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DEDICATION

To
my father for his provision of a wealth of information that enabled
the writing of this book.

INTRODUCTION

How can an ethnic minority that makes up
0.06% of the world's population came to dominate most of the
world’s long-distance races? A question that needs an
answer!

The Kalenjin live primarily in Kenya. They
are an ethnic grouping of eight culturally and linguistically
related groups or "sub-tribes": the Kipsigis, Nandi, Tugen, Keiyo,
Marakwet, Pokot, Sabaot (who live in the Mount Elgon region, which
is on the Kenya/Uganda Boarder), and the Terik. There are also
smaller tribes associated with the Kalenjin who are still fighting
for recognition as a separate dialect from the rest. These are the
Sengwer, found in the Cherang’any Hills and the Agiek who ive in
Kenya’s Rift Valley Forests. The Kalenjin present-day homeland is
Kenya's western highlands (the white highlands) and the Rift
Valley, not the province but as in the true Rift Valley.

Kalenjin translates roughly to "I tell you or
I am telling you." The name has played a crucial role in the
construction of this relatively new ethnic identity among formerly
independent, but culturally and linguistically similar tribes. The
origin of the name Kalenjin and the Kalenjin ethnic identity can be
traced to early as 1940s. The ones who coined the name were simply
seekers of identity in a foreign land as they spoke a language and
practiced traditions that were similar. The name later came to
represent a clear desire to draw political strength from greater
numbers as a result of unity.

WHO IS A KALENJIN

Beginning in the 1940s, individuals from
these groups who were conscripted into the Kings African Rifles
(KAR) for the World War II (1939–45) sought to use the term “Kale”
to identify themselves among the multi-nationals in the British
Army. During wartime radio broadcasts, an announcer, John
Chemallan, (from the Kalenjin) used the phrase kalenjok ("I tell
you," plural) to reach out to the Kalenjin community. Later,
individuals from these groups who were attending Alliance Boys High
School formed a "Kalenjin" club. Fourteen in number to be precise;
they constituted a distinct minority in this prestigious school in
an area dominated by another tribe, the Gikuyu. Alliance Boys High
School was a Christian Missionary situated in the Central Province
of Kenya, the nearness of the school to the Gikuyu community
enabled a majority of their boys to attend this school. Today,
Alliance Boys High School is a premium Public-National school in
Kenya. Far away from home, the ‘kalenjin boys, desired an outward
manifestation of identity and solidarity to distinguish them from
the boys from the other tribes in the school. These young high
school students formed what would become the future Kalenjin elite
in the country in the early post independence years. Credit goes to
these boys that formulated a name that has lived and stuck as it
were from the beginnings of time! The Kalenjin identity was then
consolidated with the founding of a Kalenjin Union in Eldoret in
1948, and the publication of a monthly magazine called Kalenjin in
the 1950s.

According to the Kenya's 2009 census, The
Kalenjin had a population of 4,967,328 people making it the third
largest group in Kenya. The Kalenjin speak Kalenjin languages as a
mother tongue. They belong to the Nilotic family. Nilots are
related to each other because of the River Nile. Kalenjin also
encompasses a language spoken in Tanzania the Akie and in Uganda
the. Sabaot who live on the slopes of Mt. Elgon. Due to this even
broader use of the term 'Kalenjin', it is common practice in
linguistic literature to refer to the languages of the Kenyan
Kalenjin peoples as the Nandi languages (the Nandi are a kalenjin
sub tribe living in Nandi Hills and its environs. The Nandi are
known for their eleven year resistance against the British
dominance in the early colonial days (1890- 1906), we shall discuss
this later in the narrative.

Some people have called the Kalenjin people
"the running tribe." Since the late 1960s, Kenyan men have earned
the largest share of major honours in international athletics
(track and field) at distances from 800 meters, 4 by 4 huddles, and
1,500 meters to the marathon; the vast majority of these Kenyan
running stars have been Kalenjin. From 1970s on, about 40% of the
top honours available to men in international athletics at these
distances (Olympic medals, World Championships medals, and World
Cross Country Championships) have been earned by Kalenjin. In
recent years, beginning in the 1980s, Kenyan women have become a
major presence in international athletics at the distances; most of
these women are also Kalenjin.

Amby Burfoot the editor of Runner's World
stated prior to 2008 Olympic Games that the odds of Kenya achieving
the success as they did at the 1988 Olympics were below 1: 160
billion. However, it was in the same Olympic Games of 2008 that
Kenya had an even more successful participation; this was
documented in the book “More Fire: How to Run the Kenyan Way” by
Toby Tanser.

The Kalenjin movement was not simply the
development of a people's identity. The British colonial government
supported the Kalenjin movement and sponsored the Kalenjin monthly
magazine of 1948 out of a desire to foster anti-Gikuyu sentiments
during the Mau Mau emergency. The Mau Mau movement was a mostly
Gikuyu-led revolt against British colonialism that provoked an
official state of emergency lasting from October 1952 to January
1960. It is a way of saying that while Kenyan tribes were unaware
in late 1800s, the Kalenjin were already resisting the British
rule. When a Kalenjin decides to support you, he will go all the
way! Once they had been defeated through the murder of their
King-Priest, the Kalenjin chose to work with the British, to learn
their ways and so on, more on this later.

Gikuyu conflicts both with the British and
with non-Gikuyu tribes (including the Kalenjin) factored in the
creation of Kalenjin solidarity and unity.

For the purpose of understanding this minor
tribe, we shall look at the structures of the Nandi sub-tribe,
whose dominance among the Kalenjin is well documented and felt.

The Nandi peoples have totems indicated
symbolically by an 'animal', which members claiming the totem could
not eat if it was an edible animal and these cuts across the
Kalenjin tradition. The identification by the totem helped prevent
inbreeding since marriage within the clan was forbidden. Clan
symbols (animal) range from birds, wild animals, frog and snake to
bees. Interestingly, the sun too is a clan symbol and is considered
an animal as the lion, which of course they share the same name,
‘Talai’. The famous Koitalel came from this clan. It is claimed
that the crested crane was the first animal allocated a family.
Hence it is regarded as the 'leader' and in child folk lore; this
is shown as the source of babies in a family. In the folk-lore, a
crane is depicted as the one who delivers babies to families. The
jackal is claimed to have been the last animal to be allocated and
comes along with several rules of favour this is to hide the fact
that it was the last. Across the Kalenjin community, it is said a
daughter will belong to another clan and will change her clan, but
she will remain the daughter of her people. She will bring up her
children to understand and do according to the clan of her
marriage, but in most cases, she will adopt the name of the animal
of her birth, e.g; (Teriki- elephant, Kabon- monkey, Tungo-Jackal,
etc). However, this was not found much among the Nandi as with the
Tugen, Marakwet and the Keiyo. A husband was not allowed to mention
the name of his wife which was given to her by her parents. In
place of this, she was given the name of her clan’s totem. Among
the Nandi, the woman was made a mother of someone before she even
bore a child, e.g Bot-Kiprandich, (pronounced Botiprandich). She
was a mother of an ancestor, willing her to be fruitful. Sometimes
the name was simply given her and she became “Taprandich”.

RITES OF PASSAGE

There
are three months-long school holidays in April, August, and
December. The first two coincide with peak periods in the
agricultural cycle and allow children of various ages to assist
their families during these busy times. April and August are also
cold and wet seasons. Rates of exposure would be high if initiation
rites are conducted also. The December holiday corresponds with
both Christmas and the traditional initiation ceremonies. December
is a warm period, and there is enough food and less farming
activities in the region where the Kalenjin reside.

For both males and females, becoming an adult
in Kalenjin society is a matter of undergoing an initiation
ceremony. The youths from the Kalenjin have always valued this rite
which to the Kalenjin anywhere in the world is a prestigious
undertaking. I have known of families who lived in America but came
to Kenya to allow their boys to undergo this rite. The initiation
ceremony is an elaborate affair for both male and female.
Traditionally, these were held about every seven to eight years
which coincided with the flowering of a particular tree which does
so only in circles of seven/eight years. Everyone undergoing
initiation, or tumdo thereby becomes a member of a named age-set,
or ibinda .

After male youths were circumcised, they were
secluded for lengthy periods during which they were instructed in
the skills necessary for adulthood. Today this seclusion takes only
an average of one month. In old days, after graduation, they would
begin a phase of warrior hood during which they acted as the
military force of the tribe. Elders provided guidance and
wisdom.

Today, age-sets have lost their military
function, but still provide bonds between men of the same set.
Female age-sets have lost much of their importance. Age-sets in
this period still play another major role in enhancing brotherhood
amongst those who were circumcised at the same time by the same
circumciser. In these regard you will find compatriots of the same
age helping those who might be tempted to engage in drug abuse and
the like. They encourage each other to be economically independent,
marry and raise a family as their fore fathers have done.

In the past, only people who had borne
children would be buried after death; the others would be taken out
to the bush and left to be eaten by hyenas. Today all Kalenjin are
buried, but not in cemeteries. People are returned to their farm,
or shamba, for burial. It is rare to find grave markers for graves
that are more than ten years old. The grave markers are often
wooden crosses for the Christian families. The family members,
friends, and neighbors know where the dead were laid to rest. You
might enter a compound and sit on a mount only to be informed that
you are sitting on a grave.

THE INITIATION CEREMONY

No
young boy undergoes any endurance test in preparation for
circumcision. Most boys are circumcised at the age of 12 to 17
years. The younger they are the better for them for quick
recuperation. During seclusion period, the boys are well fed. The
circumcision part is grueling but has no bearing to sports of any
sorts. The boys during their healing time which takes about seven
to fourteen days depending on the age are not allowed to walk in
haste or run. The seclusion place is actually a hospital facility
set up away from prying public eyes.

During this period, the boys are taught on
aspects of society. They were reminded that circumcision of the
mind is the most important, not that of the body. They leave the
seclusion having been taught about religion, society and self
esteem. Respect is a daily word in the seclusion. Sporting is an
activity that they come to enhance in the outside world. However,
they leave seclusion as functioning men of the society.
Circumcisers are professional people with certificates in medicine;
however, a few regions still use traditional circumcisers who have
been taught on the need of sterilized instruments.

The initiation ceremony still remains an
elaborate ceremony. No crude instruments like sticks whatsoever
were ever used in circumcision. Still in the past, instruments were
sterilized by use of hot coals before the circumcision. It is true
the boys are psyched not to flinch; however, the use of morphine
has become common though in regulated form by the elders. The
essence of the whole program is to make the young man realize the
prize of change from childhood to adulthood. For those who adhere
to the teachings they often turn to be leaders in society.

There is no bullying today perhaps that was
only in the past, but presently, the affair has dwindled down to a
near private matter between a few neighbours. The prowess of the
Kalenjin in running has nothing to do with circumcision per se. If
anything, then perhaps the discipline offered in seclusion is
extended to the field.

During seclusion, the initiates are not
allowed to bathe so that the wounds can dry effectively. To avoid
dirt, they smear their faces with special mud called ‘ngariet’.
This mud will soak away the sweat and keep sticky dirt away from
the skin. When the mud is rubbed away, it comes out with all the
dirt in powdery form. The skin is left as fresh and smooth as a
baby’s. Manners in his observation says that this enormous social
pressure placed on your ability to endure pain is actually great
training for a sport like running where "pushing through pain" is
so fundamental to success. "Circumcision," he says, "teaches kids
to withstand pressure and tolerate pain." He continues to say he
thinks there's a distinct advantage conferred on athletic kids who
grow up in a pain-embracing society, as opposed to a Western,
pain-avoiding one.

It's not a silver bullet
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