91 m in diameter as machinery could not easily mill these trees. 
In 1968 Kakamega Sawmill had up-graded to three break-down benches, four roller-benches and 
two push-benches and was said to deal with all diameters and able to create 5.66 m3 of sawn timber 
a day. The millers were subject more often to a minimum diameter limit but this varied over time 
and with species. The 1955 and 1959 Rondo Sawmill licences limited them to a minimum 35.5 cm 
quarter-girth (1.42 m total stem diameter) limit. In 1968 the licence of Kakamega Sawmill stated 
that the smallest Olea capensis to be felled was 2.20 m in girth while the Prunus africana had only 
an 0.85 m minimum girth limit. 

Plywood technology of the 1970’s enabled the mills to utilise trees of smaller diameter and the 
licenses stipulated minimum diameters of 0.70 or 0.80 m depending on the species. Pit-sawyers 
were issued with a list of minimum diameters for the different species, most of which had a 
minimum limit of 0.60 m, but Olea capensis and Antiaris toxicaria were given limits of 0.90 m 
while Croton megalocarpus, Funtumia africana, Cordia millenii and Celtis africana  were set at 
0.50 m.

6.3.4 Timber concessions 
Decisions on which parts of the forest were given out to sawmills was initially made according 

to ease of access. The Isecheno-Ikuywa road running through the forest provided the ideal place 
from which to exploit it and this has been the centre of most of the logging in Kakamega Forest. 
From here four companies, Kenya Consolidated Goldfields Ltd., Risks Ltd. (becoming Kavirondo 
Gold Mine in 1936), Mr. Kelly, and Mitchell Cotts & Co., all started clear-felling south of the road 
between Kisfim and Lirhanda Hill in 1933. Tanganyika Concessions Ltd. (becoming Kimingini 
Gold Mine in 1935/36), was given forest to cut at Kibiri as this was the nearest area available 
to their mining operations. The early decision to give out the arm of forest extending west to 
Kakamega town was made on two grounds, its proximity to the town, and also its apparent paucity 
in good timber trees. The absence of trees such as Zanthoxylum gillettii, Olea capensis and Prunus 
africana meant that it was good for little more than a supply of fuel wood and consequently it 
became known as KFA (Kakamega Fuel Area). Its destruction was begun in 1934 and Goldfield 
Transport Ltd. and later Mr. Flemmer and other contractors such as Chanan Singh, continued to 
supply the town with fire wood and charcoal from this area for several decades. 
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Archive reports show that in the late 1930’s Goldfield Transport were also taking considerable 
quantities of fuel wood from the general inhabited area outside the forest. Oral reports from local 
people reveal that Mr. Kelly and also Mr. Turton of Kavirondo Gold Mine/Rondo Sawmill were 
cutting timber from patches of forest outside the forest boundary in the 1940’s and 1950’s. The 
timber from these operations will not feature in the official statistics of timber extraction. In the 
1930’s the sawmills had been given relatively small concession areas of no more than 200 ha and 
were instructed to clear-fell or selectively log the area. Selective logging was often a precursor to 
clear-felling an area.

The Second World War and the military need for fuel, timber and railway sleepers both in 
East Africa and in the Middle East brought several other temporary saw millers into the forest. 
Examples of these are Chana Sawmill, Butaba Sawmill, United Sawmill and Nanch Sawmill 
and although the location of their operations are unknown they are likely to have operated south 
of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road. Following the war the demand for timber decreased. Aside from 
United (later Tiriki) Sawmill logging in the late 1940’s until 1952 south of the Yala River, and Mr. 
Flemmer in the KFA area, the forest was left to the two main saw millers, i.e. Kavirondo/Rondo 
Sawmill and Kakamega Sawmill. By the late 1940’s these two sawmills had been given much 
expanded concessions either side of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road. The felling rotated to different 
compartments within the concession area as dictated by the 2-year felling plan drawn up by the 
forester. By 1947 Kavirondo Gold Mine had been given most of the area south of the road and 
north of the Yala River and by 1949 they had expanded their territory eastwards as far as the forest 
boundary and included Ikuywa for the first time. This concession was logged in the western and 
central parts first and the eastern end appears not to have been reached until probably the late 
1950’s. By 1960 the sawmill, now called Rondo Sawmill but still under Mr. Turton, had exhausted 
all the commercially viable species in their whole concession area and was extending south into 
Kibiri Forest Block (compartments 10-13). The mill closed down in 1963 under pressure from a 
recession in the timber market and rises in the royalty fees payable to the FD.

After the war Mr. Kelly of Kakamega Sawmill still had his concession north of the Isecheno-
Ikuywa road but in addition to this he was also cutting around Buyangu and in Malava Forest. 
From 1950 the mill was extending its logging operations northwards from the Alossi area and in 
the 1960’s its official concession stretched from Ileho in the south as far as Buyangu in the north, 
although it included only the eastern half of the forest. In about 1969 Mbale entered the forest with 
a sawmill around Shikusa in the north-west of the forest. Although their exact area of logging is 
unknown it is likely that they were exploiting the forest south-east of Shikusa. Woodland Transport 
also began cutting around Alossi from 1971 until 1974.

With the advent of the numbered coupe system in the mid 1970’s sawmills were instructed 
to work in carefully designed areas delimited according to the ‘tree-type cover’. The numbering 
began in the south of the forest with the highest numbers being in the north. However, the southern 
half of the forest had been so depleted by this date that most of the coupes and the logging took 
place north of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road. The main companies working in the forest in the 
1970’s and early 1980’s were Elgeyo, Mbale, Raiply, Woodland Transport, Sembi and Kakamega 
Sawmill. The coupe system of selection felling enabled both types of miller (timber sawmills and 
plywood mills) to cut different tree species within the same coupe. The FD stipulated that the mills 
work within their concession boundaries but on many occasions sawmills were found to be cutting 
outside their licensed area. This normally occurred when the miller became frustrated with the 
restrictions and when the species demanded by the market had been exhausted in the concession 
area.
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The only areas that appear to have escaped large-scale commercial exploitation are the Isecheno 
and Yala Nature Reserves and Kisere Forest. However, Yala and Kisere especially have suffered 
serious illegal pit-sawing since the 1960’s. The area south of Salazar towards the Lugosi River 
may be one of the few parts of the forest that was not reached by commercial loggers before the 
1970’s but it succumbed later under the coupe system. It is not known how much of the forest was 
selectively logged after 1974. One old FD worker living around Buyangu claimed that one area 
called Ndikande at Isinza Glade, visible from Buyangu Hill, was never logged although he knew 
of no reason for its omission.

6.3.5 Pit-sawing
Pit-sawyers were officially licensed by the FD to cut timber from areas already exploited by 

the sawmills. The pit-sawyers’ job was to remove the timber trees that had been missed or omitted 
as uneconomical for the sawmills to take, some species being deemed ‘unmillable’. This was 
the official line often repeated by the FD but in reality there were many instances in which pit-
sawyers were allowed to cut in areas untouched by the sawmills. Letters to the forester show that 
saw millers were angered by this practice and they often pointed out that pit-sawyers did not take 
as wide a variety of species as sawmills, that they ‘pick the eyes’ of the forest and leave a forest 
difficult to be cleared economically. 

One legitimate area for the use of pit-sawing as the only means of timber extraction was the 
KFA, near Kakamega town. Timber extraction costs for the main mills were deemed unmanageable 
when less than 141.5 gross m3 per hectare and the timber trees in the KFA (Celtis mildbraedii and 
Croton megalocarpus) were too scarce to be milled. Pit-sawyers were therefore used to remove 
the limited timber supplies while the remaining trees were written-off and sold as fuel wood. The 
KFA area of the forest provides the first official record of pit-sawyers at Kakamega in 1951 when 
four Kikuyu men were employed there. The forester repeatedly complained that they had difficulty 
in persuading local people to pit-saw and had to employ Kikuyu people for the purpose. However, 
once the skill became widespread in western Kenya in the 1950’s it has become a difficult habit 
to control.

FD letters from the early 1950’s state that pit-sawyers took only trees deemed ‘unmillable’ such 
as Ficus spec., Albizia spec., Celtis durandii, Celtis africana, Acacia spec., Croton macrostachyus, 
Blighia unijugata and Aningeria altissima. Aningeria altissima, for instance, often grows in a 
misshapen and fluted form, difficult to mill and so was often pit-sawn instead. By 1957 statistics 
show that their produce was dominated by Olea capensis, and to a lesser degree by Fagaropsis 
angolensis, Funtumia africana and Zanthoxylum gillettii. In 1964 nine pit-sawyers removed 220 m3 
of timber, more than half of this was Olea capensis, but Fagaropsis angolensis, Cordia africana, 
Prunus africana, Zanthoxylum gillettii and Maesopsis eminii were also taken. Local people report 
that pit-sawyers rarely submitted the true figures of their harvest. By 1967, perhaps in recognition 
of the difficulty in stopping pit-sawyers targeting the best timber species, the General Forest 
Licenses were specifying that most of the named pit-sawyers were to cut only Olea capensis. 
Although the records are unavoidably patchy, TSINGALIA (1988) attempts to record the output of pit-
sawyers between 1969 and 1983. His figures show that this period was marked by the continuing 
dominance of Olea capensis for pit-sawing and the KIFCON surveys of the early 1990’s show that 
this was still the most utilised species for pit-sawn timber.



- 40 -

However, various sources in the FD archives show different and often inconsistent statistics for 
pit-sawing and the most reliable assessment that can be made is that the average monthly output of 
each pit-sawing licensee ranged between 1.4 and 5.7 m3 of timber. Foresters’ records show that in 
1952 pit-sawyers and charcoal burners combined, took 50 000 tons (3 300 m3) in the year. In 1964 
nine pit-sawyers removed 220 m3 of timber in the year but in 1977 ten pit-sawyers had a combined 
monthly maximum quota of 200 m3. The FD licensed less than ten pit-sawing crews in Kakamega 
Forest until 1968 when the numbers increased slightly. They were reduced again in 1975 and all 
exploitation of indigenous forest was halted across the whole country in the early/mid 1980’s. 
However, between 1986 and 1989 between 30 and 50 pit-sawyers were brought in to cut the forest 
margins for the Nyayo tea zone. This has had the unfortunate side-effect of increasing the local 
demand for timber and fuel wood as well as spreading the skills of sawing and charcoal burning.

The ease of access afforded to the pit or platform sawyer has been useful to the FD for the 
removal of valuable timber from difficult areas such as the KFA where little timber grew or where 
access for larger milling was too difficult. The same factor has, however, made it very easy for 
unlicensed and illegal sawyers to operate throughout the forest, supplying a relatively constant 
local market as far as Kisumu. 

MUTANGAH ET AL. (1992) and MUTANGAH (1996) attempted to quantify modern levels of 
disturbance via analysis of tree stumps. They found evidence for pit-sawing in all their research 
areas across the forest except Buyangu while the most prolific activity was reported at Yala Nature 
Reserve and Ishiuru, followed by Shamiloli and Lukusi (MUTANGAH 1996). Furthermore, they 
found that nearly 20% of the tree stumps found were over 41 cm in diameter and were probably 
taken for timber purposes.

6.3.6 Fuel wood collection and charcoal burning
The FD licensed both, fuel wood and charcoal contractors, taking from them a royalty fee for 

each stack of fuel wood or load of charcoal bags. The KFA was opened to exploitation in 1933 
in order to gain from and control its exploitation for fuel wood. The area is marked on a FD map 
of 1938 as ‘poor forest’ and the trees there were neither large nor very diverse in their species 
composition, and the area was given to fuel wood and charcoal contractors. A resolution was then 
passed by the Native Local Council prohibiting the cutting and sale of wood from outside the 
forest. This was done, not for reasons of conservation but in order to stimulate the demand for fuel 
wood from Kakamega Forest that could be more easily controlled with royalty payments being 
collected through the FD. Until at least 1952 all the fuel wood sold was indigenous wood but 
soon after that date the exotic plantations of the early 1930’s, particularly Eucalyptus spec., were 
maturing and began to supply the fuel wood market.

The earliest reference to charcoal burning at Kakamega appears to be from the late 1930’s. 
Charcoal burners were normally employed to clear the forest in preparation for replanting after 
the sawmills and the pit-sawyers had taken all timber in a concession area. For this reason they 
were not able to target certain species. Hard woods such as Olea capensis and Prunus africana are 
reputed to make some of the finest charcoal but particular species could only be selected by illegal 
burners who continue to operate in Kakamega Forest today. Like the pit-sawyers the charcoal 
burners were issued with a General Forest License that normally stipulated only the location of 
work, the maximum number of employees and the minimum number of bags of charcoal to be 
produced in a month, often 200 bags. Operators employing more than ten people would often 
be required to produce a minimum of 300 bags a month. Numbers of burners employed varied 
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dramatically and between 1962 and 1965 11 teams of charcoal burners at Malava Forest alone. 
In 1970 there were eight charcoal contractors working in Kakamega and Malava Forests and 
together they produced a total of 5 472 bags in the year. As with pit-sawing, charcoal burning is a 
technology that once mastered by people living adjacent to the forest has been difficult to control 
as it provides an obvious means to income in an area of few opportunities for employment. 

In 1975 charcoal burning and fuel wood cutting in the indigenous forest was stopped as the 
change was made to sustainable harvesting and no further areas were to be clear-felled. However, 
between 1986 and 1989 between 70 and 100 burners were once again employed each year in the 
destruction of the forest margins for the development of the Nyayo tea zone.

MUTANGAH ET AL.’s (1992) surveys show that amongst the illegal burners in the early 1990’s the 
most selected species for charcoal was Celtis africana. MUTANGAH (1996) who surveyed the forest 
for disturbance in 1994 reported 24 charcoal burning kilns found in the forest and noted Ishiuru as 
the location with the highest levels of incidence. 

6.3.7 Assessment of the effect of timber extraction
The indigenous forest cover of Kakamega Forest is reported to have been reduced from 23 785 

ha in 1933 to 13 990 ha in about 1990 (BLACKETT 1994). Most of this clear-felling was done in the 
southern half of the forest and in the western arm near Kakamega town known as KFA. Not only 
has clear-felling destroyed nearly half the forest, but also a degree of fragmentation has occurred 
as a result. The Yala and Ikuywa areas have become virtually separated from the forest to the 
north and are connected to each other by only a narrow strip of forest (Fig. 1, page 2). The FD has 
belatedly tried to bridge the gap with indigenous plantations.

The extent and effect of selective logging is less obvious and more difficult to assess. All of what 
remains as indigenous forest today, with the exceptions of Yala and Isecheno Nature Reserves and 
Kisere Forest, appears to have been selectively logged at some time since 1933. Not all areas have 
been logged in the same manner and for the same species, so the analysis of each BIOTA study site 
for its logging history has been essential. For the first few years of logging before the millers had 
learnt to select the best timber, and also during the war when the military effort was demanding 
vast quantities, the forest was cut for numerous and mainly un-named species for timber. Outside 
these times the forest was exploited in a more selective manner for the most desirable timber 
species.

One of the main sawmills, Kakamega Sawmill, came to specialise in one timber, Olea 
capensis, and was often cutting 60% of its total output in this species alone. Other mills such as 
Kavirondo/Rondo Sawmill, served a more general timber market with different grades of timber 
and numerous species. Selection will have varied from place to place and was modified according 
to the current demands of the timber market. However, both of the main milling companies kept a 
broadly consistent pattern of logging, operating in different halves of the forest and it is therefore 
possible to generalise about the exploitation of the north and the south of the forest. Between the 
war and 1974, the northern half of the forest (north of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road), exploited by 
Kakamega Sawmill, will have experienced heavy exploitation of fewer species than the south, 
exploited by Kavirondo/Rondo Sawmill. The northern half of the forest had been renowned for its 
Olea capensis supply and this species has been systematically sought out for decades. Until 1975, 
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the southern part of the forest, now seriously fragmented, had been selectively felled for a broader 
range of timbers (Celtis mildbraedii, Manilkara butugi, Croton megalocarpus and Mimusops 
bagshawei being some of the main examples).

The single biggest change to the logging industry at Kakamega Forest occurred around 1970 
with both, the maturing of the exotic soft wood plantations which began to supply the market 
with cheaper timber and the arrival of the new plywood technology. Plywood did not require 
sawn wood of the traditional form but was able to roll or ‘peel’ thin and continuous boards from 
a tree and could use species previously deemed useless for timber. As the diversity of tree species 
usable increased with the peeler/plywood technology so the percentage of trees taken per hectare 
also increased. After 1974 the whole forest was divided into coupes for a more evenly balanced 
exploitation which was to involve more species than ever before. 

6.3.8 Forest inventories 
The evidence of forest inventories should assist in quantifying the effect of timber extraction 

upon the forest. However, direct comparison of the inventory data has not been possible for this 
project and, as detailed below, there are serious discrepancies between the different comparisons 
of the inventories that are already in print (TSINGALIA 1988, BLACKETT 1994).

There have been four forest inventories at Kakamega. The first was from 1963 to 1967 by a 
collaboration between the Canadian and Kenyan Governments (Kakamega, Malava, Kisere and 
Bunyala), the second was in 1974 (Kakamega and Kisere), the third in 1978 (Kakamega only), and 
the last by the Kenya Indigenous Forest Conservation project in the early 1990’s. The purpose of 
the inventories was to quantify the timber volume and to inform the FD of the species composition 
and the species consociations that dictate the ease with which they can be economically exploited. 
Maps were drawn up showing the species consociations as different numbered cover-types with 
notes on the canopy-cover of that area and from this, felling coupes and felling plans could be 
designed from an informed position.

The 1963-67 inventory recorded 166.85 km2 of indigenous forest with Olea capensis and Prunus 
africana as representing the cover-types with the best utilisable volume of gross merchantable 
timber per 0.4 ha (Canada Kenya Governments Inventory 1963-67). 

TSINGALIA (1988) reviewed the evidence of the first three inventories and shows the mean stand 
frequency and stand volume of Kisere forest to be virtually unchanged across the period (428 to 
439 stems per hectare). The dominant species of the large diameter classes of Kisere are all ‘hard 
woods’ such as Olea capensis, Markhamia lutea, Manilkara butugi, Celtis africana and Prunus 
africana and mirrors the profile of Kakamega forest in 1963-67. If TSINGALIA’S (1988) figures are 
to be believed (caution should be used in comparing gross figures with processed timber records) 
there is startling discrepancy between the FD statistics for the volume of timber removed and 
the amount suggested by the inventories. TSINGALIA (1988) wrote that in 1974 the total gross 
commercial volume of the whole of Kakamega forest reserve was assessed as 2 197 630 m3, but 
had reduced by the time of the 1978 inventory to 1 858 472 m3. The volume of timber officially 
removed during that period, 80 851 m3, is about a quarter of the figure suggested by the inventories 
(TSINGALIA 1988). He also wrote that the ‘mean stand frequency’ statistics show 986 stems per 
hectare in 1963/67, but only 329 in 1974. This figure fell again in 1978 to just 61 stems per hectare. 
Also the mean stand volumes dropped from 1 091 m3 to just 176 m3 per hectare between 1963/67 
and 1978 (TSINGALIA 1988). The dominant species in the 1974 and 1978 inventories of Kakamega 
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forest are all indigenous ‘soft woods’ and suggest that it suffered the worst of the logging effects 
since 1963-67 (TSINGALIA 1988). Some species such as Maesopsis eminii whose densities were 
already low in 1966 due to early exploitation of its larger individuals were severely damaged by 
later logging of the smaller size classes. TSINGALIA (1988) notes that Funtumia africana and Teclea 
nobilis were also severely reduced, especially in the larger class sizes. TSINGALIA‘S (1988) figures do 
not appear to be compatible with the results of the KIFCON assessments (see below).

Comparison of the early 1990’s KIFCON figures for standing timber volume with the inventory 
of 1966 show that the standing volume had shrunk by about 50% in that period (BLACKETT 1994). 
The 1970’s and early 1980’s was undoubtedly the period of greatest exploitation and alteration for 
Kakamega Forest. BLACKETT (1994) notes that the most commercially demanded species showed 
the greatest decline, an example being Olea capensis which was reduced by 59%. Curiously, 
BLACKETT (1994) notes that Teclea nobilis had declined by 96% since the 1963-67 inventory while 
timber statements gathered for this project do not register this species as being popular in the 
period. The inventory also highlights the very low stem frequency at Yala, in contrast to Buyangu. 
This probably reflects not only recent regeneration achieved at Buyangu under KWS but also the 
dramatic exploitation of that area before that. By contrast the more gradual exploitation by illegal 
pit-sawyers of the protected areas of Yala and Isecheno Nature Reserve and Kisere Forest means 
that these areas maintain a more mature forest profile. These areas, no doubt poorer in the species 
that sawyers have sought for decades (e.g. Olea capensis, Funtumia africana, Cordia africana and 
Prunus africana) are, however, also the areas that suffered least exploitation and thus offer the best 
chance for environmental research.

6.4 Planned regeneration and plantations
Glades and clear-felled land provided the opportunity for the first plantations at Kakamega 

around 1934, south of Isecheno. These were of mixed indigenous trees and were soon followed 
by Eucalyptus spec. which were also planted around the edges of the forest as boundary markers. 
Much of the plantation work of the first two decades was experimental as little was known of the 
growing conditions and requirements for the different species. Prunus africana, Olea capensis, 
Markhamia lutea, Croton megalocarpus, Spathodea campanulata, Zanthoxylum gillettii, Vitex 
keniensis, Cordia africana, Funtumia africana and Maesopsis eminii are the most common of the 
indigenous trees planted in Kakamega forest. The 1940’s saw the first conifers planted at Isecheno 
but coniferous trees were planted in the greatest abundance in the 1950’s and 1960’s so that by the 
1990’s KIFCON surveys, they represented 1 000 ha of the forest. Estimates of the total plantation 
area in Kakamega Forest vary between 1 700 and 2 400 ha most of which is in the southern half.

Some areas that had been subject to light selective felling were left to regenerate ‘naturally’ with 
the aid of arboricide treatments to control the growth of less desirable species. In the 1940’s and 
1950’s ‘natural regeneration’ within other selectively felled areas was deemed to be insufficient to 
ensure replacement of the timber crop. Some parts of the selectively felled forest were therefore 
enriched with group or line planting of the more valuable timber trees. Charcoal burners and 
pit-sawyers were often used to cheaply clear and prepare the ground for group planting. Cordia 
africana was reported to be the most successful species in the ‘enrichment’ policy in Kakamega 
Forest. This policy initially resulted in 460 ha of Kakamega Forest enriched and included Malava 
Forest and parts of the Alossi and the original Kisaina forest areas including Isecheno. In 1960 
they resumed enrichment planting although they planted just a further 20.2 ha of groups a year. It 
is not known how long this continued but Alossi (118 ha), Bunyala (113 ha) and Malava (60 ha) 
experienced further ‘improvement’ in the late 1970’s.
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6.5 The shamba system 
Under the so-called shamba system farmers were given plots of clear-felled forest land on 

which to grow their own crops in combination with tree seedlings planted by the FD. The farmer, 
variously referred to as ‘the cultivator’, the ‘squatter’ or the ‘resident labourer’, was supposed to 
care for the seedlings for about three or four years until they were established.

Although the FD was trying to evict people from the forest it recorded their plan in 1931 to 
issue 200 cultivator’s licences to those already cultivating in the forest (Annual Report 1931). This 
may provide the best estimate of numbers of people living in the forest prior to the mass eviction: 
the term ‘cultivator’ in this context probably refers to the man alone and we might estimate that 
this refers to 200 families in the forest. However, following their previous eviction from the forest 
there was widespread mistrust amongst the local people of the FD and no desire to live under the 
FD’s authority. Instead the FD employed cultivators to plant and protect the tree seedlings on 
the ‘taungya’ shamba system whereby the farmers did not actually live in the forest. The 1939 
Annual Report states that among the hundred cultivators employed at Kibiri they began to employ 
some Kikuyu people in that year. Between the late 1940’s and 1987 the system of both living and 
working on the planted forest land came into effect, presumably necessary to ensure the security 
of the crops and seedlings. The Mau Mau Emergency of the 1950’s displaced many thousands of 
Kikuyu people and many of them found work and a place to settle through the FD’s shamba system 
in the 1950’s and 60’s. We can trace the growth of this phenomenon through the Kakamega Annual 
Reports and note that in 1946 there were just 39 squatters (29 of these are Kikuyu), in 1959 there 
were 3 500 squatters. In 1962 there were just 456 licensed cultivators in the forest with 321 planted 
ha, but by 1966 this had risen again to 1 260 ha. EMERTON (1992) records that in the 1980’s there 
were 1 000 cultivators farming 714 ha of forest land. The main areas under the shamba system 
were located between the Isecheno-Ikuywa road and the Yala Nature Reserve, and also in the 
glades adjacent to Logusi and Shikusa.

However, the system was frequently abused by illegal squatters who refused to leave the forest 
when their contract finished, or by others cultivating areas of protected forest land such as river 
banks, or by cultivators stalling the growth of the trees to retain tenancy of the plot for further 
years. Others even burned forest in order to create more shamba land. By 1984 the provincial 
forester had become desperate and wrote to the forester ‘we have a forest area full of maize and 
no trees….we cannot use the shamba system’. In 1987 all residents (apart from Isecheno) and 
cultivation was banned from the forest. However, a form of the shamba system is still in use by the 
FD today although this uses cultivators who do not live on the land.

Many of the areas remain as grass or shrub and have not been replanted due to lack of resources, 
mismanagement and the abolishment of the full shamba system. This has lead to the unplanned 
and unnecessary fragmentation of forest patches. Fragmentation within Kakamega Forest should 
be analysed with care as there are about 320 ha of indigenous plantation which will reduce the full 
negative impact of the fragmentation (although the plantations tends to be in small species groups 
and not in natural patterns).
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6.6 The Nyayo tea zone
Between 1986 and 1989, 443 ha of indigenous forest was cut to enable the planting of tea. 

This was done following a directive from President Moi that was designed to provide economic 
opportunity for the forest adjacent villages, but also to prevent the encroachment of agriculture 
into the forest. Eventually it was discovered that only small areas were suitable for growing 
tea commercially and much of the 60 m strip cut around the forest was then replaced by 
Eucalyptus spec. plantations which have dried out the adjacent farmland and forest.
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7 The BIOTA study sites

In this section the 10 BIOTA study sites are examined in turn. This separate treatment is 
necessary due to the localised nature of the forest quality, different traditional practices, and the 
separate disturbance histories of these different areas. 

 Species names for plants and animals as referred to by local people were mostly given in 
Luhya (or Swahili). When identification of Luhya names was possible, vernacular or latin species 
names are given. In Appendix III a list of local Luhya plant and animal names and their respective 
vernacular or latin name is given, however, it is far from being exhaustive.

7.1 Malava

7.1.1 General
As far back as records and local memories will extend, that is to around 1910, Malava Forest 

has been as isolated from other forests as it is today. Place-name evidence in this area shows no 
village names outside the forest relating to forest vegetation (Appendix II). The 1913/16 map 
actually marks Malava Forest as smaller than the later official demarcation and appears not to have 
registered the north-eastern arm as proper forest (Fig. 2, page 17). It has been written that Malava 
extended at that time as far south as, but just to the west of, Kisere Forest around 1948, but that 
view was based upon partial aerial photographic evidence (BROOKS ET AL. 1999). At the time of its 
first official demarcation in the early 1930’s it included the north-eastern arm which was later to 
be clear-felled. 

With regard to the original state of the Malava Forest the FD records report only that it had 
been exceptionally rich in large Olea capensis trees and that the whole forest edge was lined 
with Acacia abyssinica. Interviews with old people living locally reveal that the area mapped and 
officially named Malava Forest is known locally by four separate names for four different parts 
of the forest. The area west of the road is known as Malava as this word means ‘clean’ and the 
forest there was said to have a thick canopy and a clear or clean forest floor. East of the road and 
incorporating the BIOTA study site is Shitirira which means ‘trembling’ and is so named as the 
ground in that area, not just in the forest, was said to tremble with the hooves of the Nandi cattle 
and the rush of water in the streams. The area is apparently stony and steep and the trees did not 
grow so large there. North of Shitirira the forest was originally known as Mungaha but more 
recently was renamed Muhoni which means ‘fertile’ and is due to the black fertile soil there. The 
mix of species was apparently the same and the difference was simply in the size to which the 
trees grew. As the forest there was thicker than at Shitirira, people from Shitirira went to Muhoni 
to hunt. North of Muhoni the forest is known as Vikoye as it was full of Canthium schimperanum 
and appears to relate to the northern arm of the forest. This area was also said to include Ficus 
lutea and Olea capensis although the latter were not large. It is possible that the 1913/16 map did 
not mark this area because it was not yet mature and full forest.
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7.1.2 Local and traditional use of flora & fauna 
Flora: There are several plants which are said to have been more abundant in former times such 

as Erythrococca atrovirens, ‘lisotsa’ and ‘shingayangaya’. These species are reported to have been 
common natural vegetation at the southern part of Malava Forest at least. Chrysophyllum albidum, 
Lepisanthes senegalensis and Dovyalis macrocalyx were all sources of food which are now much 
reduced and are said to have been seriously disturbed by logging. ‘Muchendas’, however, was 
exploited so much for use as thatching ropes by the local people, even being sold at the market, 
that they have now been virtually exhausted. Traditionally Canthium schimperanum and Prunus 
africana were sought after for house construction poles while Cordia africana was selected for 
the smaller horizontal pieces. Medicinal plants such as Microglossa pyrifolia, Mondia whytei and 
‘fuhamo’ are also much rarer now and the last one is now said to be locally extinct. 

Fauna: Interviews revealed that buffalo, bushbuck, wild pigs, hyaena, leopard, python, and 
‘inja’ had all become locally extinct through hunting and through habitat disturbance from logging 
and charcoal burning. Duiker, waterbuck, porcupine, aardvark and baboon are said to have become 
rare if some of them have not also become extinct. One old man had heard about the presence of 
elephants and lions but they were not present when he moved there in the 1930’s.

7.1.3 Commercial exploitation 
We cannot be sure if Malava Forest was exploited for timber before about 1940 but the FD 

records show that this was the start of intense logging. Pit-sawyers were licensed to cut in Malava 
and they selected Olea capensis and Prunus africana. The northern arm of the forest was given to 
pit-sawyers and charcoal burners to clear fell in part in 1943. In 1946 the District Forest Officer 
wrote that ‘little timber now remains except for a considerable number of Olea capensis’ and in 
that year the forest guard counted 3 062 Olea capensis trees remaining west of the road and 2 505 
east of the road. It is not clear whether these areas had already been logged at all. Olea capensis 
and Cordia africana were the only commercial species remaining of millable size and in that year 
were offered to Mr. Kelly of Kakamega Sawmill with a minimum limit of about 0.75 m in diameter. 
Other species had only a 0.5 m diameter limit. In 1950 Kelly withdrew from Malava as he was 
disappointed with the poor quality of his preferred species, Olea capensis, which was reported to 
be over mature. By 1952 the area on the east of the road had already been fully logged and group 
planted (see below). In that year the forester sent ‘ten saws and crews’ to pit-saw in the forest, 
mainly to the west of the road, as this was the most economical way to remove the remaining 
mature and over-mature trees before they could complete the group planting. They estimated this 
would generate 10 tons of timber a month. 

Licensed pit-sawing and charcoal burning has continued sporadically since that time as shown 
by the records which show at least one team of pit-sawyers operating in the 1950’s and at least 
between 1962 and 1965 there were 11 teams of charcoal burners operating in the forest. Interviews 
with aged locals relates that Olea capensis, Chrysophyllum albidum, Diospyros abyssinica, 
Canthium schimperanum were the main species cut. These teams were still active in the forest 
between 1969-73 although this often appears to have been one team of charcoal burners and one 
or two teams of pit-sawyers only. In 1973 the sawyers were targeting Olea capensis and Antiaris 
toxicaria. Local opinion holds that the toll on the forest from the illegal pit-sawyers may have been 
as great as the licensed sawyers and corruption amongst the forest guards has made it difficult 



- 48 -

to assess or control this. Distance from the main forest offices may contribute to this problem 
and similarly the FD has had continual trouble in reforesting Malava due to the corruption of the 
shamba system.

7.1.4 Group planting
Between 1945 and 1957 a policy was followed to allow the regeneration of the most valuable 

species in the selectively felled forest. The natural regeneration was supplemented by 100 ha of 
group planting in small internal clearings some of which were natural and some of which had been 
created by the timber extraction. An FD maps shows that the BIOTA study site is entirely within 
the planted area (Fig. 6, page 21). 

Archive records show that all the groups included Olea capensis but had varying amounts of 
Khaya anthotheca, Cordia africana, Prunus africana, Markhamia lutea, Bischoffia javanica, 
Maesopsis eminii and Milicia excelsa. The groups consisted of about 25 trees planted at about 1.2 
m intervals with approximately 12 to 25 groups per hectare. The natural forest left by the logging 
and in which the groups were planted was described as mainly Olea capensis, Cordia africana and 
Ficus spec.. In an attempt to hasten the natural process of regeneration the later but less successful 
plantations were sited under an Acacia spec. shelter, much of which was reported to be in the east 
of the forest. By 1961 the acting Conservator of Forests wrote that these first plantations within 
gaps in the exploited forest were successful and that the forest was fully stocked. 41 ha were 
allowed to regenerate naturally without the aid of group planting and this is probably the area west 
of the road.

7.1.5 Conclusion
Malava Forest has experienced heavy selective logging and it has been intensively group 

planted. It has long suffered abuses of its management and may be partly attributable to the 
distance from the main Forest Offices.

7.2 Kisere

7.2.1 General
Many of the people in this area are immigrants of various Luhya sub-tribes who arrived here in 

the 1950’s and 1960’s. Those few old people who had been born in the area were sought out for this 
project and their memories extend back to around 1920. Of the period before this we know from 
local oral reports only that it was Nandi territory, on which the Nandi grazed their cattle and set 
fires annually. A later Annual Report refers to 1901 as the date at which the Abaluhya pushed the 
Nandi up onto the escarpment. Subsequent decades saw the repeated advance of the Nandi back 
into this territory despite the positioning of their official boundary at the top of the escarpment.

It is safe to say that in the 20th century Kisere Forest was never connected to Kakamega Forest 
by anything more substantial than the probable connections along the Isiukhu and Nandamaywa 
Rivers (TSINGALIA 1988). It is likely that there has never been a more substantial connection. The 
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maps of 1913/16 (Fig. 2, page 17) and of 1932 show Kisere to be approximately the same size as 
today. Old people questioned said that the area between the two forests was almost entirely grass 
and the forest growth was kept in check by the annual burning of the grass lands by cattle herders. 
This was still the case at the time that many other people started to arrive in the 1950’s when, I 
am told, the area was so unpopulated that you could go for miles without passing another house. 
TSINGALIA (1988) writes of a possible link between the two forests via the foot of Kambiri Hill and 
indeed some trees are marked along the western side of the hill in a Survey of Kenya map of the 
1950’s. The residents of the area maintain that this was never allowed to develop due initially to 
grass-burning and later to intensive agriculture. TSINGALIA (1988) writes that the glades of Kisere 
and the stretch between this forest and Kakamega Forest were dominated by Combretum molle, a 
fire-resistent, dry-country species.

7.2.2 Local and traditional use of flora & fauna 
Flora: The people questioned in this area (mostly on the south and west sides of Kisere) spoke 

of a respect for the forest that stemmed from the fact that people were fed by the forest during 
drought periods and also took medicines from it. None of them, however, knew of any religious 
rituals performed in the forest, taboos connected with it, or of any sacred places within it. On two 
occasions I specifically asked about the two trees that are most commonly cited as having sacred 
significance at other parts of Kakamega Forest, Erythrina abyssinica and Ficus thonningii. On 
both occasions there was no recognition of either tree having any special role.

Many plants that were commonly used, often as sources of food, became rare through over-use. 
However, one old man admitted that due to exotic vegetables having been introduced most people 
have forgotten the natural foods such as the fruits of Lepisanthes senegalensis and Chrysophyllum 
albidum. ‘Inderema’, Erythrococca atrovirens and Dovyalis macrocalyx are all now reported to 
be less abundant while ‘shihama’ is now locally extinct. Dombeya rotundifolia, ‘muchendas’, and 
Mondia whytei were all over-exploited for use as rope and are also now rare. Diospyros abyssinica, 
Blighia unijugata, Canthium schimperanum and Fagaropsis angolensis were all listed as the 
preferred trees for use in house construction when they are available.

Although the medicinal uses of plants were not specifically explored in this project the people 
of this area were keen to list some of the plants they used, particularly for circumcision. ‘Itianyi’ 
is one such plant that they burn to ash and put on the feet of a boy to be circumcised to stop 
the bleeding and another is Microglossa pyrifolia, a small plant burnt, crushed and applied to 
the circumcision wound. This has not been in common usage since about 1950 when modern 
medical education brought more soothing alternatives. Other plants used for medicinal purposes 
include Mondia whytei (eyes), Zanthoxylum gillettii (coughs), Trichilia emetica (stomach), Prunus 
africana (stomach), Warburgia ugandensis (cough), Olea capensis, Fagaropsis angolensis and 
Croton sylvaticus.

Fauna: Most animals that local people could recall were reported to have become locally extinct 
through hunting. Examples are buffalo, ‘kuro’, ‘iholo’, guinea fowl, bush pig, hyaena and baboons. 
The last three species listed were deliberately hunted out as they were considered to be agricultural 
pests and baboons were even twice known to carry off human children into Kisere Forest. The 
most common form of hunting recalled by locals was done by digging deep but narrow pits, about 
3 m long, covering them with grass and waiting for passing animals to fall in.
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7.2.3 Commercial exploitation
No record of official exploitation was found in the FD archives for Kisere Forest. One intriguing 

letter from the Conservator of Forests in 1935 refers to A.C. Patel who ‘is at the moment clearing 
forest at Kisere’. This is shortly after Kisere was surveyed and gazetted and we might presume 
therefore that it refers to an area just outside the forest boundary, perhaps along one of the rivers 
that were certainly deforested many decades ago. Interviews reveal that a small fragment of forest 
outside official boundary to the west was called Chiviriri which was cut by a Kikuyu company in 
1945. It was virtually connected to Kisere in that it was the other side of the Isiukhu River although 
there was a strip of grassland west of the river. Furthermore, one 88-year old man said that he had 
been a pit or platform sawyer in Kisere Forest with government approval. In the normal fashion of 
Kakamega Forest, the government officials had come and hammer-marked the trees in the forest 
that he had paid for and was going to cut. He could choose the species according to his requirements 
at the time but the forest guard would select the individual trees. The main pit/platform sawn 
species were reported to be Olea capensis mainly, but also Prunus africana, Funtumia africana 
and Cordia africana. Markhamia lutea, Diospyros abyssinica and Canthium schimperanum were 
also taken in smaller quantities. Other locals said that most of the pit-sawing was done illegally 
and the extent of it is said to be sufficient to make it obvious that these species, particularly Olea 
capensis, are now less abundant in Kisere. It is said that the maximum diameter of the trees they 
cut was 0.9 m. This logging was said to only have started in the 1960’s. When asked why it had not 
been cut before then two old men replied independently that many of the trees had not been large 
enough to cut before that time. It is interesting that the old people interviewed on the west side of 
Kisere said the forest was mature with large trees when they were young while those on the south 
claimed the forest had been largely immature in the 1920’s and 1930’s (no people were asked in 
the north or east). They all state that the glades within the forest were much larger and that the 
forest was almost divided into two with a glade running north to south almost uninterrupted, about 
700 metres east of the Isiukhu River. 

It seems that the pit-sawing may have had only minimal effect on the forest structure until 
1988 as is seen in Tsingalia’s PhD thesis (TSINGALIA 1988). He draws comparisons between the 
1966 and 1974 inventories and demonstrates that, unlike Kakamega Forest, there is no significant 
change in stand volumes and stand frequency per hectare between these dates. He also highlights 
the comparatively low stand volume per hectare (TSINGALIA 1988) and this is likely to reflect the 
relative lack of human disturbance at Kisere. Interestingly TSINGALIA (1988) he considers that the 
profile of Kisere in 1974, with its dominance by hard woods such as Olea capensis and Prunus 
africana, was similar to Kakamega Forest only in the 1966 survey and not the 1974 survey. Illegal 
pit-sawing has decreased since the strict management of KWS from about 1982 and it seems that 
there has not been widespread abuse of Kisere Forest since that time.

7.2.4 Conclusion 
Far from imagining Kisere to be a remnant of a huge forest and connected to the main Kakamega 

block, it is easy to imagine that Kisere Forest was once a collection of several forest islands that 
have coalesced to form one deceptively complete forest. One of those original blocks is likely 
to have spread outwards from the Isiukhu River in the west. Furthermore, whether or not Kisere 
was ever pit-sawn with the blessing of the FD, this forest has always been protected from large-
scale exploitation of the major sawmills. Kisere’s inaccessibility, cut off from Kakamega town by 
the Rivers Isiukhu and Nandamaywa, ensured that no sawmill could operate there without great 
difficulty.
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7.3 Buyangu area

7.3.1 General
The three BIOTA study sites of Buyangu, Colobus and Salazar are physically clustered together 

and some of the historical information, such as the presence of fauna, is dealt with here together. 
Where there is information specific to one site it is written under the entry for that site. 

Several of the old people questioned in this area recall two adjustments to the original forest 
boundary which increased the size of the forest and brought both the BIOTA Colobus and Buyangu 
Hill plots and Isinza Glade within the forest boundary for the first time. The forest was first 
demarcated around 1910 but the date of the changes is difficult to establish and may have been 
around 1931 when the forest was surveyed again and gazetted for the first time. Certainly the forest 
boundary has changed little since the 1930’s survey. In 1982 Buyangu received protection from a 
governmental decree later becoming a National Reserve under the KWS.

In examining the differing forest structures of Buyangu and Isecheno, FASHING & GATHUA (in 
press) consider that anthropogenic disturbance and the distribution of large herbivores such as 
elephants may be contributing factors. Interviews for this project do at least suggest that elephants 
have been absent from Buyangu for a longer period than from Isecheno. MUTANGAH ET AL. (1992) 
recorded the Buyangu area generally as having the highest stem density of all Kakamega Forest 
plots. This is likely to be due to the strict forest protection regime since the early 1980’s and to the 
high proportion of relatively young forest growth that has colonised much of the grassland in this 
area since the early 20th century. 

Unlike the south and west, the general story of the forest at the north end of Kakamega Forest 
is one of growth and expansion into the surrounding grass lands. The old people questioned in this 
area all stated independently that the area from the KWS offices to Salazar and from Isiukhu Falls 
to Buyangu Hill was just grassland although the streams were afforested with Syzygium guinense, 
Bridelia micrantha and Acacia abyssinica. The 1913/16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) also suggests that 
the growth and spread of the forest may be largely riparian in nature, spreading out northwards 
along the Isiukhu River, the Nanugo River and the river east of the double peak of Kakunga Hill, 
i.e. the BIOTA Colobus study site. These areas at least were afforested a hundred years ago. Local 
people report that the forest was only very gradually encroaching on the glades prior to about 
1972. From that year grazing and annual burning of the grass lands was more restricted and when 
the area was turned over to the KWS in the mid-1980’s these bans became strictly enforced and 
the glades began to rapidly decrease in size.

North of Buyangu the oldest man in the area, claiming to be born in 1902, said that there had 
been some small patches of trees in the savannah grassland. They were dominated by Combretum 
molle and Terminalia mollis, and are consistent with small patches of colonisation rather than 
residual fragments of full forest. Locals agreed that some of these small patches of ‘forest’ could 
be consumed by the grass-fires but areas of full forest could not be reduced.

When asked which plants were more or less abundant today most people offered no opinion, 
lamenting that they are no longer allowed into the forest and could not know. The only positive 
reply was that there is now more Dracaena fragrans than in the past.
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7.3.2 Local and traditional use of flora & fauna 
Flora: Local people expressed a traditional preference for Bridelia micrantha, Heinsenia 

diervilleoides, Diospyros abyssinica, Canthium schimperanum and Teclea nobilis for use as 
construction poles while Diospyros abyssinica and Heinsenia diervilleoides were preferred for 
roof poles. Foods traditionally taken from the forest include ‘shihama’, honey, ‘bobungu’, anf 
fruits of Chrysophyllum albidum, Lepisanthes senegalensis, ‘tsinduli’ and Bequaertiodendron 
oblanceolatum. Many plants were used for medicinal purposes, a few of which are Olea capensis, 
Prunus africana (stomach), Zanthoxylum gillettii and Erythrina abyssinica (throat). All of these 
uses are now banned by very strict KWS rules. 

There are several areas reputed to be of religious or spiritual importance around Buyangu and 
the activities practised there often reflect the tribal tensions between the Abaluhya and the Nandi in 
this area. For instance, if a Luhya man kills a Nandi he should be cleansed and this can be done at a 
river where water rushes quickly, one favourite place for this being at Isiukhu Falls. A ram is killed, 
cooked and eaten there and every utensil used is then thrown into the river. This was last done 
in the year 2000. The Nandi had their own sacred part of the forest called Makhuvu on the River 
Isiukhu. The Nandis circumcised people there and protected that part of the forest, particularly 
from the Abaluhya, by saying that they would go mad if they went there. It has not been protected 
since the Nandis were driven out in the 1950’s. Salazar Glade was also seen as a place of religious 
significance, see below.

The Ficus thonningii tree was planted in homesteads as a tree of specific spiritual significance 
and, for instance, a grandfather would plant this tree when a grandson is born, placing stones around 
it. Specifically, I was told, two old men and one woman could pray beneath this tree to praise God 
and ask for assistance with rain and harvest or disease. This was not normally done in the forest but 
could possibly be done in a glade and was normally outside the forest in the homesteads.

As in most parts around Kakamega Forest the Abaluhya hold a belief in the Erythrina abyssinica 
tree as a spiritual channel to their ancestors and specifically as a place at which wrong-doers would 
be taken to swear an oath. Such practices are said to have been prevalent in the area until around 
1950 although they do still occur today.

One man talked of the local peoples’ view of the forest as their mother, providing fruits, 
medicines, fire wood, poles and water. No taboos could be recalled that would discourage people 
from cutting the forest in general but a grateful respect for the forest was repeatedly expressed with 
an understanding of the need for preservation in case of dependence during drought periods.

Glades in the forest around Buyangu were used for agriculture relatively recently and sugar 
cane plantations are recalled by many locals for instance in Isinza Glade in 1970’s and 80’s. This 
was largely abuse of the system by well-connected government officials.

Fauna: Only one man, in his eighties, had ever heard of elephants in the area and said that the 
last one had been seen leaving the forest heading north before he was born. In the 1950’s a lion 
was seen by one of the locals questioned who said that many people shouted at it and it returned to 
the Nandi escarpment. Around the same time another man saw a lion passing Buyangu Hill from 
Psotso and it too went to Nandi escarpment. Another lion was seen passing to Imusere around 
the same time. The last leopard seen in Kakamega Forest was around Buyangu in the 1980’s but 
hyaena and leopard are reported to have been mostly driven out in the 1970’s when they were said 
to have been cornered and burnt in a cave. 
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Other animals reported to have been around Buyangu but are now locally extinct are 
waterbuck, ‘isiavale’ and buffalo which were at least present in the 1920’s and probably 1930’s 
and are remembered to have trampled people at Kisere. Cobras may apparently still be present 
but are much reduced. Local opinions vary as to whether bushbuck and blue duiker have been 
exterminated or just much reduced by hunting. Bushbuck, Grant’s gazelle and warthog are all said 
to have lived outside forest. Hunting was practised by most families but at least the Mutaheri clan 
would not eat monkeys and other clans such as the Nbakhaywa would not eat baboon believing 
that if they did they would scratch uncontrollably. In 1992, after the first ten years of protection 
under tighter government control, the KIFCON surveys were able to report higher numbers of 
antelope at Buyangu.

7.3.3 Commercial exploitation
Mr. Kelly of Kakamega Sawmills cut timber at the BIOTA Colobus area in the 1940’s, pit-

sawing continued across the whole Buyangu area from the late 1960’s until 1982 and Elgeyo 
and Raiply Sawmills operated there in the 1970’s and early 1980’s. Most of this is recorded 
under separate area headings below but is supplemented here with the information given in the 
archives or in memories as simply ‘Buyangu’. This information confirms the reliability of the local 
memories which often recall more specific information and show that not all parts of the Buyangu 
area received the same treatment.

Between at least 1969 and the mid-1970’s the FD licensed official pit-sawyers at Buyangu, the 
most prolific of whom was Paul Mwanzi. Local memories recall him cutting Olea capensis, Cordia 
africana, Canthium schimperanum, Croton megalocarpus, Prunus africana and Croton sylvaticus. 
Timber statements show that in 1973 he was cutting Funtumia africana, Olea capensis and Prunus 
africana at Buyangu. A brief entry in the timber statements shows Mbale Sawmill was cutting the 
same species, Olea capensis, Funtumia and Prunus africana from Buyangu in 1974. One man 
talking generally of the northernmost part of the forest said that Raiply mill took primarily Olea 
capensis, Canthium schimperanum and Prunus africana but also Zanthoxylum gillettii, Premna 
angolensis and Croton megalocarpus. Official records show that Raiply mill worked mostly in the 
south of the forest but between May 1975 and July 1976 they were cutting in Kakamega Forest 
at Bukhayo, probably Bukhaywa, the village immediately west of the Colobus area and Buyangu 
Hill. In 1975 that mill cut 6 907 m3 of timber although in 1976 they cut only 2 208 m3, 1 583 m3 
of which was Antiaris toxicaria. Other species they cut were Ficus vallis-choudae (259 m3), Ficus 
exasperata (157 m3), Ficus sur (140 m3), ‘mutati’ (29 m3) and Trilepisium madagascariensis (12 
m3).

Concession maps for the 1960’s show that the Kakamega Sawmill area of licensed cutting 
stretched from near Ileho in the south, up to Buyangu in the north. The concession boundary passes 
at the eastern edge of the Salazar BIOTA study site and about 600 m east of the Buyangu Hill site 
before meeting the forest boundary just east of the Isiukhu River. The sawmill was licensed to cut 
everything east of this line but interestingly nobody interviewed around Buyangu recalls them 
cutting this far north since the 1940’s and early 1950’s. It is therefore probable that they had not 
managed to exploit the northern part of their concession before the whole timber-cutting regime in 
Kakamega Forest was reorganised on a coupe system in 1974. When one old local FD worker was 
asked if all the forest had been logged he replied that there was one area called Ndikande at Isinza 
Glade, visible from Buyangu Hill, that for some reason had not been logged.
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7.3.4 Buyangu Hill
Some old people questioned remember families living on Buyangu Hill before the forest 

boundary was altered, probably around 1931. With the alterations this area was included within 
the forest for the first time and the families were evicted. All those asked about Buyangu Hill 
recalled that it was mostly grassland and two men recalled cutting thatching grass there. The 
altitude marker of 1639 m marks Buyangu Hill on the 1913/16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) and is clearly 
seen to be unforested. Memories of the 1920’s recall that the southern side of the hill was grass 
and bushes with the ‘tsinduli’ tree as the most common with a few scattered Combretum molle 
and Erythrina abyssinica. In 1962 and in the early 1970’s murram for road construction was taken 
from the southern half of the hill leaving it scarred and rocky to this day. Test pits for murram are 
also clearly visible on the paths leading up on the north side of the hill. Village elders planted trees 
(apparently cedar and sisal) there in 1986 as part of a soil erosion prevention scheme.

Logging: Local people were consistent in their memories that Elgeyo Sawmill cut timber from 
Buyangu Hill in the mid-1970’s until the government banned them from working there. Timber 
statements show that between 1974 and 1976 Elgeyo took predominantly Antiaris toxicaria (176 
m3), followed by Celtis mildbraedii (60 m3), ‘mutati’ (23 m3), and lesser quantities of Croton 
megalocarpus, Trichilia emetica and Aningeria altissima. These figures may not represent every 
month of those years but at least serves to show the proportion of volume per species being cut. 
Locals also recall that in the 1970’s Paul Mwanzi’s team of pit-sawyers were cutting on the hill. 
They took Olea capensis especially but also Prunus africana, Cordia africana and Canthium 
schimperanum.

7.3.5 Colobus
This area is known locally as Mundololia and is reputed to have been one of the best patches 

of forest in the area. It was richest in fruits such as Dovyalis macrocalyx, Bequaertiodendron 
oblanceolatum, Chrysophyllum albidum and Maesa lanceolata. The largest Olea capensis and 
many Aningeria altissima are said to have grown there. This information fits well with the 1913/
16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) which shows this area to have been one of the few areas of full forest 
at that date. This area was also sampled for murram but Buyangu Hill was preferred for the 
major quarrying. The east side of the Mundololia forest was sampled during the KIFCON forest 
inventory as plot 11 (BLACKETT 1994).

Logging: Five old people independently questioned stated that Mr. Kelly of Kakamega Sawmill 
cut timber in this area. Two people who worked for him said that he worked there for several years 
from 1943, one man saying until 1952. Kelly’s sawmill was positioned where the KWS gatehouse 
is today. The logs were pulled from the forest to the mill using both tractors and oxen but the saw 
mill could only take trees up to 1m in diameter and the larger ones were pit-sawn. These men 
recall cutting mostly Olea capensis but also Cordia africana, Canthium schimperanum, Trichilia 
emetica, Premna angolensis, Celtis africana, Chrysophyllum albidum, Funtumia africana, Prunus 
africana and Zanthoxylum gillettii (they did not cut Diospyros abyssinica). It is almost certain that 
Kelly was also cutting from other, more southern parts of the forest at this time as well but official 
timber statements record that between 1943 and 1945 he took 5 950 m3 of timber. In those three 
years he took mixed timber for railway sleepers (2 797 m3), Olea capensis (1 383 m3), Aningeria 
altissima (856 m3), mixed timber non-sleepers (423 m3), Zanthoxylum gillettii (217 m3), Cordia 
africana (138 m3), Prunus africana (69 m3) and lesser quantities of Funtumia africana, Trichilia 
emetica and Maesopsis eminii. Locals also remembered Paul Mwanzi pit-sawing at Mundololia 
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between 1961 and 1973. Records show that in his career he cut mainly Olea capensis and Prunus 
africana but also Cordia africana, Celtis mildbraedii and Canthium schimperanum. Elgeyo 
Sawmill are also reported by local people to have worked there from 1973 to the mid-1970’s. 
Official timber statements show that they cut 1 979 and 5 747 m3 of timber in 1974 and 1975 and 
at least in 1975, this is dominated largely by Antiaris toxicaria (3 847 m3) and Celtis mildbraedii 
(928 m3). Other less exploited species that year were Trichilia emetica (475 m3), ‘mutati’ (420 m3), 
Aningeria altissima (284 m3) and Ficus vallis-choudae (141 m3).

7.3.6 Salazar
Salazar is the name of a glade and was named after a man who had lived there. The glade was 

originally much larger than today but was punctuated by scattered trees of Combretum molle, 
‘milomonye’, Terminalia mollis and Vitex doniana. It is shown on the 1913/16 map (Fig. 2, 
page 17) as being well within the forest at that date. The area is held within local minds as being 
different to other parts of the forest. For instance, one man said that there was about 0.4 ha of 
forest at Salazar where trees ‘like banana trees but not banana trees’ grew and people considered 
this place to be of sacred importance. It also owed some of its reputation to the dangerous animals, 
such as buffalo, that are said to have lived there and is therefore known as a place that men, but not 
women, could go. People would go there to pray before or after tribal battles. If a Luhya man killed 
a Nandi he would go to Salazar to be cleansed and this could be done at Salazar as it was far from 
women. The man would stay there for two or three days taking shelter and warmth from the leaves 
of the Ensete edule. Furthermore, the Nandis used to drive their cattle through the forest here from 
the south to drink at the Isiukhu River until 1950’s when the route was closed. In the early 1990’s 
KIFCON’s forest inventory plot 51 was located within the Salazar study site (BLACKETT 1994).

Fauna: The animals said to have lived specifically at Salazar are buffalo, cobra, ‘iholo’, Grant’s 
gazelle and warthog the first two of which were hunted in other glades but not at Salazar to which 
they are said to have always returned. In the forest neighbouring the glade baboons, leopard, bush 
pig and palm civet lived, the last of which is reported to be now locally extinct.

Logging: Elgeyo logged around Salazar in 1977/78 but are said locally to have then been 
banned by the government as they were cutting indiscriminately. In these two years they cut 4 257 
and 3 559 m3 respectively and their main species, at least in 1977, were Croton megalocarpus (1 
103 m3), Antiaris toxicaria (485 m3), Celtis mildbraedii (427 m3), Funtumia africana (410 m3) and 
Aningeria altissima (326 m3).  The trees that are locally reported to have been cut there are Celtis 
africana, Chrysophyllum albidum and Olea capensis and Cordia africana, apparently grew very 
tall. Paul Mwanzi’s crew of pit-sawyers cut a great deal in the Salazar area around the same time 
as Elgeyo. Records show that throughout his career Mwanzi cut mostly Olea capensis and Prunus 
africana but also Cordia africana, Celtis mildbraedii and Canthium schimperanum.
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7.4 Isecheno I

7.4.1 General
Of all parts of Kakamega Forest the BIOTA Isecheno I study site has been subject to the most 

varied use-history due to its location adjacent to the Forest Station. In the 1930’s this area was 
one of the first to be opened to gold prospecting and subsequently to logging. The growth of the 
population near the forest station has also placed extra local demands on this part of the forest but 
latterly the same features of its location have provided some protection via the attention it receives 
from researchers and tourists. The Isecheno I study site is not within the Isecheno Nature Reserve 
but lies immediately south of it.

Some time before 1900 the area to the west of Isecheno had been afforested and was cut and 
burned by the advancing Luhya tribe wishing to turn it to agricultural land. It seems that the forest 
to the west of Isecheno had been so seriously fragmented by the time of the 1913/16 survey that 
only the main forest block was marked on the map with the western boundary in much the same 
place as today (Fig. 2, page 17). People questioned in the area suggest that around 1920 Shinyalu 
was close to forest and that villages such as Lusomo and Virembe were adjacent to forest. These 
are likely to have been isolated patches of forest, a few of which survive today, but by 1930 the 
area had been reduced to grass, shamba and considerable areas of bush land. 

Despite its position at the western edge of the forest the current western and southern limits of 
the Isecheno I forest block almost exactly coincide with the natural limits of the block. The present 
forest station at Isecheno was originally located within a linear-shaped glade, orientated roughly 
east-west. The glade stretched from the present position of the barrier on the Isecheno-Ikuywa road 
eastwards for about 1.5 km. In the last 50 years this glade has closed up at the eastern end through 
natural colonisation and by a combination of planting (Cupressus lusitanica and Maesopsis eminii) 
and natural colonisation around the Guest House.

It seems likely that the area now populated with houses along the edge of the tea zone west of 
the Isecheno I forest was once part of the Isecheno Glade and was becoming colonized by shrub 
and scrub when the earliest memories and maps recall it. The 1913/16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) 
marks this area as blank and the 1932 survey shows that the Isecheno Glade merged into an area 
of bush and ‘trees in bush’ on its northern side. According to people living there in the 1930’s, 
this consisted almost entirely of Acacia abyssinica. The first man reported to live there was called 
‘Isecheno’ after whom the glade and subsequently the village was named. Isecheno is reported to 
have grazed his cattle in the glade up to the position of the barrier today. He also planted a Ficus 
thonningii tree that is still visible today at the very edge of the forest (between the junction of 
monkey research trail numbers M-6 and the tea, and the cut through across M-5/-6). These trees 
were planted in the homestead as a marker of a man and his family or at the grave of an old man 
and it seems that even at that time this tree was at the edge of the forest which later expanded into 
the tea zone. In 1988 the forest was cut back about 60 m in order to accommodate the Nyayo tea 
zone and most of it is said to have been thick and full forest.

Protectionist or conservationist attitudes of the local people towards the forest at other parts of 
Kakamega Forest should not be forced upon the people of Isecheno. Around Isecheno all the old 
people interviewed stated clearly that there was no religious practice associated with the forest per 
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se in this area and that they and their parents had simply wished to cut down the forest to turn it to 
agricultural land. The virtually total destruction of the forest to the west of Isecheno is testament 
to this.

The only traditional spiritual attachments to the forest professed in this area were to particular 
tree species. These include Erythrina abyssinica which was believed to be a conduit to their ancestor 
spirits, and Ficus thonningii which was used as a debating place, or to Diospyros abyssinica, 
Croton macrostachyus and Entada abyssinica for various uses during times of circumcision. It 
was not necessary to keep particular trees for these purposes and any tree of the required species 
could be used. Otherwise there were particular individual trees of Ficus thonningii that had been 
planted, for example, as markers of the territory of a big man. This apparently afforded these 
species in general no extra protection in the forest. 

7.4.2 Local and traditional use of flora & fauna 
Flora: Both Brillantasia and Dracaena spec. were cited as being less abundant in the past. The 

former is a light demanding species and has probably thrived in clearings created by selective 
logging of the 1930’s and 1940’s. Plants that are reported to have been more common at Isecheno 
in the past are ‘vihama’ and Erythrococca atrovirens. They are said to be less abundant now 
because so many people moved into the area and started to harvest these plants in the forest. Sweet-
potatoes, probably the ‘vihama’, are said to have been found growing in the dung of elephants 
encouraging people to believe that this vegetable actually came from elephants. It suggests to us 
that these animals fed on ‘vihama’ and possibly played an important role in their dispersal.

Fauna: The presence of elephants at this location was attested by three old men living next 
to the forest at Isecheno who remember seeing elephants. One man recalled that the man called 
Kassali and his two wives living in Gussali/Kassali glade, just north-west of Isecheno, had to 
abandon their home and shamba in the glade as it was repeatedly destroyed by elephants and 
buffalo. The glade seems to have been abandoned around 1910-1915. Elephants and buffalo were 
last seen in this part of the forest soon after 1920 when significantly more people moved into this 
area and these animals were killed or chased deeper into the forest since they were reported to be 
very dangerous to people. 

Other animals recorded as having been prevalent in the area in these interviews are leopard, 
lion, buffalo, bushbuck, blue duiker, red duiker, bush pig, ‘shejenye’, ‘ekhome’, ‘isiavale’ and 
baboons. Baboons were common pests to the farmers at the forest edge and concerted hunting 
efforts through the forests killed or drove most of them away. One old woman recalled that 
everyone around the forest would eat bushbuck, bush pig and blue duiker. Blue monkeys and red-
tailed monkeys were favoured as food and black-and-white colobus were also sometimes eaten.

Kalunya glade is still sometimes burnt to regenerate grass for grazing cows and old villagers 
remember burning it with the aim of also attracting wild grazing animals to the new grass where 
they would be easily hunted. They also recall hunting by digging large holes and covering them 
with grass to catch passing animals. Today many traps of various other types are used in the 
Isecheno I area and hunting is also regularly done with dogs.
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7.4.3 Commercial exploitation 

7.4.3.1 Gold prospecting
The ground surface of the Isecheno I area is punctuated by hundreds of pits dug for gold 

prospecting in the early 1930’s. The gold prospecting map of 1932 (Fig. 5, page 20) shows that the 
Button  Gold Concession was located north of the Forest Station and as far as the eastern end of the 
glade. The pits visible today are between 1-2 m deep, about 10-15 m across and are often elliptical 
in plan with a long trench sloping gradually into it on one side. Examples of these pits can be easily 
seen form the monkey research trail numbers M-2 between A and B near B, and at the junction of 
M-6 and A. One old man questioned had been one of the gold prospectors and recalled that they 
removed the top layers of soil, sieved the lower layers and carried the residue to the river to wash 
it and pick out the gold. He also recalled that he panned for gold in the ‘pump house’ river for a 
man called Gollia and that they regularly dug channels to divert the river.

7.4.3.2 Logging
The opening of the Kakamega goldfields around 1931 brought the need to open the forest to 

logging to supply the gold mines with fuel and pit props. FD maps and local knowledge agree that 
in the early 1930’s the Isecheno I area was within the first area of exploitation of Mr. Kelly, who 
is still referred to locally as Geary. His concession stretched from the ‘pump-house’ river in the 
south to Kalunya Glade in the north and from the forest edge in the west as far as the end of the 
Isecheno Glade in the east. There are no figures available for the mill intake of Mr. Kelly alone 
during the early 1930’s and it seems that his intake is included under that of Mitchell Cotts & Co. 
who were initially milling the timber for Kelly. By 1938 Kelly had taken over the Mitchell Cotts 
& Co. Sawmill and was operating a sawmill at the eastern end of the Isecheno Glade. 

The Isecheno I area appears to have been logged sometime between 1934 and 1940 but the 
figures available for the period will also include some of the Mitchell Cotts & Co. area immediately 
south, across the Kakamega-Kapsabet road. Archive records show that until 1936 all the sawmills, 
including Mitchell Cotts & Co., were taking ‘all kinds of timber and fuel’ and we imagine Mr. 
Kelly doing the same. Locals who worked for Kelly or who can remember this time say that from 
this area he cut the best of the following species (in order of their prevalence in people replies): 
Croton megalocarpus, Olea capensis, Aningeria altissima, Diospyros abyssinica, Prunus africana, 
Cassipourea ruwenzorensis, Celtis mildbraedii and Maesopsis eminii. Mama Mutere (Maesopsis 
eminii) was spared to serve as a seed-mother. The first four listed are cited as having been the 
most common, now much reduced by logging. They also listed the following as having been cut at 
Isecheno but on a smaller scale: Ficus lutea, Canthium schimperanum, Manilkara butugi, Cordia 
africana, Antiaris toxicaria, Zanthoxylum gillettii, Teclea nobilis, Blighia unijugata and Craibia 
brownii. 

It is interesting to note that in 1936, when the forest structure was still relatively unchanged, 
the Assistant Conservator of Forests wrote that the area around the Forest Station at Isecheno had 
considerable quantities of Olea capensis, more than either Prunus africana or Zanthoxylum gillettii. 
In the same year Mitchell Cotts & Co. started to concentrate on Olea capensis for supplying the 
Rosterman Gold Mine and in 1939 when Kelly had already taken over Mitchell Cotts & Co., he 
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cut 567 m3 of Olea capensis, 134 m3 of Zanthoxylum gillettii and 220 m3 of unspecified types. It 
therefore seems most likely that the considerable bulk of the Olea capensis at Isecheno was cut 
out during the late 1930’s.

The Annual Report 1939 states that all Olea capensis larger than 0.8 m in diameter were being 
marked for felling. Local knowledge often suggests that the very largest trees were selected by 
the sawmills but some people who worked there revealed that they were unable to take the largest 
trees due to the limitations of the mill. Kelly introduced platform sawyers to the Isecheno I area 
in the 1940’s to cut the trees that had been either too difficult to extract or too large in diameter 
for the sawmill to cut and the Prunus africana were apparently specifically targeted at this time. 
However, the size of the manual saws still provided a limit to the size of the trees cut and the very 
largest Olea capensis, probably few in number, have apparently escaped the saw at Isecheno. 

In most cases at Isecheno the trees were felled by saw and then taken by tractor to the sawmill. 
The western part of the Isecheno I area is marked by numerous tracks for wheeled transport which 
are identified by aged locals as timber extraction tracks. They run approximately north-south 
and are present between monkey research trail numbers M-4 and the western edge of the forest. 
Extraction was apparently made by tractor all across this area but these temporary trails are no 
longer visible and it seems that timber extracted from the forest further north and north-west was 
brought out to the glade through the western section of Isecheno, west of M-4. 

The area to the south of the short road now running down into the Forest Station has literally 
hundreds of saw-pits visible today. After the sawmill had taken all it wanted in the 1930’s this area 
south of the Forest Station was given to pit-sawyers and charcoal burners to clear-fell and prepare 
for the reforestation of the area, mostly with indigenous trees.

7.4.3.3 Group planting
Annual Reports of the 1940’s regularly refer to Kiseini Compartment 5 (later part of Alossi 

2) which is a 89 ha area that covers the BIOTA Isecheno I study site and equates to Mr. Kelly’s 
first selective logging concession north of the Forest Station. This area was group planted each 
year between 1941 and 1945 and in 1947. In preparation for this group planting, small areas in 
the spaces left by the extraction of trees for timber were cleared of scrub, undergrowth and ‘trees 
of no value’. The year-old seedlings were often planted in threes with 3.0 m between each tree 
and with 9.1 m between each group of three trees. This forest block was enriched, for example, in 
1941 with one hundred groups of three seedlings of Olea capensis, Milicia excelsa and Acrocarpus 
fraxinifolius, an exotic species, and again in 1942 with groups of three one-year-old Olea capensis 
seedlings arranged around a single Milicia excelsa sapling, 2-3 years old. In 1945 2 250 groups of 
three trees, i.e. 6 750 trees, were added to 61 ha of this area. The trees planted in that year were 
Olea capensis, Milicia excelsa, Zanthoxylum gillettii, Khaya anthotheca (reported to have largely 
failed), ‘cedrela’, Trichilia emetica and Maesopsis eminii. In 1947 6 800 Zanthoxylum gillettii trees 
were added to this area and sometime during this period Bischoffia javanica was also planted. The 
area was described in the Annual Report 1943 as not yet fully logged so that there were insufficient 
gaps to enable a full reforestation program there. On-going platform sawing at Isecheno reported 
by locals in the 1940’s appears to have helped to complete the logging and planting programme. A 
1961 report of the acting Chief Conservator of Forests states that at that time this area was subject 
to arboricidal operations which suggests that the trees of little value were being poisoned to aid 
regeneration of the valuable species.
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The Annual Reports show that half of the area was planted along the lines of the old timber 
extraction tracks while in the other half a series of new trails were put in parallel with each 
other and approximately 46 m apart and cutting across a main ‘back-bone’ path running east-
west. ZIMMERMAN (1972) does not state whether he based his 1963-66  bird study-grid on such 
a ‘back-bone’ and he wrote that he himself created his paths, on 63 m intervals. These trails are 
approximately the same that tourists and many researchers use today. 

7.4.3.4 Disturbance since the 1940ʼs
The Isecheno I area has not been significantly disturbed since the logging and group planting of 

the 1930’s and 1940’s although rumours abound of past foresters allowing pit-sawing to continue 
without punishment. The lack of detailed logging records from the early years of logging mean 
that the effect of this disturbance is hard to assess. The evidence given above for the species taken 
from this area come from local peoples’ distant memories and cannot be wholly reliable. 

Three plots within the central part of the Isecheno site were measured by Cords in 1981 and 
again in 1999 by Forrestel for changes in tree population structure and composition (FASHING ET 
AL. 2004). Their results show that the density of pioneer species decreased by 21% and that the 
representation of some climax species increased during the study period suggesting that the forest 
is still recovering from the disturbances of the 1930’s and 40’s. They also suggest that this part 
of Isecheno has remained fairly well protected since 1981. It appears that the whole 89 ha area, 
as described above, was treated uniformly in terms of gold prospecting and logging and that the 
group planting varied only in some species distribution. Results of surveys showing variation from 
one part of Isecheno I to another (FASHING ET AL. 2004) should therefore be interpreted in the light 
of proximity to settlement with fire wood and pole-collection pressures, and in the light of natural 
differences such as possible differing ages of forest growth. In comparing the floristic structure and 
stem densities of the forests at Buyangu and Isecheno, FASHING & GATHUA (in press) suggest that 
differing anthropogenic disturbance could have led to the comparative abundance of Brillantasia 
spec. at Isecheno and consequently a stifled rate of tree seedling survival. Brillantasia and 
Dracaena spec. are both ground-shading plants and are indeed listed by local people at Isecheno 
as having become much more abundant perhaps having responded positively to the disturbances 
of both gold prospecting and/or logging.

The extent and the success of the planting may perhaps be assessed through the presence today 
of the species exotic to Kakamega Forest. Several surveys across the Isecheno block show the 
density of these trees to vary across the plot but with approximate averages of Bischoffia javanica 
<4 stems per hectare, Khaya anthotheca <3 stems per hectare, Milicia excelsa <2 stems per hectare, 
and Acrocarpus fraxinifolius <2 stems per hectare (FASHING ET AL. 2004). This may indicate the 
rate of enrichment that we should expect although some species were more commonly planted 
than others. Olea capensis was the most planted species at Isecheno but ‘persistent nibbling’ by 
duiker was reported to have resulted in considerable mortality amongst these seedlings. Khaya 
anthotheca were also reported to have largely failed. Despite this the FD silviculturalist was able 
by 1961 to write that there had been ‘adequate regeneration of the valuable species’ behind the 
Forest Station.
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Ironically the group planting and the need to allow the groups to mature into an economically 
viable crop, saved this area from the greatest onslaught on the forest in the 1970’s and early 
1980’s. At that date the plywood industry was for the first time searching out Antiaris toxicaria 
and Funtumia africana, which at Isecheno have been allowed to swell in numbers and to dominate 
this area today. 

7.5 Isecheno II
Unlike Isecheno I this study site is situated within the Isecheno Nature Reserve and has received 

protection from sawmills partly because of this. It also appears to have escaped intensive local use 
by virtue of its being located in the forest interior. There are few references in the archives that 
relate to this area. In 1938 the forester, Mr. Ansley, wrote that for the purposes of evaluating the 
quality of forest there he had cut a line from the eastern end of Kalunya Glade north-north-east 
to the Lugosida River. An FD map of 1950’s marks this ‘cut line’ and shows it to be immediately 
east of the BIOTA Isecheno II study plot. He remarks that it was ‘very poor forest’ with very little 
timber of any sort, that a lot of trees blown down in years past and that there were no Olea capensis 
at all. The FD maps of the 1950’s also mark Isecheno II and the area as far as the Lugosida River 
as being ‘poor forest’. It should be remembered that this evaluation reflects the outlook of the FD 
and the market for timber species at that date when the presence of prime timber species of Olea 
capensis, Prunus africana and Zanthoxylum gillettii would have coloured the judgement of what 
constituted ‘good’ and ‘poor forest’. 

The Isecheno II study site falls within the timber concession of Mr. Kelly during the 1940’s and 
‘50’s. However, it is clear from the 1947 felling plan that it had not been logged by that date and 
there was no plan for Kelly to enter that part for the foreseeable few years. Its evaluation as ‘poor 
forest’ probably saved this area from Mr. Kelly’s attentions. In 1951 the FD silviculturalist referred 
to the proposed Isecheno Nature Reserve which was to include Isecheno II, as ‘untouched’ forest. 
Although it did not officially become Nature Reserve until several years later it seems unlikely that 
they would have allowed logging to occur after the plans for such protection were devised.

This area must be one of the few parts of Kakamega Forest to have not suffered the curse of the 
saw millers. As this area seems to have been very poorly stocked with the species deemed saleable 
in the timber market at that date it is highly unlikely that this area ever suffered significant pit-
sawing either. However, a walk through this area shows that there are a few trees that were felled 
by saw many years ago, some of these were not sawn up but left to rot in the forest. No pit-saw 
pits were seen.

This forest area may be some of the most natural available in the forest but the paucity of some 
of the classic hardwood timber species in 1938 and its location next to a glade may open questions 
as to the age of this part of the forest. Kalunya Glade was widely recalled in interviews to have 
been much larger about 80 years ago and the process of forest encroachment upon the glade 
may have been happening for centuries. Although this area is basically untouched it may not be 
representative of the mature Kakamega Forest. Almost exactly the same plot (grid ref. 708 270/27 
770) was evaluated as one of the 78 plots in the KIFCON inventory of the early 1990’s (BLACKETT 
1994). The results showed it to have both high stem density (225) and the second highest basal area 
per hectare (46.77) when compared to the other plots throughout the forest (BLACKETT 1994). The 
high basal area may be the result of the absence of logging.
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7.6 Ikuywa

7.6.1 General
The word ‘Ikuywa’ is said to mean ‘ashes’ due to a local mist which appeared like ashes. A 

District Commissioner’s report of 1912 states that the area between the Yala and Tilibe Rivers was 
shrubs with grass. The 1913/16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) shows the forest no further east at that date 
but interviews and a map of 1959 (Fig. 3, page 18) show that a patch of forest, south and west of 
Ikuywa was connected to Kakamega Forest at that date. This forest, referred to by one old man as 
Sirwa Forest, was said to contain Manilkara butugi, Cordia africana, Croton sylvaticus, Bridelia 
micrantha, Olea capensis and ‘laliayat’. Archive records show that in 1946 Musini Sawmill was 
cutting some of this forest outside the forest boundary, and locals recall that Turton of Rondo 
began to cut the forest outside the Kakamega Forest boundary around Ikuywa in the 1950’s. The 
settlement of Ikuywa was situated in a natural glade.

7.6.2 Local and traditional use of flora & fauna 
Around 1912 the Nandi tribe came down off the escarpment and was proceeding to settle the 

area between the Nandi and Kakamega forests. In December 1912 a District Commissioner’s 
Office report states that between the Yala River and the Tilibe River the area was noted to be 
densely occupied by Nandi. Immigration of Nandi people into this area was ‘proceeding rapidly’ 
although most of the settlement was noted to have occurred specifically in the year 1912. We can 
presume that the government cleared this area of people when the Nandi boundary was placed 
at the top of the escarpment and that the area was abandoned until the Abaluhya arrived in the 
1940’s and 1950’s. The local population now comprises Isukha, Tiriki and other clans such as the 
Maragoli.

The Tiriki have lived alongside Kakamega Forest for longer than any Luhya sub-tribe and 
partially in consequence of this have developed traditions and beliefs that revolve around the forest. 
They have therefore received considerable attention from other researchers (e.g. OPOLE 1992). The 
role of the Tiriki in the management of the forest as a whole has been distorted through the desire 
of modern conservationists to find an admirable model of traditional tribal forest management.

Traditionally the group of Tiriki boys to be circumcised were sent into the forest for about six 
months where they were secluded from women and the rest of society. Since the coming of modern 
schooling and its restrictions on the boys’ time this period has had to be reduced to a number of 
weeks. The patch of forest chosen for them to stay in was required to be well resourced with 
natural fruits and medicines and should have a good supply of running water. During their stay 
in the forest they witness the discussions of old men who enter the forest to teach the ways of the 
Tiriki and the forest. These areas of forest are therefore sacred to the clan and is protected against 
intruders and exploitation. I was told of five sacred areas along the Ikuywa stretch of forest, one for 
the traditional Tiriki, two for the Christian Tiriki and two for the Isukha who have to some extent 
adapted their ways to that of the Tiriki. They are respected by the entire community and the FD are 
supposed to have avoided the core areas during logging and it seems that this has largely been the 
case. The BIOTA Ikuywa study site does not fall within one of these sacred areas.
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Flora: Local uses of the forest have more significance and restrictions for the Tiriki than other 
tribes. Thus we find that traditionally the Tiriki can use Diospyros abyssinica and Markhamia 
lutea for house construction but that Antiaris toxicaria could not be used for building for fear that 
you would meet your ancestors in your dreams. They say that Ficus sur can only be used as fire 
wood if you’re old and they say that Ficus thonningii should not be used as fire wood at all. The 
latter they consider to be an important tree at which they would make wrong-doers swear against 
their crimes. Ficus thonningii is also revered by the Isukha people who plant it as a marker of an 
important man’s territory. In the same way that we find around the other parts of the forest, the 
Tiriki and other people of this area also maintain the Erythrina abyssinica tree as a place to which 
they take wrong-doers to swear and to strike or spear the tree. They are believed to die after a few 
days if they have not sworn the truth. 

Other uses of the forest were the collection of ‘muchendas’ for use as ropes for thatching, 
and fruits such as Trilepisium madagascariensis were collected particularly at times of drought. 
There are also numerous medicinal plants traditionally used such as Chaetachme aristata (fertility 
treatment) and Zanthoxylum gillettii (abdominal problems) but these were not the subject of 
research in this project.

Fauna: One old Nandi woman recalled that they could not walk freely in the area when they 
arrived in the 1950’s because of the dangerous animals. Hers was among the first families to arrive 
in the area and animals such as leopard and buffalo which had been killed or driven out of most 
parts of the forest decades before, were still abundant in this part. There is no memory of elephants 
here but the last lion was killed only in the late 1950’s around Ileho, about 4 km north of Ikuywa. 
Animals that have since become much rarer due to hunting and habitat disturbance include baboon, 
bush pig, porcupine and red duiker. Hippopotami still appear occasionally in the River Yala on this 
side of the forest and its tributary near Ikuywa when water levels are high. Two or three may reach 
Ikuywa as they last did in the 1980’s when, as always, they were killed with spears and pangas.

7.6.3 Commercial exploitation
Ikuywa was excluded from the Kavirondo Gold Mine timber concession in 1947 but was 

included within it by 1949. It remained within the concession when it was taken over by Rondo in 
1951 but both these companies worked from the west towards the east of their area and certainly 
Ikuywa was not logged before the late 1950’s. In 1960 Rondo was given a southern extension to 
their concession as they had exhausted at least the most commercially viable timber in all of their 
main area and we should presume from this that Ikuywa was probably selectively logged in the 
late 1950’s. Confirmation of its logging is seen in the 1974 FD map that marks this area as P.C.O. 
(=partially cut over). 

Local reports reveal that an Indian named Kamuru who had a saw-bench in the forest at 
the Ikuywa River in the 1950’s and was cutting Prunus africana, Cordia africana, Aningeria 
altissima, Zanthoxylum gillettii, Clausena anisata and Fagaropsis angolensis. Another Indian 
named Pangala is also reported to have had a saw-bench there between about 1970 and 1972 and 
was taking Olea capensis and Trichilia emetica. This area was also repeatedly cut by both licensed 
and illegal pit-sawyers in the 1960’s and 1970’s. The records show that in 1973 and 1974 one of 
the pit-sawyers at Ikuywa was named Mr. P. Mbaitsa who was cutting mainly Cordia africana 
and Cordia millenii but also some Olea capensis, Markhamia lutea and Premna angolensis. He 
appears to have normally taken less than 20 m3 of timber a month.
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In 1974 when the forest was divided up into felling coupes Ikuywa was mapped as part of coupe 
14 and was one of the coupes given to the plywood company Raiply. One local man recalled that 
Raiply started working at Ikuywa in 1975 and the official records confirm that they were working 
there in 1976. In 1975 Raiply took 6 907 m3 of timber and in 1976, when records are more 
complete, they took 1 921 m3 of timber most of which was Antiaris toxicaria (1 583 m3). However, 
Raiply were also working in other coupes at that time and much of this timber probably comes 
from outside the Ikuywa area. Local opinion reports that Olea capensis, Zanthoxylum gillettii, 
Trichilia emetica, Cordia africana, Cordia millenii and Trilepisium madagascariensis were the 
main species targeted and that Prunus africana, Ficus sur and Aningeria altissima were also taken 
but were of secondary importance.

Local people questioned report that Ikuywa was also logged in the early 1980’s by Elgeyo 
Sawmill. By 1983 Elgeyo was turning to exotic soft wood timber but in the years 1980 to 1982 
they cut a total of 10 528 m3 of timber, of which the main components were consistently Croton 
megalocarpus (1 923 m3), Funtumia africana (1 507 m3), Antiaris toxicaria (914 m3) and Aningeria 
altissima (575 m3). These figures will certainly include coupe 14 in which Ikuywa is situated but 
will include other areas, too.

It has been suggested that Ikuywa Forest has become an island and was separated by 
deforestation from Yala Forest in the 1980’s (BROOKS ET AL. 1999) but this has not happened and 
there still remains a narrow connecting corridor of indigenous forest (Fig. 1, page 2).

7.7 Yala

7.7.1 General
As the Yala Nature Reserve was never officially logged it has received very little attention in 

the FD records. However, the general story is simple and easily traced: no large-scale logging but 
perennial pit-sawing of a few species.

The area selected to become a Nature Reserve was chosen as an example of natural riparian 
forest, and in 1951 the forester gave the official line that it was typical of the southern half of the 
forest. In 1952 the forester admitted that the reserve was not the same as the surrounding forest 
when he wrote that the area either side, east and west of the Yala Nature Reserve is ‘comparatively 
good i.e. Olea capensis, Cordia africana and Zanthoxylum gillettii in fairly large numbers’ but 
‘towards the Nature Reserve the Forest tends to depreciate considerably’. The FD maps updated in 
1981 mark the western part of the reserve with many different species but the area of the BIOTA 
study site is labelled as ‘mainly musine’ i.e. Croton megalocarpus while the southern edge of 
the reserve is labelled ‘poor forest’. It should be remembered, however, that this is the view of 
foresters who are biased in their judgement of good and poor forest by the presence of particular 
timber species.
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7.7.2 Commercial exploitation
This area escaped the early logging of the 1930’s and 1940’s by virtue of its relative distance 

from the sawmills to the north. Although the Nature Reserve was not officially created until several 
years later it had been surveyed and was regarded as a protected forest by the early 1950’s. It has 
therefore never been officially logged and the saw millers’ frustration with the reserve is seen in 
Turton of Rondo’s comment that it is an area of ‘valuable forest set aside for the advancement of 
over-maturity and decay without serving any useful purpose meantime’. This argument almost 
convinced the FD to allow its destruction in 1955. Turton wanted the supply of Celtis mildbraedii 
which was much in demand at the time but which was only available in good quantity in the 
valley on both sides of the River Yala. Fortunately plans for the Nature Reserve were already too 
advanced to allow logging.

Reports of illegal pit-sawing date from the 1950’s to the present day but is unlikely to have 
occurred before that as knowledge of pit-sawing was not yet widespread. Some saw-pits are 
visible today and clearings and logs were visible to the KIFCON researchers in the 1990’s 
(MUTANGAH ET AL. 1992). Pit-sawing will have picked out only the best of the hardwood timber 
trees to supply the local timber market. The trees in demand in the larger timber and plywood 
market changed over time with changes in technology but the pit-sawn timber market was not 
so flexible and the species in demand will have remained relatively constant. The consistently 
favourite species for pit-sawyers across Kakamega Forest generally were Olea capensis, Funtumia 
africana, Cordia africana and Prunus africana although they often took smaller amounts of other 
species including Albizia gummifera, Trichilia emetica, Cordia millenii, Markhamia lutea and 
Croton megalocarpus.

With regard to the isolation of the Yala Nature Reserve, it became disconnected from indigenous 
forest on the northern half of its boundary in the 1950’s and 1960’s and little of that area has ever 
been reforested. The southern half of the reserve boundary still borders indigenous forest although 
the depth of that block of natural forest was steadily reduced between the 1930’s and the 1970’s 
and was itself selectively logged in the mid-1970’s by Raiply. The connection to Ikuywa forest 
still remains via a narrow stretch of indigenous forest and the two areas cannot be strictly viewed 
as islands of forest (Fig. 1, page 2).

7.7.3 Conclusion
Yala Nature Reserve has experienced long-term but relatively low level rates of logging via 

illegal pit-sawyers. In contrast to other parts of Kakamega Forest where heavy selective felling 
took place, the disruption of the canopy and the undergrowth at Yala will have been limited and, 
importantly, gradual. The numbers of trees of the four main pit-sawing species are likely to have 
been seriously reduced at Yala but the damage may not extend much further than this.

Surveys across much of Kakamega Forest by MUTANGAH ET AL. (1992) included several plots in 
the western part and some on the eastern edge of the Nature Reserve. The results showed Yala to 
have the mature forest profile of a very low stem density and this may be due to the relatively low 
level, gradual disturbance experienced there (BLACKETT 1994).
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7.8 Kaimosi

7.8.1 General
The Kaimosi Mission was set up in 1902 and the parcel of land has never been under the 

control of the government since that time. As a result there are no FD records of this area and the 
information given below stems almost entirely from local people.

As with many other areas around Kakamega Forest the area belonged to the Nandi tribe in the 
early part of the 20th century. Local people say that around 1912 it was still Nandi territory but that 
the Tiriki were already infiltrating the area and are reported to have peaceably, or by trickery and 
alcohol, convinced the Nandi to move east. Other Luhya sub-tribes arrived in later decades.

If we presume that the road junction at the mission has remained in the same location, the 
1913/16 map (Fig. 2, page 17) appears to place most of the present Kaimosi Mission plot outside 
the forest. Immediately east it shows an unbroken forest of Kakamega and Kapwaren Forest (now 
South Nandi Forest) fully connected. The map was attempting to mark the limits of the main bodies 
of forest and ignored areas of patchy forest and grass at the edges of thick forest. It appears to place 
approximately the eastern third, about 700 m, of the mission as part of the main forest block and 
later maps of the 1970’s show that there is still a north-south division of forest blocks at this point. 
One local man questioned recalled that the settlement was located where it was because it was 
mostly natural grassland there. The distinction of patches of forest isolated from each other within 
the mission is testified by the different names given to them, Chevuchirach (around Chevuchirach 
Hill), Chivuye and Ishipala Muliru.

A 1959 Survey of Kenya map (Fig. 3, page 18) shows fragments of presumably residual forest 
less than half a kilometre from the south-east corner of the Kaimosi Mission. The map shows the 
area between the forests of Kaimosi and South Nandi and between Kakamega and South Nandi as 
being approximately 50% forest in 1959. The gap between Kaimosi and Kakamega Forests was 
already entirely deforested at that date. The map shows an interestingly exact division between the 
Nandi territory, which remained afforested, and the Luhya side which had become devoid of forest 
by this date and presumably reflects the differing attitudes to forest management among the Nandi 
and the incoming Luhya sub-tribes.

7.8.2 Local and traditional use of flora & fauna 
Flora: One old woman questioned said that most of the trees in the eastern part of the mission, 

and in the area south of the mission which was clear-felled, had been Bridelia micrantha and 
Zanthoxylum gillettii. There are several plants said to be rarer today than in the past but no person 
questioned could name any species that was more abundant today. Mondia whytei was in such 
demand for stomach complaints and for de-worming children that it was over-used and the supply 
virtually exhausted. ‘Shihama’ and Erythrococca atrovirens were used commonly but both are now 
rarer although people have also simply forgotten about them due to the arrival of modern exotic 
vegetables. Elephants are reported to have eaten ‘shihama’ around the Kaimosi Mission and may 
have had an important role in their dispersal. ‘Indoma’ was also like a yams and is said to be rarer 
now because they were uprooted in considerable numbers to plant outside the forest in the river 
beds. Other plants, mostly fruits, also said to be rarer today include Trilepisium madagascariensis, 
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Afrosersalisia cerasifera and Maesopsis eminii. Antiaris toxicaria is considered to be a sacred tree 
to the Tiriki people and 1 km north-west of the Kaimosi Mission is a village bearing its local name 
of Mulundu. A patch of forest is reported to have been preserved there as one of the Tiriki sacred 
forests. Only one person named a particular species, Markhamia lutea, which was traditionally 
selected for building.

Fauna: Each person asked was able to name several species of animal that had been present in 
the Kaimosi Forest and all of them are said to be less abundant now, many of them suspected to be 
locally extinct. The first two in the list are certainly locally extinct and this may be true for several 
of the others too: elephant, bush pig, bushbuck, giant rat, porcupine, aardvark, ‘imbuli’, jackal, 
cape hare, ‘masimba’, vervet monkey, Grant’s gazelle, red duiker, ‘sisiavave’ and leopard. Hunting 
appears to have happened throughout the life of the mission but habitat isolation as well as habitat 
disturbance will have been added factors in the demise of many of these animals.

7.8.3 Commercial exploitation
The original missionaries are reported to have been very strict in not allowing the forest within 

the mission to be cut, at times even banning the collection of fire wood. Mr. Hoyt, who had a 
sawmill located within the mission boundary, cut only forest patches on private land outside the 
mission. In 1965 the local Quaker church took over the mission and the local people, some with 
permission but many without, began to pit-saw and this abuse has continued to the present day. 
The species listed by locals as taken for timber are, in order of quantities taken, Olea capensis, 
Trichilia emetica and Zanthoxylum gillettii, Celtis mildbraedii and Croton megalocarpus.

7.8.4 Conclusion
There is no environmental research or forestry inventory known to this writer based on the 

Kaimosi Mission. BROOKS ET AL. (1999) mentions Kaimosi as an old bird-collecting site before 
1920 but it should be remembered that Kaimosi is an area that stretches many kilometres north-
east of the BIOTA study site. Old maps of the 1950’s label the town now marked as ‘Tindinyo’ as 
‘Kaimosi’. Kaimosi Mission is a fragment of forest that can truly be labelled an island that was 
once attached to the main body of the Kakamega/Kapwaren Forest. However, it is difficult to 
establish the date of its isolation from South Nandi Forest more accurately than between 1913 and 
1959 when the forest to the south-east was being gradually eroded. As maps of the 1950’s show 
that area to still be 50% forest the break is likely to have occurred in the 1940’s and 1950’s.



- 68 -

8 Summary

Although the forests of Kakamega are normally imagined to have become fragmented at some 
time in the past, these forests would have been created in a fragmentary pattern. Forestation 
occurred after 12 000 years BP, not in a single, full fronted advance from the west but by colonising 
species establishing themselves as islands of woodland that later coalesced to form forests. In this 
way it is possible to imagine how Malava, Kisere, Bunyala and Kakamega forests, at this eastern 
end of the lowland rainforest belt, need not ever have been fully joined to each other. The effect of 
early pastoralists regularly setting fires in the grass lands may have prevented these forests from 
joining each other via more than a network of afforested rivers. At least, it is certain that the forests 
of Kakamega, Kisere, Malava and Bunyala have not been joined in the recent past. Village place-
name evidence (see Appendix II), maps and oral evidence all suggest that the areas to the west and 
south of Kakamega Forest were once afforested but that full forest cover probably extended no 
further east and north than approximately the marked forest boundaries today. 

The origin of the glades might be addressed via the same model of ‘island’ colonisation. In this 
way it is possible to see Kakamega Forest itself as a coalescent series of island forests, growing 
outwards to create a single forest, with some patches within it holding out due to thin soils or 
poor drainage, human activity and the grazing of large animals. Some glades may have been 
created by the shifting forest clearance and cultivation pattern of settlement. But for the most part 
it seems likely that these influences will have regulated or expanded the grassland areas within 
the forest. The glades may be seen as remnants of the original vegetation prior to the process of 
its colonisation by forest and without the continuation of the ancient practice of burning grass for 
regeneration, these historic environments will disappear.

While the northern and eastern limits of the Kakamega Forest and Malava, Kisere and Bunyala 
may never have been reduced at all, the west and south has been depleted by the advance of the 
Abaluhya from the west. Certainly in the 19th century and steadily in the earlier 20th century the 
Luhya people encroached on the forest eroding the western edge and the original connection to 
South Nandi Forest. The Tiriki clan in the south-east had developed traditions enabling them to 
live in harmony with the forest but other incoming clans had little experience or respect of it and 
the protectionist effect of the Tiriki was diluted. The impact of local people has been most apparent 
at the forest edges near settlements but illegal charcoal burning and the highly selective pit-sawing 
is a continuing problem everywhere except the KWS controlled Buyangu National Reserve. 

The gold rush of the 1930’s, and its pit prop and fuel wood requirements, was the cause of the 
start of commercial logging in Kakamega Forest. Timber statements enable us to trace the patterns 
of logging in different parts of the forest which experienced different exploitation and treatments. 
Although the records are not complete they reveal periods and locations for which certain species 
were targetted. From the 1930’s to 1975 the forest was divided between two main sawmills 
operating either side of the Isecheno-Ikuywa road. The two mills supplied different markets with 
very different species of timber and today their respective areas must therefore bear different scars 
from commercial logging. The 10 separate BIOTA study sites have received individual treatment 
in this report due to the variance in the original forest structure, the differing treatment of the forest 
by local people, and the differing logging and planting policies of the forest authorities. Forest 
inventories have been used to attempt analysis of the effect of logging on the forest and have 
shown that the greatest damage to the forest by selective felling happened in the last 15 years that 
logging was permitted. 
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Floristic variation in evidence today is due in part to differing treatments meeted out on the 
forest and in part to natural variation. Reports of the early foresters show that the structure and 
composition of the Kakamega forests before large-scale human pressure, varied from place to place 
within the forest. The model of the origin of Kakamega Forest as islands of woodland created by 
the independent colonisation of various differing species, later coalescing into one forest, may 
go some way to explaining this variation. Soil variations are also suggested as a cause of a broad 
difference that is noted by some researchers between the north and south of the forest. 

Relevant to future environmental research is the identification of Kisere Forest, Yala Nature 
Reserve and Isecheno Nature Reserve as the most undisturbed parts of the Kakamega Forest. 
None of these areas have been subjected to large-scale timber extraction. These three reserves are 
well located to reveal the natural differences within the forest as it stretches north to its natural 
conclusion in a fragmented forest landscape. The Isecheno area south of the Nature Reserve is 
interesting as a site selectively logged and ‘enriched’ in early decades but one of the few identified 
places to have escaped the heavy felling of the 1970’s.  The Buyangu area is interesting as a study 
in regeneration after exploitation and in the advance of forest into grassland, but much of it cannot 
form the basis of studies in mature forest. Kaimosi, Ikuywa and Malava have all experienced 
serious disturbance by logging and/or planting.
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10 Appendix

Appendix  I
Overview of the administrative history of Kakamega Forest, important dates, figures on forest 

cover and past excisions taken from KOKWARO (1988), BLACKETT (1994) and KAMUGISHA ET AL. 
(1997).

1908-1910 approximate date of first boundary of Kakamega Forest. 
1909 Kakamega gazetted as a government post
1911 Forestry Regulations were replaced by the ‘Forest Ordinance, 1911’
1912-13 forest boundary re-established

1913 
first official survey of the area by the Survey of Kenya, printed as a map 
in 1916, marking the limit of the recently demarcated forest boundary 

early 1900
outbreak of rinderpest during the early years of the century devastating 
cattle herds until 1913.

1914-18 
World War I: thousands of men taken from North Kavirondo 
(Kakamega) for the Carrier Corps

1920 Kakamega gazetted as a township
1927 Kakamega town became district headquarters

1929-1932 
North Kavirondo forests (Kakamega, Malava, Kisere and Bunyala) 
surveyed and new forest boundaries established; 

1931 
gold discovered in Kakamega area, gold rush begins, declining 
gradually after 1936

1931 
FD took control of the forest management on behalf of the North 
Kavirondo Local Native Council  

1931 first forester, Mr. Holyoke, posted to Kakamega 
1932 first edition of the new style survey and map

1933 
Kakamega Forest gazetted as Trust Forest under Proclamation no. 14; 
main forest block: 23 785 ha, Kisere: 471 ha

1939-1945 
war diverts focus of logging to diverse timber types and large 
quantities

1941 
Forest Ordinance revised to provide for the creation of nature reserves 
within forest reserves

1941-1960’s enrichment planting e.g. at Kisaina, Alossi, Malava 
1964 Kakamega Forest declared a Central Forest

1959/1964 
continuity of the customary rights of the people over the forest reinforced 
by special rules issued allowing Kakamega residents the right to wide-
ranging use of the forest. 

1963 
independence of Kenya; appointment of first African forester posted to 
Kakamega

1964 declared as Central Forest: 23 796 ha
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1963-67
1st forest inventory, collaboration of Canadian and Kenyan 
Governments; total area of Kakamega, Kisere, Malava and Bunyala: 
25 588 ha; 65.3% covered by indigenous forest and 8.1% plantation

1967 
Yala, Isecheno and Kisere Nature Reserves officially set aside for the 
preservation of flora and fauna

1971/1974 
land outside the forest first demarcated and title deeds given out for 
private land

1972-76 1 180 ha (8%) of forest lost
1976-1980 780 ha (6%) of forest lost
1974 2nd forest inventory (Kakamega & Kisere)

1975
Kakamega Forest divided up in system of 74 coupes for reorganised 
wave of logging

1978 3rd forest inventory (Kakamega)
1981 excision of Ishuka Sugar Factory
1983 excision of 25 ha for Kaptik Secondary School 

1984
excision of 26 ha at Isecheno used to resettle 10 families displaced for 
expansion of Mukumu Girl’s School 

1984 
presidential directive banned conversion of indigenous forest to 
plantation 

1986 
Buyangu and Kisere excised to become National Reserve under KWS 
management: Buyangu 3 984 ha, Kisere 471 ha; excision of 13 ha for 
Buyangu Primary School

1986-1987
shamba system officially discontinued and rules tightened on grazing 
and collecting in the forest

1986-1989
446 ha of forest margin cut for the Nyayo tea zone project; excision of 
133 ha of forest issued for resettlement at Kibiri

1988 presidential directive banned cutting of indigenous forest trees
1989/1990 villages, e.g. Kisaina, evicted from the forest 
early 1990’s KIFCON project and research and 4th forest inventory
1990 excision of 9 ha for Kaptio Primary School

ca. 1990
Kakamega Forest Reserve: 19 649 ha (presumably excluding the 
National Reserves)

1991 excision of 18 ha for resettling people displaced by Vihiga town
1991 excision of 35 ha of forest issued for resettlement at Kibiri

1992 
Vihiga District created encompassing Kakamega Forest south of the 
Yala river

1998
excision of 7 ha for Kisaina Primary School and of 40 ha for Kakamega 
Showground
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Appendix  II 
The village place-name analysis derived from the 1970 Survey of Kenya maps (6th edition, 

sheets 102/4 & 102/2). 

Village name Location Latin name of plant species
Type of 
vegetation

Lusui south/west of Kakamega Diospyros abyssinica tree
Masiyenze south/west of Kakamega Grevillia robusta tree
Mudete south/west of Kakamega Maesopsis eminii tree
Muhudu south/west of Kakamega Vitex keniensis tree
Mukango south/west of Kakamega Aningeria altissima tree
Mukumu south/west of Kakamega Ficus thoningii tree
Mulundu south/west of Kakamega Antiaris toxicaria tree
Mululu south/west of Kakamega Chrysophyllum albidum tree
Murhanda south/west of Kakamega ? tree
Musasa south/west of Kakamega Sapium elipticum tree
Musembe south/west of Kakamega Entanda abyssinica tree
Museno south/west of Kakamega Ficus exasperata tree
Musutsu south/west of Kakamega Croton macrostachyus tree
Sherewa south/west of Kakamega Rubus spec. shrub
Shikonde south/west of Kakamega  ? grass
Shiveye south/west of Kakamega Oncoba rutlegi tree
Virembe south/west of Kakamega Erythrina abyssinica tree
Mukangu north of Kakamega Aningeria altissima tree
Mukomari north of Kakamega Cordia africana tree
Musala north of Kakamega ? tree
Shikusa north of Kakamega Hibiscus spec. shrub
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Appendix III 
List of Luhya/Swahili names for plants and animals referred to by local people with respective 

vernacular (for animal species) or latin (for plant species) name. Identification provided by 
1 local people themselves in the present study, 2 HAUPT (2000), 3 KIFCON (1994), 4 Illönen (unpubl. 
manuscript), 5 N. Saijita (pers. comm.). ? vernacular or latin name unclear. In case of similar 
spelling of local plant or animal names the similar term is given as well.

Local name Vernacular name
ANIMALS
diarka ? liarka = aardvark 5

ekhomne/ikhome rat species 4,5

ihulu/ikhulu waterbuck 5

iholo ?
imbiri cobra 4

imbitsi/imbizi bush pig 1,3,4,5

imbogo/imboko buffalo 1

imbongo female bushbuck 3, bushbuck 4,5

imbuli ?
imindi red duiker 3,4, ? blue duiker 1 
ingavi male bushbuck 3,4,5

ingoi leopard 1,4,5

inguchere/inguchi baboon 1,4,5

inja ?
injiri/ingiri (swahili) warthog 1,4,5

inguvu hippopotamus 1

ingwe hyaena 1,4

isekese porcupine 1,4

isiavale monitor lizard 5, ? blue monkey 4

isimba (swahili) lion 4 , ? =masimba
isinzeku elephant 1,4
ishisi ?
ivaka rock python 1,4,5

kuro ?
liaka aardvark 5

lingu palm civet 3,4

mahanga/makhanga guinea fowl 1,5

mashena vervet monkey 3,5

mwaka/mvaka aardvark 3,4,5

nyati buffalo 4,5

shejenye ?
shibwe jackal 4,5
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Local name Vernacular name
shihome ? hedgehog 1

shikome giant rat 1,3,4

shisuzu bushbuck 1, Grant’s gazelle 4

shizungula wild rabbit 1, hare 5, shisungura= cape hare 4

sisiavave ?
swara (swahili) Grant’s gazelle 4

viseri/fisere/shiseri blue duiker 4,5, ? red duiker 1,5

Local name Latin name
PLANTS
bobungo ?
cedrela ?
fuhamo ?
inderema ?

indoma
arrow roots 5, ? indama = Culcasia scandens, Piper capensis or 
Piper umbellatum  4

ingoo/ingoi/enguu /ingoyee Microglossa pyrifolia 2,4

itianyi ?
laliayat ?

lisizi
Musa livingstoniana 5, ? = lisitsi =Ensete edule 4 , lisutsa / 
lisuza = Solanum nigram 4 

lisotsa ? lisutsa = Solanum nigrum 4

lutari/lutare Teclea nobilis 1,2,4,5

mandala Heinsenia diervilleoides 4,5, possibly Rothmannia spec. 2,4

mifutu/mafuvulu

/mufutumwe /omutufu
Vitex doniana 4,5

milomonye ?
mikhonje Combretum molle 5, ? mukhonje = Combretum spec. 4

mikhungula ? mihungula =Combretum molle 4,5

mikhusa Dombeya rotundifolia 5

miraha Terminalia mollis 5, ? =vilaha= Terminalia mollis 5

misia ?
muchendas
muferetsi Lepisanthes senegalensis 4,5 , =musaretsi
muhulumuru Afrosersalisia cerasifera 4,5, = mukhulumuro 

muhunya
Maesopsis eminii 5, ? = munyama / monyama = Trichilia 
emetica 4

mukhombera/mikombera/ 
mukombe

Mondia whytei 1,4,5

mukoma/mukomari Cordia africana 2, Cordia millenii 5
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Local name Latin name
mulunda/mulundi Antiaris toxicaria 4,5

museno Ficus exasperata 3,5

musine Croton megalocarpus 1

mutati ?
mutoto Ficus thonningii 5

pachi/apachi Warburgia ugandensis 2,4,5

shihama ?
shikangania/ shingayangaya Bridelia micrantha 2,4,5

shikoloho Cassipourea ruwenzorensis 5

shikoye/shekoye
Canthium schimperanum 1, Strychnos usambarensis 2, 
Strychnos henningsii 5

shirietso
Erythrococca atrovirens 1,2,4,5, Turrea holstii 3,4, 
Shiriezo=Dovyalis macrocalyx 2

tisfiritsi Lepisanthes senegalensis 4
tsinduli ? =mutuli/mituli = Ximenia americana 4

vihama ?
vuveshe ? = mushebeshebe /musheveveshe =Maesa lanceolata 4


