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labour and his alleged accomplice was jailed for fiteen 
133

fifteen months. As a former policeman Yâ es was probably 
under no illusions as to the possible consequences of 
his actions. Moreover, Hargreaves had appointed him an 
overseer,which involved considerable trust on an employer's 
part. The incident involving Cunningham was probably a 
calculated act of vengeance rather than just a bungled 
burglary.

The colonial judicial system was an important
institution of racial domination. As the African population
in Trans Nzoia increased, the colonial administration
was confronted with the problem of routinely enforcing
law and order over various ethnic communities. The Trans
Nzoia Central Native Tribunal was formally established
on 9 September 1933 by the acting Native Commissioner.
Subject to supervision by the District Commissiqner,it had no

only ^
criminal jurisdiction, covering/ civil cases involving
amounts not exceeding shs. 2000. President of the
tribunal was paid five shillings per sitting and each
member received three shillings per sitting. They sat

were
in Kitale on Sundays and/cirawn from the main ethnic groups 
in the district

Criminal jurisdiction remained with European courts 
and the Native Tribunal functioned as a de facto tool of 
social catharsis with virtually no real power. African 
crime was regarded as inevitable and, therefore, an 
administrative problem. During 1940, for example, the
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"the great volume of petty criminal cases" were cleared
with the help of bi-monthly visits by the Eldoret Resident
Magistrate and weekly visits by the Kapenguria District 

137Officer. Decisions of these courts were informed by
the belief that justice was racially defined, with Africans

' 13 8being on the lower scale of humanity.

The expansion of European settlement in Trans Nzoia
and Uasin Gishu districts had resulted in an increase

139 ,
in chest ailments among farm workers. Settler disinterest
in the welfare of their employees was paralleled by the
callousness of Uasin Gishu railway contractors. By 1922,
an annual death rate of 83 per 1000 was being experienced
in the construction camps, prompting the Secretary of
State for the Colonies to order an enquiry into labour 

i 40conditions. Labour lines on Trans Nzoia farms were
Vremarkably insanitary in 1926. No African hospital existed

in the district. In the absence of adequate treatment,
141malaria was common and venereal disease was rampant.

Cannolly, Medical Officer of Health,appraising
the question of poor housing in the African Location of
Kitale,felt that in the absence of security of tenure,

14 2few Africans would invest in building better houses. 
Conditions continued to worsen as the township population
increased. Housing provided by private employers in the
location was described as being "extremely bad"^^
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and government dwellings were considered "disgraceful"*^
The Kitale Township Committee had solicited the Government
for money to develop on African housing scheme. In
response, the acting Commissioner for Lands observed
that employers were responsible for providing decent housing
and if they preferred renting accomodation it was the

145township committee's respnsibility to provide this.
The matter remained unresolved with housing sanitation and
medical facilities remaining deplorable. Even Kirkwood
was compelled to admit in the Legislative Council that "the
conditions obtaining at that native hospital in Kitale

146are a disgrace to the Colony." Following the outbreak
of war and an influx of labour conscripts and soldiers,
the incidence of syphillis and gonorrhea in Kitale rose
rapidly and African elders called for the establishment
of a venereal disease clinic. Eventually a room was
rented from a local businessman,Sheikh Abdul^Rehman bin
Mohamed,by the Officer Commanding 97 Pioneer Corps,

147which was then based in Kitale.

Squatter. families cultivated subsistence crops 
like maize, sweet potatoes, sugar-cane millet and beans, 
besides keeping cattle. They were usually not economically 
dependent upon European employers. Wage labourers., in 
contrasty were men who relied on their employers to provide 
food and shelter, besides a wage. Consequently, they
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were more frequently exposed to social and economic hardship 
which they could not mitigate. This distinction blurred
over time as squatters were subjected to more restrictions.
It can be argued, however, that wage labourers bore the brunt
of the farm labour system to a significant extent. Following
a maize shortage in the Colony for example, the Defence
(Employers maize Ration) Regulations, enacted on 5 February 

14 91943 reduced maize rations to 1| lb, per day and 
this was promptly implemented in Trans Nzoia. The 2 lb.

1 50
ration was eventually restored in the district in October.

The rate of desertions remained high, with farmers
trying to "lock up" labour on short term contracts.
During the war years conscripts were often sent to farms
around the district for three or four months, during weeding
and harvesting periods and then detained in Kitale labour

1 51 ^camp until they were required again. In effect, 
labourers were unable to complete their work tickets within 
the stipulated period because of settler connivance with 
government labour officers.

Over the years African labour had worked under 
difficult conditions. Significantly, it was among the 
Bukusu squatters, who had experienced a marked economic 
decline under colonialism,that initial signs of overt 
political organization were to be found. The implementation

14*
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of a postwar European settlement scheme along the
Kamukuywa river was, in particular, bitterly resented.
Under the auspices of the Bukusu Union, they continued
to lay claim to alienated land adjoining the Bukusu reservê
and Dini ya Msambwa drew many adherents from among Africans
who had experienced settler domination in Trans 

153
Nzoia district.

S'
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CONCLUSION

The history of European settlement in East, 
Central and Southern Africa has emphasised the sig­
nificance of racial domination within its social, 
political and economic contexts. In Southern 
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), L.H. Gann and P. Duigpan 
pointed out that:

the frontier farmers' racial outlook was 
usually of the harshest. His own life 
was tough, and all too often his interests 
seemed to clash with those of black peo­
ple. The farmers' cash economy competed 
with tribal economies for unskilled 
labour and often also for land, the basic 
means of production on which they both 
depended.^

In Kenya racial conflict was presumably intensified
2by the South African origins of many settlers.

This assumption obscures the significance of Euro­
pean domination by emphasising the concept of plural

3racial interests. Whereas the colonial situation 
encompassed various racial groups, there was never 
any doubt about white predominance, and government 
policy was informed by this axiom. Consequently, 
competition for economic resources between Euro­
pean farmers and African peasants and squatters 
was mediated by the colonial state, with public
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resources being diverted into bolstering the settler 
economy. Hence the relationship between European 
and African was inherently unequal. J

Racial domination on the ground was not an 
abstraction. In Trans Nzoia district social and 
economic divisions within the European community 
soon became secondary to the essential need to promote 
racial solidarity. This pattern was particularly 
marked during periods of economic crisis and transi­
tion in the 1920s and 1930s, when the overriding 
priority remained the survival of the predominantly 
British settler community.

Government officials in the district sided
with the settlers on most questions and the formation

%

of Trans Nzoia District Council provided an alternative 
political forum to the less formal farmers association. 
Within the district, politics involved farming problems 
and contributions by district representatives in the 
Legislative Council and Convention of Associations 
were often related to local issues. The "small man" 
issue of the early 1920s,which contrasted frontier 
farmers with earlier, more established settlers, 
underlined the in situ perspective of many Europeans 
in the district.

This same perspective shaped racial relations.

r



218

Most settlers had entered Trans Nzoia expecting to 
recruit cheap African labour and their outlook 
rarely transcended the concept of Africans as 
"hewers of wood and drawers of water". European 
excesses and appalling labour conditions were 
concomittant to this. Indeed, it is evident that 
the African experience within the settler domain 
was often one 01 unmitigated subordination to 
European individual and group interests.

The period covered by this case study repre­
sents , therefore, a crucial episode in Kenya's colonial 
history. Over the years European farming underwent 
very little change and closer settlement was not 
implemented. Eventually, events proved that the 
community could only survive on colonial government 
largesse and the outbreak of War in 1939 provided 
a respite for many settlers from the monotony faf 
monoculture and financial hardship . Patriotic 
fervour was in vogue again but the significance 
of the war years lay in changes wrought to European 
agricultural production. By 1945 price regulation 
and forced labour had made Trans Nzoia a major 
centre for commercial agriculture.

Ultimately the success of European farming 
in the district depended on its integration into 
the colonial economy, with the settlers remaining
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subject to events taking place elsewhere. For 
many of the soldier settler generation, the inter 
war years were marked by unfulfilled promise. As 
time took its toll, the community contracted 
slowly. Racial supremacy was the hallmark of this 
community's existence and in this respect it left 
an indelible mark. In the final analysis, however, 
European settlement in Trans Nzoia did not fulfill 
the expansive goals of its progenitors.

This study has dwelt on the local history 
of one district in the White Highlands. The 
historical context, however, is Kenya's colonial 
history during the inter war years. Racial,socials 
political and economic conflicts and contradictions 
during the period underlined the impact of European
settlement in the country. The broad course of

Vevents has been depicted in the literature, with 
recent interpretations emphasising the settlers' 
client relationship with the colonial state. While 
many generalisations made by this "underdevelopment" 
genre are reasonably accurate, divisions within the 
European community have remained obscure. In 
essence, this lacuna is attributable to undue stress 
on the settler as a political animal in the colonial 
arena and, consequently, the background to white 
social, political and economic life has been overlooked.
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The contention of this thesis is that Euro­
peans in the Highlands were primarily farmers, their 
technical incompetence notwithstanding. Their imme­
diate problems, therefore, had to do with farming 
issues like crops, livestock and labour. They 
sought to determine the resolution of these issues 
in their favour and identified this common interest 
in racial terms. Differences between farmers within 
one district, between farmers in different districts, 
between growers of different crops and leaders in 
Nairobi were usually based on diverse rural interests. 
A significant exception to this trend was the cultu­
ral dichotomy which emerged between Briton and Boer, 
but the latter were never a major threat to British 
predominance.

Similar case studies would contribute towards
V

resolving Unanswered questions about settlers in 
Kenya and go some way towards decyphering myths.
This would remove interpretation of the history of 
the white immigrant community from the realm of pre­
sumption and allow for a more objective analysis of 
the settlers diverse social and national origins,why 
they came to Kenya, what their impact was and how 
they failed to establish a self-governing settler 
state.
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