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Abstract: The Luo of  Kenya have organized residential compounds called dala, where a 
married (polygamous) man lives with his wives, children and grandchildren. The location 
of  houses within the dala are determined by complicated customary rules concerning 
factors such as residents’ seniority and directions. According to recent interviews, the 
present residential pattern seems to be traditional. However, the examination of  historical 
oral data elucidated that this pattern is fairly recent and was created after Pax Britanica. 
Furthermore, the Luo at that time lived with their daughters and their husbands, and 
therefore the Luo society did not appear to have strict patrilineal and agnatic lineage. 
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1. Introduction 
The southeast Lake Victoria region at the periphery of  East Africa is currently 
home to the Western Nilotic Luo of  Kenya. They live in patrilineal extended 
families in household units called dala. Gentle hills surrounded by lakes or rivers 
throughout the region are dotted with dala (Fig.1). Luo villages are aggregates of  
these dala, which form the minimum household unit. Order is maintained within 
the dala by prescribing social rank, roles and status according to gender, age and 
order of  birth and marriage.

The dala household constitutes an important space for adult men, who are 
responsible for building them and maintaining order within the family until their 
death. The importance of  this role was evident in a 1986 trial involving the burial 

place of  S. M. Otieno, a male Luo lawyer. The famous statement, “The Luo man is 
to be born in his father's dala, and he should die and be buried in the appropriate 
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Figure 1. The present scene of dala in the Luo village

place in dala because he was a Luo man”, was made in the verdict. This 
consciousness has strengthened even more since the 1980s, and the dala has been 
described as an essential symbol of  Luo manhood (cf. Matsuzono, 1992; Matsuda, 
1994). 

However, when the elders are asked about the background of  the dala, it 
becomes apparent that the history of  the dala, as told by present-day Luo men, is 
not very long. The system of  habitation for the Luo before the arrival of  
colonialism was completely different from the hedge-enclosed dala observed today. 
People gathered and resided within enclosures (known as ohinga (singular) or 
ohingani (plural) in the Luo language) surrounded by stone walls. However, 
currently, “ohinga” is used less often. I learnt of  the ohinga after living in my research 
village for three months (Fig. 2), when a villager showed me around and walked 
with me in search of  a characteristic circular stone wall, which was in ruins. The 
scale of  the walls had shifted from large to small. I found that the internal lifestyle 
revealed by the enclosure was practised not very long ago. It is generally believed 
that external factors relating to British colonial rule caused the Luo to alter their 
basic habitation unit from an ohinga built with stone walls to a dala enclosed by 
hedges. 
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Figure 2. Map of research site

2. Change in Scenery 
The Great Rift Valley is dotted with the ruins of  Luo dwellings from the northeast 
shore of  Lake Victoria in Kenya to Uganda and Tanzania. Independent research 
on these remains was conducted primarily by scholars of  the British Institute of  
History and Archaeology from 1940 to 1960 (e.g. Gillman, 1944; Chittick, 1965; 
Sutton, 1966 and Lofgren, 1967). However, the socio-cultural background of  the 
ohinga, the topic of  my research, was not investigated. 

One archaeologist noted that “[the ohinga] is a stone enclosure built in 
preparation of  attacks from militant pastoral Masai people” and is regarded as the 
“anti-Masai wall” (Gillman, 1944:53). Evidence from the period of  approximately 
1650–1900 includes earthenware fragments discovered outside the enclosure, as 
well as beads, pieces of  clay pots and other artefacts found during another 
investigation in the 1980s (Wandibba, 1986:134). However, this is only 
archaeological evidence, and almost no research considers the historical changes in 
people’s habitations in the context of  local oral traditions. 

In the 1970s, Glickman (1974) proposed a hypothesis about the Luo and the 
Gusii, a Bantu-speaking people living nearby to the Luo, comparing them with the 
Nuer of  South Sudan. He observed that their social structures changed greatly 
under the influence of  colonial Britain. According to Glickman (1974), since 
places of  residence were specified under colonial policy, it became impossible for 
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the Luo, Gusii and others to use land that they had previously used freely; thus, 
they were pushed into limited spaces, which directly strengthened relationships 
between close paternal and agnatic members who could inherit land, and 
simultaneously eliminated the rights of  affinal relations, which probably increased 
hostility (Glickman, 1974:312-318). 

Shipton’s (1984) research on central Luoland is also relevant to these 
questions. For the Luo to establish political alliances, previously effective for 
negotiating either bridewealth or territorial expansion, large numbers of  relatives 
by marriage would be invited to participate and lend support to each other. This 
has been demonstrated by concrete data. 

From the beginning of  the 20th century, Kenya was controlled and governed 
by the colonial policy of  suzerain Britain as a treasury of  raw materials, including 
sugar, tea and cotton. One of  the colonial policies of  Britain was to give and fix 
the label “tribe” to peoples who had the language and culture of  a particular 
location. This was instrumental for reinforcing the system of  colonialism, since it 
organized and then exploited the Africans, whose labour was used to build 
plantations and who were also required to pay poll and hut taxes (Hailey 
1938:570-575). Moreover, while constructing the area called the ‘white Highlands’, 
white people cut the original trees and introduced new tree species, and therefore 
indigenous forests are currently scarce. Observed from a distance, some scenes of  
gently sloping tea gardens covering vast areas of  green could be mistaken for the 
rural landscape of  Britain. 

Maize is the present staple food in Kenya. However, it has been 
supplemented by cereals such as finger millet and sorghum. Maize productivity 
peaked spanned from the 1940s to the 1950s, and new species were introduced 
and improved under colonialism (Government of  Kenya, 1993:163-198). 

Thus, the scenery of  Kenya was altered artificially to Britain’s advantage. The 
colonial government forbade organized movements of  tribes in an effort to 
simplify the governance of  the locals. These changes had a major effect on local 
social organization and habitation spaces. 

Assuming the historical factors after colonization and the hypotheses of  
Glickman and others, I investigated the habitation groups and changes in the 
habitation forms of  the Luo. The form of  habitation in villages is considered to 
have changed significantly because of  external influences, including the colonial 
policies of  Britain. I based my study largely on a case study of  the Luo village 
located in South Nyanza, Western Kenya, to illustrate these changes. Here, I 
describe and analyse the changes in Luo habitation patterns. I reconstructed these 
changes concretely according to information from life histories obtained during 
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on-site surveys, the accounts of  explorers and colony executive officials 
dispatched by Europeans at the beginning of  the 20th century and archaeological 
research. I also combined my interview research in a Luo village with information 
on events dating from the second half  of  the 19th century. 

3. The Present Luo Village Structure 
The Luo currently reside in the western Lake Victoria lakefront area, which is 
spread across the Republic of  Kenya. The border with Uganda lies to the north 
and that with Tanzania to the south. The Luo migrate north and south across the 
equator. 

According to the 2009 census by race, the Luo are the third largest ethnic 
group in Kenya, following the Kikuyu and the Luyia, with approximately 4,040,000 
people (Kenya National Bureau of  Statistics 2010). The Luo belong to the Western 
Nilotic group linguistically; the ethnic groups surrounding them to the north and 
east are Bantu-speaking peoples such as the Luyia and Gusii. 

The Luo primarily engage in three types of  occupation: crop farming, fishing 
and livestock farming, depending on the area. Maize, a main crop, has been grown 
since ancient times, but millet is now the major cash crop. Fish are available from 
rivers that flow into Lake Victoria. Cows supply milk and are also used for the 
payment of  bridewealth and have important religious and economic value in the 
Luo society. 

As stated previously, the basic living compound used by the Luo is the dala,1
which is the minimum household unit of  the patrilineal extended family and 
consists of  two or three generations of  a married (polygamous) man, who is also 
the head of  the dala. While the word dala denotes the living compound as a place 
of  everyday life occupied by an extended family, it is also used to indicate the 
household group itself, consisting of  the people residing in the compound.  

I describe in detail the living space that the dala occupies. Because the Luo 
society is polygamous, when the sons become adults and marry, they, their wives 
and children, and the rest of  the extended family of  three generations live together 
in a dala. Although seldom observed in recent times, the sons of  the head’s 
younger or older brother may also live in the same dala. 

Generally, a Luo boy is expected to build a hut called a simba in his father’s dala
when he reaches the age of  14 or 15 years. Luo women who come to the dala as 
wives have their own respective houses, built by the husband. Typically, 
approximately 10 houses are clustered together in a dala, and the inhabitants are 
buried beside their houses when they die (Fig. 3). It is customary for people to 
spend most of  their time within the living space of  the dala. Factors informing 
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 Figure. 3 The layout of huts and location of burial sites in the inside of compound, dala



rank, called duong, include gender and birth as well as marriage order. Although 
Luo men marry within their fathers’ dala, several children can have their own dala, 
become independent and be regarded as adult men in the Luo village. 

The builder is conscious of  the dala’s location to ensure that it is built in the 
appropriate direction and position according to each dala member’s social 
attributes and standing. Burial places are also determined according to gender, age 
and marriage status. For example, the head is buried at the centre of  the dala, and 
the son’s body lies to the left-hand side of  his natal mother’s house. Therefore, if  
one enters a dala and finds that the numbers and positions of  the houses are clear, 
one can guess the identity of  the main residents of  the dala. If  there is a grave or a 
burial mound, it is not very difficult to determine the identity of  the deceased. 
However, because an adult woman’s status is based on her marriage, she would be 
buried in accordance with her husband’s status, and therefore will not be buried in 
her parents’ dala, but in her husband’s (Shiino 2000). 

When a woman comes of  age, she is no longer allowed to sleep in the same 
hut as her parents and must move to her paternal grandmother’s house. Marriage 
occurs when a male pays a bridewealth to her female relative. The woman and the 
children that she bears become part of  her husband’s lineage. Although a Luo 
woman lacks rights to the land in her natal home, by marrying, she can have her 
own hut built in her husband’s dala and thus acquire the right to cultivate land. 
Finally, after her death, she is buried on her husband’s land, even though in many 
cases, husbands and wives live separately for years. It is believed that women must 
not be buried in their parents’ dala, even if  they have returned to live there. 

The customary norm of  burying unmarried adult women outside the dala
reflects the symbolic strength of  the paternal line: Young women in the parents’ 
home are taboo. Luo men today tend to bond only with women whom they have 
married. My investigations into contemporary Luo society reveal a customary 
norm about marriages: After the wife’s burial and other rites, the husband must 
make a call of  condolence to the home of  his in-laws within a day. In such an 
instance, he visits the home of  his wife’s relatives. Other tribes surrounding the 
Luo, e.g. the Gusii, Kipsigis, and Kuria, tend to be more exclusive. 

The patrilineal organization allowed some Luo men to form a mutual-aid 
organization to aid village society. The organization, called the Luo Union, is active 
in many settings, including cities, and progressed greatly before and after 
independence in promoting the modernization of  the Luo and the political 
economy of  Kenya. The ideology of  this group is valid, but it needs support (e.g. 
Southall, 1952; Parkin, 1978 and Shipton, 1992, 1995). The firm beliefs about 
burial locations and dala observed in present-day Luo society are considered to be 
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a fairly new development. The concept of  “the ancestral ground” and “possession” 
of  an “individual” did not exist at the time when the Luo moved in search of  a 
better place of  residence. One by-product of  the modernization of  the Luo was 
the gradual enforcement of  land demarcation after independence, triggered by the 
colonial experience and its policies. Here, I explore the historical changes in the 
habitats and residence structures of  the Luo up to the present time, in which a bias 
towards land rights is observed.  

4. Movements and Residential Patterns of  the Luo 
Historical research on the Luo has been conducted in various fields, for example, 
the work by Father Crazzolala (1950) and Hieda (1993), a Japanese linguist who 
studied the history of  the movement of  the Luo-speaking people2. 

According to Hieda, the Luo lived in the southernmost part of  the southern 
Sudan, Bahr el Ghazal, proximate to the Nile River, during the 13th century. 
During the 14th century, they began to migrate to the south and east. Their 
migration can be divided roughly into three periods: Groups of  the first small 
movement scattered to the north, south, east and west of  their original homeland. 
The second movement took place during the mid-15th century, taking them south 
to near north-western Uganda, then to Zaire. The third movement began later. It 
involved the present Acholi, who moved south from their original homeland 
around 1700. Movement towards Lake Victoria was made by small groups that 
took relatively different routes. The first party that migrated towards the lake is 
said to have arrived at the edge of  Lake Victoria between 1500 and 1550.  

People from Uganda who spoke the Adola language, which is part of  the Luo 
family, arrived at the beginning of  the 17th century; the Abasuba Bantu-speaking 
people, who have become nearly completely assimilated into the Luo, reached 
south Nyanza, in the southeast region of  Lake Victoria, during the 17th century. 
The Kenya Luo is believed to have settled in their present area of  residence during 
the 17th century. At that time, they were highly nomadic and are also believed to 
have been adept hunters, farmers and warriors. However, it is believed that the 
culture and ethnic consciousness of  the Kenya Luo was sparked by the setting of  
boundaries to create habitation areas for each tribe under colonial administration3. 
These boundaries remain firm; they were gradually influenced by the surrounding 
Bantu culture and by the assimilation of  Bantu neighbours. 
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5. The Relationship between Ethnic Groups and Residential Patterns near 
Lake Victoria: From the First Half  of  the Late 19th to the Early 20th 
Centuries
Accounts of  exploration by missionaries, diaries of  explorers and British colonial 
officials’ government records describing the Luo and their social organization are 
rare. There are also few accounts from the Luo, consisting of  the histories of  
movement of  the Luo by Luo historians based on oral traditions. In this section, I 
investigate the circumstances of  the Lake Victoria area before colonization based 
on archaeological research and oral histories. 

Western Kenya has comparatively high precipitation and is now known for 
having a high-density population. The people who live there now have repeatedly 
circled the circumference of  Lake Victoria from the Sudan for many centuries 
until they settled in their current places of  residence. According to the oral 
traditions of  the Gusii, who live near or among the Luo, they were at first located 
at the foot of  Mount Elgon in southern Uganda near the north-eastern part of  
Lake Victoria and the border of  Kenya. They are said to have reached the Gusii 
highland, which is the present-day Gusiiland, during the mid-18th century. The 
Luo may have pushed out other groups as they moved from the west. That is, 
during the 16th century, Bantu-speaking peoples such as the Luyia and the Gusii 
may have been living near Mount Elgon. Furthermore, it is supposed that a 
para-Nilotic people called Kipsigis passed through the Mount Elgon area and 
moved south. Although there are various versions of  the history of  the many 
ethnic groups of  the area, this is known to be a place where many ethnic groups 
went back and forth and collided and crossed. Probably because of  the many 
collisions of  ethnic groups, the place also served as a fortress against enemies, and 
one can get a sense of  the habitations, including the wall structures of  the time, 
from explorers’ descriptions. 

Many ambitious European explorers competed to “discover” Africa, landing 
on the continent during the second half  of  the 19th century. East African explorer 
Joseph Thompson was one of  these explorers. His purpose was to reach Lake 
Victoria. He arrived at a location inland from the northeast shore of  Lake Victoria, 
named Kavirondo by the Europeans, in November 1883. Thompson described a 
compound in which the Luyia lived that was completely enclosed by a wall, as seen 
from a mine on Mount Elgon, from the direction of  Lake Victoria (Thompson, 
1887 (1885)). 

Thompson (1885) described several habitation structures. According to his 
descriptions, the people of  this area attempted to protect themselves from other 
groups in the region from the beginning, assuming the Maasai and other people to 
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be their enemies. They accomplished this by surrounding the villages with high 
earthen walls with ditches on the outside and parts of  tree trunks placed at the 
entrance. Mud, which was rounded and hardened, was attached to the archway of  
these walls, and at night, lumber was set in front of  the main gate to protect people 
and livestock from outside attacks (Trowell and Wachsman, 1953). 

Archaeological investigations have unearthed the remains of  many 
habitations surrounded by stone walls in Uganda and the area near Lake Victoria in 
Kenya (Sutton, 1966). However, as Nakabayashi, a Luyia researcher has also noted, 
only ruins remain now, and villages in the form of  forts consisting of  outer 
earthen walls and ditches no longer occur in the area (Nakabayashi, 1991). 

In the beginning, there was not necessarily a particular trade route, but after 
British explorer Henry M. Stanley passed through the area in 1875, a route was 
sited through South Nyanza, an area that was to become critical for the colonial 
movement. Once Britain colonial government was established, it implemented 
policies one after another. For example, the Gusii, who had prevailed in the same 
county as the Luo, were divided and moved into two settlements, a main village 
and a cattle village that had been founded for the pasturing of  cows. A photograph 
included in an account of  exploration written in 1913 gives us a general idea of  the 
layout (Stigand, 1913). However, because cattle-holding villages were subject to 
fighting between contiguous tribes such as the Maasai, Luo and Kipsigis or to the 
theft of  cattle, the villages were unified by the colonial government in 19134. 
Habitation structures were then forcibly changed, many Gusii were killed, and the 
social organization of  the Gusii, including the nature of  child–parent relationships, 
was damaged (Matsuzono, 1989). 

Detailed historical records about the habitation of  the Luo are not available. 
However, the following description, made by a colonial executive official in 1905, 
is among the oldest descriptive records: “In shape the Ja-luo village is circular, and 
is fenced round with E uphorbia bush, stone or mud walls, or watling. In the centre 
is the cattle pen, round this are the store houses, and outside these again is the 
circle of  huts” (PC/ NZA/ 1/ 1). 

For example, in the locality where I conducted fieldwork, the focal point of  
the local administration and economy of  Homa Bay and Karung5 appeared in an 
archaeological report that stated that stone forts and enclosures stood in the area 
between Homa Bay and Karung (Gillman, 1944:53). However, these differ greatly 
from the contemporary habitation form of  the Luo, and a gap remains in the 
historical record. 
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6. Reconstructing Changes in Habitation Form through Oral Histories: 
Historical Background of  the Location 

The area along Lake Victoria, called South Nyanza, is dotted with 
compounds enclosed by stone walls that were probably built by the Luo, i.e. the 
remains of  ohinga (Fig. 4, 5). I focus on changes that occurred during the time 
when the people of  Kenya and the Luo lived in contemporary-style habitations, 
which differ greatly from the ohinga. I explore the changes in concrete terms. First, 
I describe the present administrative positioning of  the location and the origin of  
the place names. Because the study site located in the Homa Bay district was an 
area afflicted by malaria, it was a place where colonial executive officials were 
unwilling to remain for long. Although it is unknown who named the area Homa 
Bay, homa is the word for “heat” or “fever” in the Swahili language. 

  Karung is located on the border with Tanzania and to the south of  Homa 
Bay, where the British, who opposed Germany’s colonization of  Tanzania, landed 
and established their headquarters in 1903. The first British official, Bone Night, 
suffered from severe malaria and blackwater fever and died. The British, who had 
not adapted to the tropical environment of  Lake Victoria, moved to Kisii on the 
plateau to establish their headquarters in 1907 (Barker, 1975(1950)). Kisii developed 
into an administrative town. Visits were made to Luoland for the sole purpose of  tax 
collection, according to an executive official's record. Place names are difficult to  

Figure 4. The inside of Manyuanda Ohinga is now used for maize farm.
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Figure 5. Manyuanda Ohinga

a scertain from annual reports from Kisii. Therefore, to reconstruct the historical 
circumstances of  groups’ migration, I relied on stories from a number of  local 
villagers. 

The Luo society is believed to have first been a segmented society without 
heads (e.g. Southall, 1952). After colonization by Britain, a Governor General 
under the British Queen was granted the rights and title of  the paramount 
administrative leader, and rules were established to create a pyramid-type 
government under which native chiefs and clan leaders were installed. Britain 
changed its method of  rule skilfully, establishing “tribes” using a trial-and-error 
method. According to the genealogical relationships among the Luo clans and the 
clan names and their geographical distributions reported by Evans-Pritchard in the 
1940s, it is clear that the colonial government established administrative districts 
for each clan in Luoland (Evans-Pritchard, 1965). The administrative district after 
independence in 1963 also followed this general structure. 

The division of  counties or villages has been used in recent years to 
accommodate population increases or presidential election purposes. The unit is 
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divided into two, the former name is given to one of  the resulting units; new chiefs, 
clan elders and a new name are assigned to the latter. Therefore, many people are 
unaware of  the official names of  areas, including some villagers that live in the area. 
In recent years6, this occurred in the village of  Bondo, where I conducted my 
fieldwork. I investigated two related administrative villages, Bondo and 
Manyuanda, which I refer to here as Manyuanda/ Bondo village. The name Bondo 
can be found at the bottom of  the tree that specifies the place where village 
meetings (baraz a) are held. 

In 2002, I interviewed the men of  the village aged 80 years and more; they 
provided an excellent overview of  the villagers’ genealogy and the flow of  
movement among peoples. I learned that a person named Omusi, who created the 
village Manyuanda, is regarded as the offspring of  Oloo, the founder of  the Luo. 
The interviewees spoke about the history of  crossing Lake Victoria and the 
founder of  the Luo moving south, and continued with descriptions up to the 
present of  fighting among different clans, ethnic groups and white men in 
southern Sudan. Based on the genealogy described by the interviewees, Omusi 
built the village of  Manyuanda. One interviewee belonged to the 14th generation 
of  descendants from the founder of  the Luo. Another interviewee, born in 1914, 
belonged to the 17th generation of  the lineage of  Omusi (Table 1). 

This village of  Manyuanda was established during the mid-19th century 
when people who had gradually moved from Uganda settled. The village belongs 
to a clan called Kanyamwa, which is the 9th generation of  descendants of  a Luo 
ancestor who belonged to the 8th generation of  a famous Luo, called Onyango 
Rabala and Biu. Although born out of  wedlock (k imirwa in Luo language), he was 
able to marry in good tradition before the time of  Onyango Rabala. Biu was 
married to a woman supposedly of  Maragoli ethnicity, although she may have been 
Maasai, and is said to be the ancestor of  many present Luiya races. Her clan name 
Kanyamwa comes from N yamwa, which means “the woman” (nya) “of  a stranger” 
(mwa), although she was also given a Luo name. Shortly thereafter, the group took 
her name, attached the prefix k a- and came to be called the “Kanyamwa clan.” 
This story shows that female names and nicknames can be attached to clan names, 
and that exchanges occurred with other ethnic groups. 

The administrative district of  the village is the Central Kwandiku sublocation. 
This name comes from Wandiku, the wife of  the 12th generation of  Obunga 
Osewe. People who live in this sublocation are descendants of  Oswago, who was 
the son of  Obunga Osewe and Wandiku. Moreover, Oswago took over his father’s 
young wife Nyalango. They are also his descendants. 
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Table 1. The Genealogy of Luo village, Manyuanda in South Nyanza.

Ollo

Padho

Oywa

Ramogi

Ramogi

Jok

Chuanya

Onyango Rabala

Biu Nyamwa

Nyagaya

Maruka Awoor Nyasori

Obunga Osewe Wandiku Nyalango

Oswago Leviratic U nion

M y inform ants

7. The History of  Movement among the  and Data Histories of  the 
Genealogies 
In this section, I describe the movements of  the ancestors of  the study village’s 
residents Manyuanda/ Bondo, according to the elders’ stories as recorded in 
interviews. I note the specific positions of  the residences and their relation to 
people's movements, with particular attention to the names of  the ohinga (Fig. 6).  
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Attack by Gusii, Kipsigis and Masai Coming from Kisumu (city )area 
Bantu speaking  Suba  people

from Wagire, Suna, Mfangano Island, Kokrao
Previous dwelling area

Large stone-walled compound The sons of Omusi become independent of Manyuanda Ohinga, Logik Ohinga
and build multiple ohinga 2 km apart

with classification-fathers.
Moved about 4km from Manyuanda Ohinga.

Manyuanda Ohinga
Multiple Ohinga

Suba people Small sized stone-walled compound
Moved to Tanzania

19th century and half time

Moved to Manyuanda Ohinga

<4>from Audoga Ohinga(about 4km distance)

Ogwella becomes independent from Manyuanda Ohinga and it is new ohinga structure. Sidede Wagapara

<3>
About 1km distance Audoga Ohinga 

Ogwella Ohinga

The second half of the 19th century                   Small sized stone-walled compound The first settlement for Omusi in
People from Kagan clan(Kisumu area) arrive                                                                                 Manyuada/Bondo area

To Lake Victoria About distance                                        Mirogi River              To Mirogi 

Omusi family comes from Manyuanda Ohinga

Later, Omusi dies.                                     Hedge compound
 Mahara Dala 

Figure6. Conceptual figure of the movement toward diffusion to small compoundsfrom the large-sized stone wall compound in the second half of the 19th century



Figure 6 illustrates the 19th century movement toward diffusion to small 
compounds with large stone walls. The numbers in the figure correspond to the 
consecutive numbers of  ohinga, showing divisions and resettlement, and dala. 

(1) Sidede Ohinga
The people who live in Manyuanda/ Bondo, i.e. the ancestors of  Oswago, say that 
their ohinga were built in the area called Sidede near Ruri Hill in the forest of  
Rambwe, now a national park, and that they have lived there up to the present. The 
Luo originally settled on Ruri Hill, and Omusi, who is regard as a founder, is also 
assumed to have been born here. When the Oswago family moved from Ruri Hill 
inland to present-day Kanyamwa, the following episode occurred.  

According to oral histories, the first person who came to Kanyamwa from 
Ruri was a hunter with a sacred spear. An elephant wandered by, and the hunter 
speared it. Because the spear sank deeply into the soil when he attacked, he decided 
that this must be a very fertile land. After he went home, he encouraged his people 
to move to Kanyamwa. This can be presumed to have occurred at the beginning 
of  the 19th century. 

Although it is unknown whether the founder of  the ohinga and the area of  
Sidede was Oswago or someone else, archaeological research clearly shows the 
ruins of  ohinga7. It seems that Omusi and others moved after the Sidede ohinga was 
formed. Their purpose was apparently to convert the area into another ohinga that 
would serve as a fortress against enemy attacks and with a large area of  land that 
would become increasingly fertile. 

(2)Wagapara Ohinga
The Luo of  Ruri Hill moved to the area called Wagapara. Ruins of  the stone wall 
surrounding the ohinga are found there, and this is probably where they lived. The 
father Oswago and his elder brother Obunga died here. Omusi took the first wife 
of  his elder brother Obunga following Obunga’s death. Because Obunga had 
many cows, Omusi is said to have married the wife using his bridewealth of  the 
cows after his death. 

(3)  Logik Ohinga
Because Omusi’s and others’ wives and children increased in number, they needed 
to move to a place with even better conditions, a location known as Logik. Omusi 
built an ohinga there and married many wives following the move. 
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(4)Audoga Ohinga
It is said that that Omusi and others next moved to an area called Audoga. It is said 
that an ohinga was built after their arrival. At that time, two widows were taken in by 
Omusi. These wives had borne children, and one of  the widows was pregnant. 
About three ohingani were built in an area called Wagapara, which Omusi and others 
moved to following their moves from Sidede, Loggik and Audoga. However, this 
cannot be confirmed by archaeological reports. Moreover, in narration, it seemed 
that this dwelling was abandoned when another man appeared, one with whom 
Omusi and others had first built ohinga, but with whom they were not unified. 

(5)Manyuanda Ohinga
Omusi moved with his first wife, the widow whom he had married, and two sons 
of  his elder brother Obunga, named Mwai and Mirma. On their trip, they came 
across a large stone wall ohinga. Even though the ohinga was already occupied, they 
decided to stay. 

The people who were already there were people of  two linguistic groups, 
including the Suba language system. Their hometowns were in the areas called 
Wagire, Kokurao and Suna, as well as Mufangano Island on Lake Victoria. 
Moreover, the descendants of  Ochupe, brother of  Omusi, joined Omusi and his 
group after their arrival. 

Because they had settled there, Omusi called his relatives by marriage and his 
friends to join him. Omusi was famous for having special powers. He had received 
medical treatment from a witchdoctor (jabilo). Therefore, it is generally thought 
that Omusi himself  had received the power of  magic and kept people in awe. 

Known as a tolerant person, “it is said that Omusi lived in a different people 
(ethnic group) called Suba, and with relatives by marriage or from an ohinga next to 
a friend”, according to a certain narration. In contrast, there is also an account that 
“powerful Omusi drove out the prior residents and Omusi and others occupied 
the place in ohinga.” However, because people of  various backgrounds lived there, 
it is said that it came to be referred to as “M anyuanda (various people live) ohinga.” 
Table 2 represents the heyday of  founder Omusi and his relatives. It shows the 
residents of  the ohinga (Fig. 7) during the period when Omusi and others stayed in 
M anyuanda ohinga for a long time. The black lines in Figure 7 indicate stone walls, 
and the name within each space is that of  the head of  the space whose extended 
family that resided within it8. Apparently, the patrilineal extended family appoints 
one man the head when a large-sized ohinga is divided, and he officially becomes 
the leader when he joins another large-sized ohinga and begins living there. 
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Figure 7. Conceptual figure of the composition of Manyuanda Ohinga residents



Omusi, a leader, occupied the biggest space in the centre of  the right side. When 
the sons of  the elder brother Obunga married (Fig. 7; Miruma, Mwai, Mamba and 
Opiyo), Omusi assigned each son an independent space in the ohinga. 

The stone wall in the photograph is a part of  Mamba’s space (Fig. 7). It seems 
that as the sons became adults and married, a wall for a new partition was built in 
the large ohinga to create the required new space, although Omusi did not yet have 
his own ohinga. 

A smaller stone wall enclosure was built within each partitioned space to 
contain cows. At that time, cows were kept in a space surrounded by two to three 
stone walls. It is said that some extended families adjoined each other and lived 
next to the sons and friends of  Omusi, and that relatives by marriage shared parts 
and entrances in the same walls (e.g. Table 2). According to interviews, Omusi and 
other migrating persons found large-sized ohinga that had already been built and 
settled in them. 

My interviews also revealed that few ethnic groups moved repeatedly at that 
time, so Omusi’s movements represented a new phenomenon. (However, one man 
claimed that this ohinga was built by the Masai and Luo.)  

According to an interviewee, “The Lango [referring to the Maasai] came to 
this land first. Those who came amicably and those who came to fight were the 
Lango. From the start, the Lango were friendly with the Luo, and they were like 
brothers. However, when another Nilotic-speaking people, the Turkana, came to 
Manyuanda, the Lango told the secret of  how the Luo were living in ohinga then. 
Therefore, the Turkana and Lango became the enemies of  the Luo. Then, the Luo 
built a window in the ohinga so they could see when an enemy came. Although the 
Lango reached the high walls of  the ohinga, the Luo poked the Lango with spears 
when they came down. This fighting continued for one or two years, and drove the 
Lango away to the Gwasii area occupied by the Suba. Although the Suba of  the 
Gwasii area also came here, the Luo took their cattle and drove all of  them away. It 
is said that they were tired of  moving.” 

Today, only approximately 3–5 m of  the height of  the stone wall of  
M anyuanda ohinga9 is visible. The wall used as a partition was built on the inside and 
represents the aggregated area of  the small enclosure. The stone wall was built 
firmly using only stone. 
The surrounding land is filled with stones fit for building stone walls, and 
interviewees told me that stones did not need to be collected from a specific place. 
Even now, stones are so plentiful in the area that people who live near the 
M anyuanda ohinga need to hire labourers to dig a grave. The technology of  using 
stones as building blocks can be observed in many constructions. 
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Table 2: Residents of Manyuanda Ohinga
People who had any kind of
relationship with Ochupe

Relationship with Ochupe Backgroud Ethnicity, homearea

Odek By-marriage relatives
Agin Stranger?
Landa Stranger Moved together with one wife from Luo

in Search of land. His request to Ochupe
was granted.

Kwasa Son of Onyango His posterity is in the Unga district now
located in Nishikata from Manyuanda.
Since he comes from Kanyamwa,
Ochupe was called "father."

Okelo Ombasa Relatives of Ochupe People migrated from a farm near Waga
pala ohinga

Abamba Son of Ocyupe
People who had any kind of
relationship with Omusi
Odanga By-marriage relatives Omusi was a friend of Odanga and soon

married his sister.
The child of Odanga also married Mwai.

Oyaya By-marriage relatives The daughter of Mwai, the husband of
the sister of Ogwella

Luo from Kano
(Central Luoland)

Omato Friend? Suba from Rushinga
Island

Omulo Ongaro By-marriage relatives Brothers in-law to Omusi Suba from Rushinga
Island

Oswago Ogwella Son of Omusi Stayed in Milluma's Ohinga  Luo from Watanbura
near Ruri Hill

Mamba Son of Omusi Inside of Ogalo's ohinga
Opiyo Son of Omusi
Mwai Son of Omusi
Obayo Son of Omusi
Abila By-marriage relatives?
People from Sakwa clan

By-marriage relatives

Abanba began to pay a bridwealth, while
the daughter of Sawak who resides in
Kabuoch was still young, and when the
daughter grew and got married, both a
daughter's brothers also called it.

Luo from Sakwa clan
in Northen Luoland

Oore Migele
By-marriage relatives? Friend? Furthermore, it goes south and the

suburbs of Migori town are settled now.

Luo from Asembo
clan in Northen
Luoland.

Ogutu Adamba By-marriage relatives? Friend? Furthermore, it goes south and the
suburbs of Migori town are settled now.

Luo from Siaya in
Northern Luoland.

Obiro Akuoyo By-marriage relatives? Friend?
Medi Odero By-marriage relatives
People from Kanyikela By-marriage relatives Mother of Mwai, Obunga's wife
Kakrao By-marriage relatives? Friend? Luo from Northern

Luoland
People who had arrived
previously
Wagire Arrived previously. Suba
Kakstrou Arrived previously. Suba
Kaler Arrived previously. Suba
Wasukuma Arrived previously. To Tanzania Suba
Chanaker Arrived previously. To Tanzania Suba

Luo from Kdemo in
(Central Kisumu)
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The stone wall contained an entrance similar to a small hole as well as shared main 
gates. According to interviewee Vincent Omusi, who was born in the M anyuanda 
ohinga, “the gate could be opened when people went out to the watering place, the 
garden and the pasturage, which are outside the ohinga, in the morning, and it was 
shut tight in the evening. People arriving late fixed the stones against the wall. 
Moreover, because stones fell when someone climbed up overtime at the wall, 
residents could discern the sound. That is, the whole ohinga itself  regarded this as a 
type of  clock.” 

(6)Logic Ohinga
It seems that residents frequently came and went during Omusi’s family’s residence 
in the M anyuanda ohinga. Sons were married inside the ohinga and new friends and 
affines were also invited. It is said that Omusi, accompanied by a small number of  
family members, including wives and unmarried children, moved once again. The 
purpose of  the move was to obtain better land, and subsequently, a small ohinga 
called the L ogic ohinga was built. This ohinga also remains standing and is located 
approximately 4 km from the M anyuanda ohinga.  

However, the L ogic ohinga was narrow, and because it was also low in height, it 
was not useful for defence. As the Lango (Masai) attacks became increasingly 
severe, they decided to return to the M anyuanda ohinga. After again residing in the 
M anyuanda ohinga for a while in the second half  of  the 19th century, smallpox 
spread inside the ohinga. Omusi, the head, and a resident who worked on the ohinga
walls, became infected.  

(7)Multiple Ohinga 
The situation became confusing at this time. One wave of  new immigrants that 
spoke the Luo language came from the north and settled in part on this land. They 
also built stone walls and residences. In collaboration with some of  Omusi’s 
descendants, the new immigrants shared their adjoining stone walls for defence 
purposes and built ohinga. 

At this time, a conflict developed between the newcomers and some of  
Omusi’s descendants living in the same ohinga. Thus, a mid-sized patrilineal group 
appears to have built an ohinga connected to another ohinga, whose stone walls are 
joined as if  to another dala. There seem to have been many rooms for each dala (i.e. 
for extended family), and these formed an ohinga with a mid-sized stone wall as one 
large habitation space. The ruins of  the habitation have a height of  about 3 m and 
are in relatively good condition. 
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(8)Mahara Dala 
Ogwera, son of  Omusi, who came from the M anyuanda ohinga and built a dala with 
his father’s brothers, was the father of  Ogwella. The dala was surrounded by 
spurges (E uphorbia species) beyond the river Mahara. Therefore, the dala was called 
M ahara dala. Omusi himself  is said to have died in the M ahara dala. Omusi’s death 
is considered to have occurred at the beginning of  British colonization. 

An elderly man that I interviewed stated, “The British came from the 
direction of  Uganda and arrived at Karung in 1903. Since there were also 
arguments among clans continuously until then, the British tried to stop it. The 
colonial government tried to nominate a man famous in this area who was named 
Gor and was thought to have magical powers, as the chief, and tried to make him 
control the villagers. Supposing people were fighting, the DC (District 
Commissioner) would come, and the DC would put them in prison without 
judgment. In addition, a system called the hut tax was imposed by the British. In 
the Luo area, a house was built for each wife, and that became the scale by which 
tax was determined. For example, the tax for the first wife’s house was 15 shillings, 
whereas the tax for the second and third wives’ houses was 12 shillings. At that 
time, 15 shillings was equivalent to two cows. Since a tax was imposed for every hut, 
to avoid tax collection if  possible every year, the married man held two wives in a 
boy’s hut called simba and not build a kitchen hut. However, living in simba with two 
wives was not considered good custom. This tax was collected all the time while 
Britain governed”10. 

In 1895, Britain founded the “British East Africa Protectorate”, corresponding 
to present-day Kenya and introduced a hut tax in 1900 to advance colonization. In 
1902, the area called Nyanza, in which the Luo resided, was included in the 
protectorate. The colonial government seldom interfered in South Nyanza, but 
there are a few records of  conflicts in the area during that period. However, the tax 
collection continued until it was abolished in 1959 (Lonsdale, 1997). Tax collection 
became one of  the duties of  the chief  to improve efficiency. Gor, nominated as the 
chief, is often named in an executive official’s annual report. 

(9)Ogwella’s Ohinga 
Because the number of  wives increased and space in the dala became tight, one of  
Omusi and Ogwellas’ sons became independent. For the construction of  new 
habitation space, neighbours were asked to help. Stones were collected in large 
numbers, the stone-construction expert was summoned and the new ohinga was 
completed within two weeks with the building of  a gate (chungu langachi). A large 
pillar was installed, and a stone was stacked on its top. After completion, beef, lamb, 
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and chickens were slaughtered, and a party was held. In the ohinga, the gate was 
shut in the evenings; a stick was put against the door of  the gate, and many stones 
were placed behind the door for additional security. 

Ogwella, son of  Ogwella, shared the space with his family. However, because 
it was close to the river, had many mosquitoes and his sons had grown, the inside 
of  the ohinga became too small. It was therefore decided that the group would 
move. Ogwella died in this ohinga and was buried there. 

The existing Ogwella ohinga is surrounded by a low stone wall. It seems that a 
part of  the wall was broken during nearby road repairs. The walls were thought to 
have been quite high, but were not very high after being broken, and were a little 
less than 2 m in height. 

(10)Terms of  Division 
Ogwella’s wife and his dead elder brother’s widow, whom he had cared for, were 
taken over to his brothers again. The brother had an independent dala built after 
the elder brother’s death. At this time, people stopped building ohinga with stone 
walls and switched to dala with hedges. Sons also emigrated to other lands or built 
their own dala. 

Those who bought land in other areas used their business abilities to make 
money or received land through personal connections. Some advanced their 
influence and prestige by building a dala for each of  their wives. 

Although the Luo immigrants from the north built small-scale ohinga during 
this period, they were low enclosures approximately 1 m in height and cannot be 
classified as proper ohinga. Thus, villages in the area shifted from stone walls to 
small dala enclosed within hedges. 

8. From Stone Wall  to Individual Hedge Enclosures 
The history of  the region has been reconstructed based on interviews with the 
elders about generations of  new ohinga belonging to descendants of  Oswago, dala
as well as division and movement focusing on Omusi. This information allows us 
to trace the history of  the residents of  Manyuanda/ Bonda village. 

There are some other reasons for the repeated migrations of  people prior to 
colonization. For example, the area had many predatory wild animals. Because 
there was war among clans, some say that they moved to obtain protection from 
foreign enemies. Others point to the threat of  malaria. Moreover, the area was also 
infested with Tsetse fly (e.g. Ogot, 1967). Also, according to Ochieng’ (2002), 
many parts of  East Africa suffered not only human and livestock epidemics, but 
also great droughts and famines between 1885 and 1907. For instance, a terrible 
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famine, called ong’ong’a, occurred in 1889, and rinderpest struck in 1890. Another 
famine, called odila, killed many Nyanza people in 1897 and 1899 (Ochieng’, 2002). 
It is possible that such conditions might have pushed people to move to other 
locations. 

As described in the preceding chapter, the habitation group based on the 
extended family with Omusi as its head moved quite frequently. They built ohinga
with small stone walls for defence against enemies such as wild beasts, other clans 
and other ethnic groups. Although inner and outer walls were added if  needed and 
the frame of  the structure could be increased, the family living within the 
enclosure was protected from enemies. 

Colonial records indicate some ethnic conflict, including attacks by the 
Maasai in 1883 when their cattle were lost to sickness (Mboya, 1962). Although the 
Maasai and others were known to be combat, it is unknown if  the Luo built stone 
walls specifically against the threat of  attack from major enemies such as the 
Maasai. Although ohinga ruins remain, it is not clear who founded the first one. 
Although one person told me that the Luo were founders, another claimed that the 
Luo imitated the constructions of  the Suba and yet another claimed that the 
Maasai were the first to build these enclosures. Although archaeology does not 
generally provide a clear answer, it is known that the Luo and Bantu Suba both 
built stone walls.  

According to Hieda, the word, “ohinga,” is not an original Nilotic word; thus, 
this word came from a source other than the Luo11. In contrast, colonials said that 
the plural form of  ohinga was “ohingas,” following the general pattern of the 
English-language plural form (Lofgren 1967). Luyia archaeologist Wandibba 
corrected this to the plural form of  “ohingini,” following the Bantu pattern 
(Wandibba, 1986). The Luo were in contact with the Bantu people during the 
process of  moving, rather than during their time in South Sudan. The Luo lived in 
proximity to the Bantu, which clarified how the Bantu culture influenced 
present-day Luo society. 

Apparently, in recent years, the Luo built adjoining ohinga for relatives through 
marriage and for individual friends to live in. Although there was fighting with 
common “enemies” during the time when the ohinga with large stone walls were 
constructed, the trend was to minimize affinal relatives living together as much as 
possible. 

Habitation groups during the peak of  the stone wall ohinga consisted of  
various people known as the Bantu-speaking Suba, who lived in the area before the 
arrival of  the Luo and the Omusi families, collateral relatives, affines of  Omusi and 
friends. The residence of  the Luo alongside the Suba shows how the Luo people 
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co-existed with other groups over the course of  their relocation. The Luo language, 
which has several linguistic influences, also indicates how aspects of  the present 
Luo culture can be regarded as having been influenced by Bantu culture. 

A smallpox plague wiped out a great deal of  the population, including Omusi, 
during the second half  of  the 19th century. The practice of  building ohinga with 
large stone walls came to an end at this time. The time period when residents 
scattered from the huge M anyuanda ohinga enclosure is considered to be the time 
during which the British colonial government began to formally colonize Kenya in 
the name of  the East Africa Protectorate, in 1895. It is important to consider the 
effects of  the smallpox epidemic, famine and locust population explosions on 
migration and habitation patterns as well (Maxson, 2002; Dawson, 1979).  

The colonial government gradually imposed the hut and poll taxes on the 
indigenous population. This proposal was sanctioned in February 1900, and a 
3-rupee hut tax per year was collected in areas under British control. Wars among 
the clans decreased sharply because of  the colonial policy of  restraining violence 
among the indigenous people. Practically, local violence was quelled by the 
common threat posed by the modern military power symbolized by the 
ever-present rifle. 

The existence of  a common “enemy” meant that distinctions and divisions 
among clans and ethnic groups were minimized, and the necessity of  building
ohinga with stone walls for defence purposes no longer existed. The colonial 
government punished ethnic groups that opposed them; for example, they divided 
and subjugated the Gusii (1905, 1908), intervened in wars among clans and ethnic 
groups, and also subjugated these groups (Matsuzono, 1990). 

Although there is no record of  large-scale conquest or slaughter of  the Luo, 
an elderly woman born in 1904 said, “The whites liked hunting and sometimes 
came to this area with guns. Suddenly, whites used to come even to the village, 
might take by force the fattest cow in the village, and used to run about trying to 
escape wholly in whenever”.  

Research indicates that methods of  defence were connected in two ways to 
stone wall building, and habitation forms changed gradually with external changes. 
For instance, when enemies decreased in number, barriers became shorter and 
building material shifted from stone to hedges. Consequently, ohinga with stone 
walls of  intermediate height and dala delineated by hedges were intermingled in 
villages at this time. 

Subsequently, a new policy was instituted in which identity cards, called 
Kipande, were required. The Native Registration Regulations Act was enforced 
from 1921. Boys aged 16 years and over were forcibly registered. The act was 

279



enforced so that the colonial government could manage people (i.e. to control 
possible rebellions at any time) by making them always carry Kipande when leaving 
the registered native place of  residence (Miyamoto and Matsuda 1997). 
Furthermore, records of  marriage were made; marriages were performed in 
Christian churches, and the payment of  bridewealth increased. In these ways, 
people gradually came to be managed. 

In the 1950s, with the imminent independence movement, many people 
returned to their ancestral villages. Because people heard rumours of  the coming 
enforcement of  Land Demarcation, to prove their place of  residence, they 
returned to places where they could depend on support from relatives should the 
need arise. The abolition of  the hut tax in 1961 may also have influenced this 
movement. In contrast, before land rights were specified, some people came to the 
Manyuanda area, which had more extensive lands than other clans, and affines 
were also allowed to reside. 

In the Luo society, the practice of  shutting out affinal kin was not established 
as it was in the case of  the Luyia at the time of  registration (Nakabayashi, 1991). In 
the Manyuanda/ Bondo village, the enforcement of  a land division system began 
in the 1970s (Hanzawa, 1993)12. Because land division was based on the location 
of  a hut, to extend their rightful territory, people stopped living in ohinga with stone 
walls that incorporated increasing numbers of  residents through aggregation and 
built independent ohinga with hedges for every family member in the direct 
paternal line. This resulted in large extended families being divided into smaller 
habitation units. 

Customary law was referred to as “Luo customary law and marriage” in 
interviews with the Luo elderly, who explained that the information was codified 
as specified by the colonial government, specifically Gordon Wilson (1954). It 
became clear that inheritance by sons from a natal father would result in a land 
division that also forbade movement. Land was assigned according to this 
codification. Therefore, affines, strangers and Luo habitation groups in which 
collateral relatives were subordinate to direct descendants of  the patriarch, are 
considered to have become more exclusive than previously. 

Beginning in the 1980s, the practice of  building a compound (dala) for every 
wife became increasingly common. Immigration among clans began in the 1990s; 
people tended to emigrate in quest of  fertile land or to build dala for a young wife. 

Currently, there are 81 dala in the village. Although in the past, a single 
married male would own just one dala, married men with two or more dala now 
have jurisdiction over a total of  22 dala, or approximately 27% of  all dala in the 
village. In other words, on average, the head of  a dala generally owns 
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approximately 1.37 dala. 
Building a dala for each wife is also effective for preventing conflict among 

co-wives within a dala. Within a dala, as noted, customary norms based on rank are 
applied to married persons. However, when a custom is not observed, misfortune 
is believed to befall both the offender and his or her children in the form of  illness 
or death. Therefore, the fewer married persons live in the dala, the fewer problems 
will result from violating longstanding customs. 

Formerly, married women could move temporarily into the dala of  an older 
brother or uncle to escape conflict with in-laws or co-wives. Moreover, the time 
away from her original dala could provide time to decide how to resolve her 
difficulties. 

More recently, during the 1990s, some wives would rent a room in a town 
further away in the event of  such conflict. Such changes are reflected in how dala
have been built in recent years. The fences surrounding dala were not built to 
defend the home from enemies, but are more open. 

In contrast, there are still only two types of  houses in the village designed to 
prevent theft related to land division, even among those who built more modern 
and permanent housing using cement. The use of  wire to keep undesirables out 
has also emerged in recent years. Individual, city-type dwellings continue to grow 
in popularity, and defence mechanisms available in cities differ from those offered 
in villages. It is widely believed that modernization and Western influences such as 
monogamous marriage and new concerns for home security have affected village 
life; multi-room rectangular or Western-style houses have been replacing 
traditional round ones.  

9. Conclusions 
The recollection of  ancient times by the male Luo elders differed from the telling 
of  history imposed by colonial policy a period of  British economic hegemony. 
Rather, the elders described who lived where and how, who died, who married 
whose wife and other social interactions13.

According to Ogot (1967), before the Luo arrived at Lake Victoria, there was 
no independent race called the Luo. The Luo group was established only after 
repeated movements, and this classification was further reinforced by the colonial 
administration.

My underlying aim was to address the apparently dramatic change between 
the previous habitation form of  the Luo in ohinga and contemporary residence 
structures. In the southern area of  Luoland, stories from the Luo elderly, as well as 
investigations of  ruins, made it clear that people have changed their habitation 
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forms significantly over the past century.
Since the 3rd century in southern Sudan, the Luo have undergone numerous 

changes and migrations. In the past, society was not strongly patrilineal, and the 
Luo who first moved into the Lake Victoria area had more comprehensive family 
units that could include affines and friends. Rather than subsistence groups, the 
admission of  affines and others to a family group depended on the operation of  a 
descent rule, as Glickman would frame it. Nevertheless, in the entire Nyanza area 
of  Western Kenya, people moved frequently until around the time of  colonization. 
People who moved in search of  better land settled in certain places with people 
with whom they got along well, even if  they shared no blood relationship.

Furthermore, the flow of  movement of  the ohinga demonstrates that some 
people chose nomadic lives to pursue better situations. As a result of  the labelling 
of  tribes according to the colonial policy of  place-of-residence specifications in 
North Nyanza, those defined as “Luo” and those registered as “Luyia” became 
ethnically intermingled (Matsuda, 2003). It is likely that the phenomenon of  
“Luo-ization” progressed gradually from the time when the people resided in 
ohinga.

However, it was difficult for the British to differentiate the Luo from the Suba 
for the purpose of  issuing Kipande identification cards; for example, there is a 
group now called the “Luo-Abasuba”. The prohibition of  movement by many of  
the colonial policies resulted in the formation of  habitation groups comprised 
exclusively of  patrilineal family members and resulted in a dispersed habitation 
pattern. It is thought that in some situations, a tribe was delineated in terms of  
habitation patterns, and other tribes or clans were included in the Luo groups.

My research supports the hypotheses of  Glickman and others by providing 
concrete examples of  Luo history and habitation. It also clarifies that habitation 
forms changed because of  outside pressures from an overwhelming colonial 
power.

Today, the hedges of  living compounds are surrounded by trees to create a 
fence, but people formerly lived in strong forts with stone walls that reached 
heights of  6 or 7 m. A large cultural gap separates the people of  the area and 
outsiders such as me. The scene of  village life today differs from those painted by 
the reminiscences of  the elders and the ruins of  stone enclosures. Thus, later 
changes in Luo habitation forms described in interviews, such as the present-day 
detailed rules about the positioning of  residences and burial spots according to 
rank in the dala, are comparatively new customs14.

Furthermore, as exemplified by the Otieno case concerning where a man 
should be buried, a major principle is that a Luo man’s dala depends on his 
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relationship to his father and is a tool for asserting Luo identity. This was strongly 
supported not only among the Luo and others of  Nairobi but also among the 
people of  Luyia, which adjoins Luoland (Matsuda, 1996). Even if  the land has 
been purchased gradually in recent years, people who have the idea that dala can be 
built are relatively few in any local village, instead they are expanding from 
urbanized areas to the southern part of  Luoland and even to Kisumu city. 
Therefore, according to the current situation, the Luo will have to change their 
definitions of  who can reside within a dala, the form of  habitation and even the 
concept of  the dala, to which a Luo returns again and again.

Additional Remarks 
The field data forming the basis of  this study were collected with the cooperation 
of  Oswald Timoty Midira, who is of  the same age as me, and a younger friend 
named Joseph Obonyo Odhiambo. Both of  these individuals were of  great help 
when I was conducting the fieldwork in Luoland. Most regrettably, Timothy 
passed away at the age of  29 in 2001, and Obonyo at the age of  31 in 2004. I would 
like to express my extreme gratitude for their unflagging cooperation, and I wish 
to pray for their peace from the bottom of  my heart. 

N ote 
(1) It is also referred to as pacho. The word “dala” may also be of  Bantu origin. 
(2) When researching the historical background, Father Crazzolala’s (1950) article was 

helpful. After independence, Kenyans themselves undertook studies of  their history. 
Although this is regarded as the discovery of  Luoism and the establishment of  their 
identity as “Luo”, a work describing the history of  the Liberal Democratic Party by 
Ogot and Malo makes reference to oral tradition and archaeological research findings. 
Furthermore, elite Luo men have audiotaped their oral histories, recording their 
genealogies beginning with the founders of  the Luo. However, these recordings 
indicate that after colonization, the Luo were not influenced by external factors, and 
the recordings are thus unhelpful in determining how the habitation forms changed. 

(3) It is thought that the Luo followed the same process in the formation of  their ethnic 
consciousness as the Isuha, who adjoined the Luo, and were researched by 
Nakabayashi (1984). 

(4) Northcote (1908), a colonial official, observed, “I think that it is highly likely that this 
cattle village will be lost when this point also governs this district”. After this 
comment, the villages were unified. 

(5) “Homa Bay” and “Karung” are the names of  small lakeshore towns where post 
offices and open markets are located. 

(6) Those who become the chief  and the assistant chief  are required to have been born 
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on the land. The chief  cannot earn this role only by seniority in the village because 
knowledge of  Kenyan ways and literacy is required of  clan elders. 

(7) This ohinga consists of  four enclosures and is located near the summit of  a steep 
incline at 0°39' S and 34°20' E. A plateau for farming is reported to be located 
nearby (Lofgren 1967:28, 87). 

(8) This is a conceptual figure based on physical surveys. The portion hidden by bushes 
was surveyed as extensively as possible, and others observed the arrangement of  
each framework within the stone wall and complemented the observations with 
estimates of  measurements. 

(9) Beginning in 1990, some of  the ohinga stones were broken up to construct a road.  
Therefore, the remaining wall is much lower than when it was built. 

(10) The information on taxes of  the time can be confirmed. According to Hailey 
(1938:570-574), “the Hut Tax Regulations of  1901 imposed a tax of  2 rupees, raised 
in 1902 to 3 rupees… combined hut and poll tax was applied throughout the 
territory by Ordinance 2 of  1910. In 1920, the maximum was raised to 10 rupees. 
The shilling currency was introduced in 1922; the general rate was fixed at 12 
shillings. However, such taxation was a very heavy burden for the natives; the 
standard rate has also been modified to meet local conditions. There were also 
discussion about the wives and widows”. 

(11) This information is based on personal communication with Prof. Hieda. 
(12) The colonial government advanced a policy that confined the people of  Africa to 

their “native place of  residence”. The government drew up further plans to tackle 
agricultural improvement in a “native designated place” to expand employment 
opportunities within a village, i.e., “The Swynnerton Plan”, in 1954. This plan 
established the private land ownership system and market-crop cultivation. The 
2,600,000-British-pound fund could be invested over five years from 1956, and the 
plan was implemented and developed in the Kikuyu land of  the central state. Land 
division was also fixed. In this way, land reform in Kenya became linked to the land 
tenure of  a tribal community following the end of  the colonial period. There are 
few examples of  this in sub-Saharan Africa (Hanzawa, 1993). 

(13)This was related to the narration about a Wanga kingdom reported by Matsuda 
(2002). 

(14) For example, there is a report of  an old custom of  “Luo people burying the dead in 
the house” (1906). However, because there is also a report of  an old man was not 
buried according to established norms because the inside of  the ohinga was too 
narrow, it is unknown whether there are any detailed rules about burial. 
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