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Kisumu Museum staff pose for a photograph with the new ISO certificate 

 

Editorõs Note 
 

The splendid breath -taking Thimlich Ohinga Cultural Landscape is the main feature in this 

issue. Many of us have heard and know n Macalder Mines, yet few of us know anything about 

Thimlich Ohinga which is a òstone throw away ó from the gold mines. The marvelous site of 

Thimlich Ohinga is an important destination not only to tourists interested with the 

Western tourism circuit , but also to all people who habour an interest in heritage , f or it is 

an interrupted gold mine for heritage enthusiast s. 

 

Yes, in concurrence  with Mc Carter  J ., CEO and President of The Field Museum Chicago, òin 

todayõs world of global reach and enormous governmental and business ògigantism,ó museums 

are small. Yet their impact in education, science, environmental unders tanding and culture is 

enormousó. Thus in k eeping in step with the vision of continuously improving  Kisumu Museum, 

this edition also highlights a number of developments , r anging from trainings, workshops , 

upcoming exhibition, community invol vement in heritage manageme nt  and infrastructural 

developments.  

 

In order to make our museums develop , you are encouraged to send heritage  contributions, 

comments and questions always! 

 

Wycliffe Oloo 

The Editor 
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In this issue: 
-Kisumu Museum 
receives NMKĴs 
ISO certificate. 
-Thimlich Ohinga 
Cultural Lanscape, 
a gem! 
-Fort Ternan Pre-
historic site 
attracts the 
attention of the 
local community. 
 
...and much more 
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Know Your Heritage 
 
Thimlich Ohinga Cultural Landscape, a gem! 
Thimlich Ohinga Cultural Landscape (TOCL) is a fourteenth-century stone-built complex enclosure, 
representing a traditional stone-  wall construction that characterized the early settlement of the Lake Victoria 
Basin.  It is located 181km south of Kisumu town, in Migori County and one can easily access the magnificent 
site either through Migori town or Homa Bay town. 
 
According to the oral traditions, periodic occupation of the Thimlich Ohinga by different Luo groups has been 
the norm over centuries. Kabuoch-KachiengĴ, were the first Luo Nilotic group to occupy the structures in the 
late seventeenth century. They even extended the stone enclosures by building others further uphill. However, 
they abandoned the structures on hearing of prospects of better land elsewhere. The site thus fell into the 
hands of Kanyamkago group led by Chief Ndisio, who was a powerful magician, as they expanded their 
territory southwards. Chief Ndisio eventually established his headquarters across River Kuja, some 20km away 
from Thimlich Ohinga and controlled much of the region including Thimlich Ohinga. Controlling such an 
expansive territory particularly land across the mighty River Kuja was a big challenge and could not be 
sustained for long. Soon Thimlich Ohinga region fell into the hands of the Kadem, another Luo group that was 
also expanding southwards from Ragunda settlement in the present-day Karungu area. ĶFor reasons that are 
not clear, the Kadem people later handed over the site to the Kanyamwa Luo group who occupied the site until 
the beginning of twentieth century during the colonial period.ķ Nonetheless, they continued to use the 
structures for diverse functions while not living within them. 
 
Football Pitch! 
TOCL covers a total of 52 acres, on a gently sloping 
dense indigenous forested hill facing an open valley 
and grassland. Nestled within the dense forest are 
enormous circular dry stone-wall enclosures spread 
over the hill. There are four main stone-wall 
enclosures each roughly the size of a football pitch! 
With the outer compound wall standing at 2.5 to 
3.5m high. Each structure has at least almost uniform 
main entrance on its down-slope side measuring 
between 1.0m and 1.5m.  Hence they could be used by 
one individual livestock or person at a time for 
security reasons. The main enclosures are namely KochiengĴ, Kakuku, Koluoch and Kokech. Attached to the 
northern wall of KochiengĴ enclosure is a blacksmith area, which is considered a deliberately designated 
industrial zone. This site is characterized with mounds of slag, refuse and pottery. Bao game is also curved on 
a nearby rock.  
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Within each massive stone 
structure are smaller enclosures 
that were probably used as 
cattle kraals. KochiengĴ 
enclosure has six of these while 
the others have at least one. In 
addition to the kraals, the 
enclosures also contain external 
support ramps and buttresses 
against the walls. This clearly 

showcases the ingenuity of the people who constructed the ohingni (enclosures). Moreover, between the 
enclosures are passageways and corridors lined with low walls of stones and within the enclosures are 
depressions that have been identified as house pits.  
 

 
Unique architecture 
 

Thimlich OhingaĴs outstanding architectural uniqueness led 
to its recognition and gazettement as a national monument 
in 1981. The stone structures have no dug foundation. 
Therefore in order to maintain stability, the base of the wall 
is built of larger blocks.  
 
The walls were built in two phases joined with an infill. All 
the stones used were undressed blocks of various shapes and 
sizes; hence they were meticulously selected and placed to 
inter- lock without any bonding mortar or cement.  How 

long it took the people to construct the walls is any oneĴs guess! 
 
 
The magnificence and layout of this cultural 
facility leads to the question of how it was used. 
The general outlook points to uses that went 
beyond the confines of the current boundaries 
of the site. In its construction, it developed as a 
village complex, becoming a home to the 
earliest settlers in a region hitherto unoccupied.  
 
As a village complex, it became a power base 
from which territorial conquests into 
neighbouring areas were conducted. It was an administrative center from which leadership consultations and 
labour organizations were carried out.  
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Other activities such as exchange of goods and trade, organization and control of agricultural activities 
including animal husbandry, the offering of sacrifices and prayers to the supreme beings, co-ordination and 
settling of new immigrants and the manufacturing of required goods were all centred at the site. Elements of 
these activities are archaeologically visible. The site therefore functioned as a small urban centre combining 
administrative, social welfare and economic activities or functions. The functions were repetitive until the last 
groups occupying the site broke from the traditions after colonial rule interfered with much of the traditional 
patterns. The abandonment of the site then became inevitable, leaving it as a place for occasional visits to get 
in touch with the ancestral spirits. 
 
Historical and contemporary significance 
Archaeological materials and unique features are found within and around the enclosures. The site also is one 
of the few areas where natural vegetation still survives. It is a source of medicinal herbs that are harvested by 
the community. Its scientific potential has attracted researchers from the fields of archaeology, history, 
geology, conservation and botany. The site is also listed on the World Monuments Watch List of a hundred 
most endangered sites in the world reflecting on its international recognition. 
 
In a nutshell, the site has historical as well as contemporary significance to the community, which continues 
to interact with it. It also has research potential that calls for the attention of relevant researchers or scientists. 
The spectacular dry stone-walls set against the background of the natural landscape consisting of flora and 
fauna, and their preservation through the centuries is a significant aesthetic feature. All these carry elements 
of economic value, which is increasingly becoming important as the site undergoes restoration and 
infrastructural development. 
 
TOCL features in the (United Nation Education Scientific and Cultural Organization) UNESCO World Heritage 
Tentative List and the process of nominating it into UNESCOĴs World Heritage List is in top gear.  Recently in 
August 2012, a team lead by Dr. Hassan Wario, The Director, Museums Sites and Monuments, carried out 
final documentation of the cultural landscape with a view to developing a proposal for its enlistment into 
UNESCOĴs World Heritage List. This will also give TOCL an international recognition. 
 
Facilities upgraded 
Already a number of facilities have been upgraded at the 
site, while continuous improvement on other visitorsĴ 
facilities is in progress.  A traditional Luo homestead that 
was constructed in the early 1980Ĵs next to the main 
ohinga as an exhibition, is being revitalized and the grass-
roofed houses are being re- thatched.   
 
The ticket office, located at the entrance to the cultural 
landscape, which also serves both as an information centre 
and ticket sales point, is being re-stocked with relevant 
visitorsĴ information. A documentation centre is currently 
under construction at the site and will in future serve visitors to the site especially students, the locals and 
researchers.  
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 Interpretation panels and information signages have been 
installed at the site courtesy of Archeaological Institute of 
America. Already a nature trail that meanders through the 
indigenous forest has been demarcated and visitors can 
enjoy their  walk while communing with nature. In addition, 
a camp site location has been demarcated and ready for 
landscaping.  
 
Other major infrastructural facilities such as drilling of a 
bore hole at the site and building an eco- lodge are 
hampered by inadequate funds, but plans are still in the pipe 

line. These developments will surely make TOCL an ideal place for that peaceful get-away! 
 

News from the Region 
 

ISO Certificate reaches Kisumu Museum! 
It was Kisumu MuseumĴs turn to receive the ISO certificate awarded to the National Museums of Kenya 
(NMK). NMK had earlier conducted a series of internal and external audits in major museums across the 
country. This contributed to NMKĴs qualification for re-certification by Bureau Veritas. The certificate was 
handed to NMK in September 2012.  

 
Speaking during the handing of the certificate to Kisumu Museum, Ms Stella Nyambariga, the Planning 
Officer, thanked Kisumu Museum staff for their effort and cooperation that contributed to the re-certification 
of NMK. Ms Nyambariga presented the certificate on behalf of the Director General, Dr Idle Farah, and the 
Management Representative, Dr Charles Lange. Mr Caleb Oduol, speaking on behalf of the Senior Curator, 
challenged the staff to continue maintaining the standards and apply the ISO procedures in their daily 
routines. 
 
Progress for the ĳmusic and legendsĴ exhibition 
A team of exhibits designers from NMK led by the lead designer for the exhibition, Mr. Samson Malaki, spent 
3 days at Kisumu Museum to pre- install the exhibition. The exercise involved placement of panels where texts 
and objects would be mounted, and fine- tuning the art-work done on the murals.  

 
ĳMusic and legends exhibitionĴ is an exhibition which 
seeks to present music and legends as a window to 
communicate to the world on the rich heritage of people 
living in the expansive Lake Victoria basin in the western 
part of Kenya. The diversity of cultures in the Lake 
Victoria basin comprises the Abaluhyia, Abasuba, Luo, 
Nandi, Kipsigis, Abakuria, Teso, Sabaot, and Abagusii.  
 
The overall objective of the exhibition is to make the 
public learn and appreciate the heritage of the Kenyan 
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people of the Lake Victoria Basin, through their music and legends, both traditional and contemporary. The 
exhibition is expected to open its doors to the public in the month of November 2012. 

 
A rare gestureļ 
Fort Ternan Pre-historic site 
has attracted the attention of 
the local community leaders. 
In an unprecedented move, the 
area Member of Parliament, 
Hon. Magerer LangĴat, in the 
company of the area Chief, Mr 
Sammy Salem, paid a visit to 
the site and expressed interest 
and support in having the site 
improved to facilitate visits by 
the public. In a rare gesture, 
Hon. LangĴat wished- for some 
activities that would change 
the face of the site. 
 
It is against this background 
that a consultative forum was 
organized on Friday 28th 

September 2012. The forum was attended by participants from the 
local community and representatives from Kisumu Museum.  
 
During the forum, a number of proposals were discussed and adopted. 
A steering committee was also elected to oversee the implementation 
of the proposed activities. Kisumu Museum, as a stake holder, was co-
opted in the committee to give technical support.  
 
Some of the proposed activities that the committee will be working on 
include improvement of the access road linking the site to the tarmac 
road (Muhoroni-Fort Ternan road) and fencing of the site. Already 
KES 1.2 million has been set aside for these activities from Kipkelion 
Constituency Development Fund (CDF) kitty. Work on the access road 
is expected to start before November 2012. 
 
Fort Ternan Pre-historic site is famous for the study of pre-history, as 
evidenced by numerous fossil remains. The site is renowned for the 
discovery of Kenyapithecus wickeri, a fossil ape, by Louis Leakey in 
1961.

 
Training/Workshops 
¶ The Getty East Africa Programme (GEAP) Workshop for Education Officers (September 17th ı  21st, , 

2012) 
This was a one week training workshop that drew education staff from museums in Kenya and Uganda. It was 
the first phase and second hub training for education officers. The first hub was conducted in Fort Jesus 
between 10th and 14th September 2012. The GEAP training is aimed at developing capacities in museums in 
East Africa. 
 
¶ Public Image, Customer Service and Etiquette (September 24th, 2012) 

This was a one day workshop organized to help staff improve on their grooming and customer service skills. 
The workshop was facilitated by Derek Bbanga from Public Image Africa Consultancy. 
 
¶ Interpretation Workshop for Jaramogi Oginga Odinga Mausoleum and Museum JOOMM (September 

24th ı 25th, 2012) 
This two day workshop was conducted at (JOOMM). The objective of the workshop was to develop an 
interpretation of the story line for an exhibition for JOOMM, identify gaps in the storyline and chart way 
forward for the installation of the exhibition. The workshop was attended by top NMK public programmes 
officers from Nairobi and Kisumu led by the Assistant Director, Western Region, Dr Isaya Onjala, and the 
Coordinator for Public Programmes, Mr Daniel Mitei. 
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¶ Mathematics in Historic Environment [September 2nd -  8th, 2012] in Kalmar Sweden. 
The six day workshop was organized by Linnaeus University, Department for Computer Science, Physics and 
Mathematics, and Kalmar Lans Museum. The workshop was part of the ongoing collaboration between 
National Museums of Kenya, Kalmar Lans Museum, Kenyatta University and Linnaeus University on 
mathematics education in the historic environment. 
 
The project aims at, among other things, developing a closer connection between community life and 
education, using experience from the local community in the formal education. Ms Phoebe Awiti attended this 
workshop, representing the National Museums of Kenya.  Kisumu Museum has been selected as one of the two 
pilot sites for the project alongside, Ingurunet in Maralal (Samburu District). The first site planning meeting 
for Kisumu Museum is expected to take place in January 2013.  

 

 

Did you know? 
 
Kisumu Museum holds, in its collection, the biggest Nile Perch ever caught from Lake Victoria! The fish was 
caught by fishermen from Usoma Beach in 1976 and handed over to the Department of Fisheries. The 
Department of Fisheries later handed it over to Kisumu Museum in 1986 for exhibition. It weighed 
approximately 370 pounds (180 kg) and measured approximately 2 metres. 

 
Words of wisdom 
 

 At his best, man is the noblest of all animals; separated from law and justice he is the worst. 
Aristotle, philosopher, 4th century BC 

 
 I am not afraid of an army of lions led by a sheep; I am afraid of an army of sheep led by a lion. 

Alexander the Great, 4th century BC 
 
 

Curatorial tips 
 

What should I do, if I come across an archaeological finding? Should I dig up the whole 

thing and take it to the nearest museum?   This was a question asked by Mzee Zephonia Atudo of 
Nyatike District. It is a situation many people have encountered without knowing exactly what to do.  
 
Conservation Archaeologists are of the view that we should NOT dig up findings. This should be left to 
professionals. Instead, one should secure the area, so that no one tampers with it, and report the finding to the 
nearest museum.   
 
The notion is that we should avoid digging by any cost so as not only to avoid interfering with the object, but 
also in order not to tamper with its matrix (the physical material which archaeological objects are located) 
More often conservative archaeologists emphasize that if possible, it is better to analyze what has already been 
excavated and that sites should be preserved, especially because our techniques today are probably very crude 
compared with what will be available in the future. However, if an excavation must take place then this 
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should absolutely be left to professionals, Archaeologists or Palaeontologists, (Persons who study forms of pre-
existing life as represented by the fossils of plants, animals and other organisms) to carry out the excavation..  

 Canõt find an answer to a curatorial question? Ask the Senior Curator ! 

Staff corner 
 
6 staff had their terms translated from casual to contract. The six staff included Jared Oyare, Nesbit Adongo, 
Benjamin Mukhwana, Joel Nyapala, Hanigraph Oyugi and John Jagongo. 3 other staff (Charles Aongo, Osborn 
Ndolo and Evans Asuga) were upgraded after successfully completing the various courses they were 
undertaking. Mr Pius Olima was transferred from Institute of Primate Research (IPR) to Kisumu Museum as 
Senior Security Guard. 
 
To the editor 
 
Feedback on the first e-newsletter for Kisumu Museum 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

All on notice! 
Congratulations to Kisumu Museum for 
setting the pace and blazing the trail.  
Nairobi National Museum, Fort Jesus, 
Gede, Kitale, Meru, Lamu, Karen Blixen et 
al..... you are all on notice to keep in step 
with Kisumu. 
Well done Kisumu and Bwana Oloo. 
Dr. Idle Omar Farah, Director General 
 

Breaking the groundļ.. 
Congratulations for breaking this new 
ground! This is well done and please keep 
it up! E-Newsletters are the way to go and 
I will encourage that all Regional 
Museums have this kind of initiative to 
showcase what they do. Exchange of 
information is very important in this 
information age and society. 
You have done us proud. 
Julius Kiriga, Multimedia Manager & Ag. 
DDCA 
 
 

Showing the wayļ 
Congratulations and encouraging words 
are in order for Kisumu Museum for 
leading and showing the way. 
Dr Ali Adan Ali, Senior Research Scientist 
& Head, Phytochemistry and 
Environmental Research 
 

Resourceful staff! 
This publication is a testament to how 
resourceful staff at Kisumu Museum have 
become.  You have set the pace! 
Congratulations and keep up the 
innovative spirit. 
 
Steven Cheche, Director, Administration 
and Human Resource 
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Pictorial 
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A tool for communication 
Congratulations, Kisumu 
Museum, for coming up with 
the Quarterly Newsletter. It will 
be a tool to communicate the 
activities and other things found 
within your many satellite 
stations. It should, therefore, be 
all inclusive, informative and 
interesting. 
Keep up the good work. 
Dr. Isaya O. Onjala, Assistant 
Director, Western Region 

 I would like to access your 
newsletter. Congratulations in 
advance. 
 Damaris Rotich, Curator Karen 
Blixen House 
 

I wish to congratulate you for a 
job well done. You have indeed 
given us a challenge. 
Keep it up. 
Kiziili Chole, Curator, 
Kapenguria Museum 
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