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Local Histories of International Development in 
Decolonizing Kenya: Using Oral Histories to 
Understand Global Connections 

W ilberforce Oyalo, a Kenyan secondary school graduate who joined the department 
of Settlement in 1963, traveled to Israel for training in the late 1960s. Joseph 

Juma Lukorito, a lab technician working at a Kenyan paper factory, traveled to Sweden 
and Germany in the 1980s and 1990s. While most rural Kenyans did not travel beyond 
the nation’s borders in the second half of the twentieth century, the world often came to 
them. Settlement schemes—which resettled Africans on land that colonial white settlers 
had appropriated—not only employed Oyalo, but also brought in volunteers and aid 
workers from Germany, the United States, the Netherlands, Norway, Japan, and more. 
Further, an Indian company owned the factory where Lukorito worked, and he 
interacted with the Indian management daily. In other words, development engendered 
the global circulation of people and ideas. Both those Kenyans who traveled abroad and 
those who stayed closer to home participated in these processes.    

International development history is a subfield of world history. This scholarship 
has highlighted international affairs, transnational organizations, mobile people, and 
global connections, centering on elite decision-makers, such as politicians and 
bureaucrats, whose ideas and policies transcended national borders. The international 
development historiography has relied primarily on discursive analysis of the written 
records of institutions, organizations, states, and individual technocrats. Development 
had national and transnational dimensions, certainly, but it was carried out locally. This 
article contends that granular, grounded sources, particularly oral histories, are integral 
to transnational historical research generally, and to international development history 
particularly. These sources give voice to those excluded from the archives, illustrate the 
multiple unique ways in which local and international spaces became entwined, and 
highlight the irreconcilable understandings and experiences of development’s impact.  

This article focuses on oral histories with rural Kenyan technocrats responsible 
for implementing development, Kenyan farmers who were the targets of development, 
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and American Peace Corps Volunteers placed in rural Kenya. Archival sources 
complement the oral histories. Written records were drawn from the Kenya National 
Archives, the Kennedy Library, Kenyan parliamentary debates, the United States 
National Archives and Records Administration, and the World Bank Archives. Relying 
on these sources, I reveal the many networks connecting global spaces, and I highlight 
dissonant perceptions of development. Though historical scholarship has often 
highlighted Western hegemony through the imposition of development ideologies, 
neither Kenyans nor other development targets were passive recipients. Further, the 
accounts presented here vary dramatically. The archival and oral record of Western 
institutions tend to depict their development programs as impactful, but the rural 
Kenyans interviewed neither emphasized the content of their trainings abroad nor 
recounted an important Western presence in their lives at home.  

Indeed, oral histories make clear that local practices and understandings of 
development diverged from the development plans and reports deposited in archives. 
Oral sources show that trainings – for Kenyan technocrats and for American volunteers 
– were neither particularly effective nor preparatory for the actual jobs they took on or 
the circumstances they encountered. They bring to life the experiences of Kenyans who 
traveled abroad, and of Americans who traveled to Kenya, offering unique insights into 
the local dynamics of development work. Oral histories with rural Kenyans reveal 
infrequent engagements with foreign development actors, as most were unaware that 
development volunteers and practitioners worked in their communities. Archival 
sources, on the other hand, frequently reflect the development theories behind the 
trainings rather than evaluating their practical use, and tend to embellish the impact of 
these programs. These sources are shaped not only by ideologies, but also, by the 
pressure to demonstrate efficacy in order to garner future funding. In relying largely on 
the written record, historians have unwittingly privileged this perspective. 

The following article is divided into four sections. The article begins with an 
exploration of the oral methods used for this research. From there, a background section 
provides context on international development and decolonization in mid-twentieth 
century Kenya. The third section draws primarily on the life histories of two Kenyans 
who traveled abroad for trainings. In the final part, I focus on oral histories with rural 
Kenyans who encountered Western aid workers, alongside oral histories of Peace Corps 
Volunteers.  

Oral History Methods 

Africanist scholars have long been at the forefront of oral historical methods and 
innovations, and the historiography has relied extensively on oral histories since its 
inception. In 1965, Jan Vansina argued that oral evidence could be reliable.  1

Subsequently, Africanist historians moved beyond oral tradition in the precolonial era to 
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utilize oral histories in the more recent African past, recognizing the bias of written 
records, particularly colonial archives. Luise White has deeply influenced the field of 
oral history, upending accepted methods, by arguing with her informants in order to 
“understand what is important enough … to defend.”  White repudiated the emphasis 2

on evaluating the accuracy of oral sources, instead, underscoring “divisions and 
tensions,” and rumors and gossip.  Following White’s interventions, historians have 3

continually developed original oral methods. Leroy Vail and Landeg White have drawn 
on oral performance in southern Africa to understand power and authority.  David 4

Cohen and Stephen Feierman have used oral history to critique the reliance on 
European categories and to draw attention to silences in the scholarship.  More 5

recently, Derek Peterson has questioned the division between “oral and literate culture,” 
Kenda Mutongi has written a historical ethnography, immersing herself in the local 
stories of a small community, and Jacob Dlamini has sought “neither to confirm nor to 
challenge” oral accounts, but to examine the “context, circumstances, and 
contingencies.”  6

Many of these works engage with global settings, largely through colonial 
interactions. However, much of the literature which falls more firmly into the category 
of “Africa and the World” does not rely as extensively on oral history. Indeed, some of 
the most influential histories of international development in Africa have not included 
oral histories as sources.  The global history and international development history 7

scholarship, as a whole, have been slow to integrate oral histories.  Yet, as Africanists 8

have been arguing for over a half-century now, oral histories are important historical 
sources, especially where vast power imbalances exist, and especially, because the 
archive is a site of a particular knowledge production and of erasure. While a substantial 
global scholarship has emphasized the epistemology of the archive, these findings have 
too rarely emboldened scholars to use oral sources in response.  9

This article draws on over a hundred oral histories collected at eight different 
sites in rural western Kenya, though it centers especially on the life histories of a handful 
of Kenyan men. Some of these men traveled abroad for trainings and some recounted 
engaging with Western aid workers in their villages. These life histories are 
complemented with oral historical research among a wider group of rural Kenyans, who 
did not travel abroad or emphasize encounters with Western development practitioners, 
and with the recorded oral histories of returned Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs) who 
were placed in rural Kenya during the 1960s and 1970s. This combination of oral 
histories highlights the numerous global networks connecting rural Kenya to the world, 
and demonstrates the multi-directional movement of people and ideas. These oral 
sources also reveal dissonant perceptions and accounts of development. Not only do 
PCV descriptions differ dramatically from rural Kenyan ones, but Kenyans who traveled 
abroad offered distinctive narratives of their experiences from that of the archival 
record. This dissonance should not be particularly surprising, and yet, by not seeking 
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out oral sources, historians of international development have, at times, privileged the 
viewpoints of Western aid workers and policymakers whose correspondence, reports, 
and plans are deposited in transnational institutional repositories and national archives. 

The interviews for this article took place on the border of Uasin Gishu District 
and Kakamega District in the western Rift Valley.  This highland region occupies a 10

contradictory place in Kenya’s development history. On the one hand, it has been semi-
peripheral to the economy and to the centers of power. Though the land is fertile, 
farmers cannot grow the reliably profitable crops of coffee and tea, and it sits distant 
from the capital of Nairobi. At the same time, during the colonial period, this region 
drew white settlers and, during decolonization in the early 1960s, it became a site of 
land resettlement and agricultural development. Development interventions brought 
foreign “experts,” and helped transform some residents into local technocrats. 

Image 1: Image of Lumakanda village, 2013, one site where the author conducted 
interviews. Photograph by the author. 

The Uasin Gishu-Kakamega border remains profoundly rural. The vast majority 
of interviewees were modest farmers, though some had previously worked off-farm in 
towns. Some were landowners, while others were squatters.  They ranged in age from 11
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about 60 to 100 years old, and came from the three predominant ethnic groups in the 
region: the Kalenjin (Nandi subgroup), the Luyia (primarily the Maragoli subgroup), 
and the Gikuyu.  More than half of the interviewees were women, but the life histories 12

presented here focus on men, simply because they possessed greater opportunities to 
travel abroad for trainings and were significantly more likely to interact with Western 
aid workers. Given this bias, I use gender as an analytic. Though certain programs 
targeted women, development represented a deeply male domain, with interventions 
aimed at men and development jobs generally reserved for men.  I interviewed only a 13

few former agricultural development officials, but they are disproportionately 
represented given the focus on international education and training.  

Development has been, and continues to be, a divisive issue in Kenya, 
particularly in this region, which has experienced much political violence related to land 
disputes.  This context shaped the oral research methodologies I employed, which 14

focused on collaboration and trust. For almost every interview, I worked with a local 
research assistant. Given that the western highlands are multi-ethnic, I worked with 
three different research assistants with different linguistic skills and local networks. 
Each research assistant introduced me to local people, provided translations, and served 
as my first sounding board for ideas about how to interpret our discussions. While 
collecting oral histories, I lived with a family who resided in one of the villages where I 
conducted interviews. I also made multiple visits to many of the people I interviewed, 
returning over the course of seven years, from 2012 to 2018. I visited some people three, 
four, or five times, gradually developing friendships, familiarity, and trust.  

When I began, I used a semi-structured interview guide designed to open up 
conversations about historical moments of local importance, while encouraging the 
people I spoke with to contextualize these events with their personal narratives. I drew 
on archival research—both that which was present and that which was absent from the 
written record—to craft questions. I began interviews with life histories to understand 
the background of the people I spoke with.  From life histories, I moved on to questions 15

about land settlement, agricultural production, and development programs in the 1960s, 
1970s, and 1980s. In particular, I tried to reconstruct how interviewees came to settle 
where they did, what types of crops they grew, what successes and failures they had as 
farmers, what assistance they received—from the government, from other institutions, 
and from their communities. I then asked questions about their social lives and local 
development—how the lives of men and women differed, how they sought access to 
education and health services, and how they participated in the development of their 
villages. Lastly, I asked more general questions about their understandings of 
development, citizenship, and nation-building in the decades after independence. My 
questions evolved over time, as I gained a better sense of the ways in which the people I 
spoke with understood their own histories. I often returned to follow up on new lines of 
inquiry or to seek further information about moments of critical importance. Generally, 
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these oral histories revealed that few rural Kenyans knew foreign aid practitioners 
worked in their region, but they also seldom encountered the overburdened more junior 
Kenyan officials tasked with providing them with agricultural services.  

When I interviewed former agricultural or development officials, my questions 
differed. I still began with life histories and utilized my archival findings to formulate 
questions. However, I focused especially on their jobs and their experiences working in 
land resettlement and agricultural development. At times, I used these interviews to try 
to better comprehend particular aspects of these byzantine programs. I also sought to 
understand officials’ quotidian lives, while exploring how they saw their role in the 
development apparatus and their relationship to the farmers with whom they worked. 
Lastly, I asked former development officials about how they conceptualized the 
outcomes of the various programs they participated in implementing. Unlike archival 
sources, which tend to focus on technical issues and bureaucratic procedure, oral 
histories expose the impact of trainings, the ideologies of officials, and their everyday 
experiences implementing development in local communities. 

I did not conduct the oral histories with Peace Corps Volunteers, which come 
from the Returned Peace Corps Volunteer Collection deposited in the John F. Kennedy 
Presidential Library (JFKL). The Kennedy library started soliciting materials from 
returned volunteers in 1989. The RPCV Oral History Archives Project (OHAP)—a 
collaborative effort between the Kennedy Library and the National Peace Corps 
Association—conducted most of the oral interviews. Though nearly 800 interviews have 
now been collected, I focus on five digitized oral histories with PCVs, who lived in Kenya 
during the 1960s and 1970s and who worked in settlement or agricultural development. 
Robert Klein, a returned PCV who served in Ghana from 1961 to 1963, conducted three 
of these interviews, while Evelyn Ganzglass, another returned PCV who was placed in 
Somalia from 1966 to 1968, conducted two. Certainly, it can be challenging to rely on 
oral histories conducted by others. The interviewer may focus on issues of little 
relevance to one’s research, while at the same time other questions of interest may go 
unanswered. Even so, these are lengthy interviews, which offer a great deal of insight 
into the early Peace Corps in Kenya and are invaluable sources, particularly when 
combined with rural Kenyan oral accounts and the archival record. 

As with archival documents, oral histories must be interpreted critically. I have 
sought in my writing to balance different accounts, and where these accounts conflict, to 
examine why. In some instances, Kenyans narrated oral histories that contradicted one 
another, or contradicted archival evidence. In other instances, Kenyans seemed to use 
the language of prevailing economic development ideologies. Neither source is 
privileged. With the former, Kenyans were often exposing the contours of postcolonial 
debates, articulating their dissatisfaction with development policy. With the latter, 
Kenyan technocrats were reproducing developmental discourses, which they had come 
to genuinely believe, and which they relied on to confirm and uphold their own claims to 
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expertise. Thus, while these oral histories are contentious and dissonant, following other 
scholars, I focus less on the accuracy of this information and more on what these 
disagreements, omissions, and recompositions reveal.  

The Context 

Kenya gained independence in a world increasingly shaped by development. During 
decolonization, the everyday struggles and successes of many rural Kenyans revolved 
around gaining access to development resources, particularly land and agricultural aid. 
For national politicians and policymakers, too, independence represented an 
opportunity to pursue progress. It was not just Kenyan citizens and state actors who 
conceptualized independence through development, but also transnational 
organizations and foreign nations, which played a hands-on role in designing and 
implementing postcolonial development projects. 

As a settler colony, the Kenyan colonial state had appropriated African land for 
European ownership throughout the first half of the twentieth century. During 
independence negotiations, land was, therefore, a pivotal issue. Ultimately, the 
delegates agreed that European land would be purchased for African settlement at 
market value. The Million Acre Scheme (MAS), the largest resettlement program in 
Kenyan history, planned the transfer of 1.17 million acres of land from European to 
African ownership, and followed land reforms implemented in other postcolonial 
settings, such as Latin America, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. Between 1962 and 
1967, close to half a million Kenyans settled on new farms through this program.  The 16

Million Acre Scheme was just the biggest of the decolonizing programs aimed at 
restructuring land tenure, redistributing land, and fostering agricultural development. 
The MAS was part of a broader set of postwar development programs increasingly 
influenced by international institutions and foreign nations.   17

Land reform emphasized plot consolidation, individual ownership, and 
economies of scale, while also encouraging the production of commodities—much for 
export—with the use of fertilizer, grade cattle, and synthetic seeds. Much more than an 
agricultural program, the MAS “served as a land transfer program, a national 
development project, and a buyout plan for European settlers,” and thus included 
financing, marketing, and social engineering components.  Given the complexity of 18

resettling tens of thousands of Kenyan families, while simultaneously instituting 
agricultural reforms and building new communities, the MAS involved a dizzying 
number of domestic actors and international partners, as well as foreign nations. Not 
only did the World Bank, the United Kingdom, West Germany, and the Colonial 
Development Corporation participate in the creation and enactment of this program, 
but development workers from all over the Western world—with and without relevant 
experience—traveled to assist on these schemes.  
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In Kenya, the MAS warranted its own ministry of Lands and Settlement and 
engendered the formation of an army of local bureaucrats, tasked with demarcating 
boundaries, teaching agricultural techniques, distributing inputs, organizing 
cooperatives, building infrastructure, and collecting land loans, among many other 
tasks. Indeed, low-level rural officials undertook much of the day-to-day work of these 
programs, largely unsupervised. Across the resettlement sites of the new nation, local 
bureaucrats and rural Kenyans reworked the high modernist planning of transnational 
funders, bilateral donors, and the Kenyan government. At times, central planning errors
—such as misguided budgeting assumptions, failure to include plots for schools or 
health centers, deficient watering points, or grade cattle shortages—required local 
modifications.  Farmers and rural officials also contravened state regulations about 19

settler selection processes and ignored standardized farming recommendations. In 
addition, rural Kenyans contested the bureaucratic advice of local officials, negotiating 
which crops they could grow, and sometimes refusing to use costly artificial 
insemination or cattle dip services.  While planning took place in Nairobi, London, and 20

Washington, D.C., execution occurred on the ground, with officials creatively adapting 
to their local settings, while farmers made decisions to improve their circumstances 
regardless of state policies. 

The Kenyan state continually bemoaned its undisciplined, unqualified labor pool, 
and many departments remained woefully understaffed for years at a time. Settlement 
thus catalyzed the circulation of development workers, both to and from Kenya. Some 
Kenyan technocrats traveled abroad for training, while some foreign nations sent aid 
workers to Kenya to assist. 

Global Trainings 

As a former part of the white highlands—an area which had been reserved exclusively 
for European settlement—the western Rift Valley became a site of land resettlement 
during decolonization, thus drawing Kenyan settlers and would-be Kenyan development 
technocrats to the region. Wilberforce Oyalo fell into the latter category. A secondary 
school graduate in the 1950s, Oyalo entered the workforce at a moment primed for job 
creation in the agricultural development and land reform sectors. As in many global 
settings, metropolitan powers found themselves increasingly on the backfoot in the 
1950s, struggling to justify colonial rule in the postwar world. Often, they responded to 
growing dissent with development. Indeed, colonial administrators introduced Kenya’s 
first large-scale land reform in 1954—the Swynnerton Plan—in response to the Mau Mau 
rebellion.  Growers’ licenses for cash crops—previously, reserved for Europeans only—21

became available to some Africans in this period, and an order-in-council abolished the 
scheduled areas, or white highlands, as a legal entity in 1960, ending racial 
restrictions.  All of these changes meant increasing attention to, and investment in, 22
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land reform and agricultural development, and a growing need for rural technocrats like 
Oyalo. 

After completing school, Oyalo applied for various positions and was offered a job 
in the ministry of Agriculture to perform extension work. Extension entailed providing 
agricultural aid and education to rural farmers with the intention of bettering 
agriculturalists and maximizing their production. As Kenya gained independence in 
December 1963, Oyalo was assigned to the Chekalini settlement scheme. Chekalini—
which covered an area of 10,699 acres and had close to 400 settlers—was designed for 
sisal, maize, and dairy on small, 15-acre farms.  Oyalo, who grew up on a family farm in 23

Bunyore, possessed a similar background to many of the African settlers on this 
majority Luyia scheme. He recounted that, at the time, most settlement officers were 
Europeans.  Africans often worked on the technical side under white settlement 24

officers or agricultural officers. Oyalo, and other extension workers, walked or biked 
from farm to farm, teaching Kenyan farmers agricultural techniques, instructing them 
on how to proportion the different crops, and on when to plant. Oyalo described the job 
simply, “Mine was to teach what they should do on their land.”  He bounced around to 25

different settlements in the area, moving between Chekalini, Mautuma, and Lugari 
during the 1960s and 1970s. 

When he returned to Chekalini in the early 1970s, Oyalo was selected to go to 
Israel for training. Israel served as a site for Kenyan development and agricultural 
trainings, and conversely, sent its own nationals to Kenya to work on development 
programs.  For Kenya, the Israeli government perhaps most influenced cooperative 26

policy. Following the visit of a group of Kenyan agricultural officials to Israel in 1962, 
Arie Amir, Israel’s deputy minister of Agriculture, remained in Kenya for two years to 
advise on Kenyan cooperative farming.  Given their more limited resources at the time 27

compared to other bilateral donors and aid provisioners, Israel provided targeted aid, 
especially in the rural development sector, which gave its narrow interventions the 
appearance of outsized effect. In its openness to collaborating with consulting firms and 
institutions such as the World Bank, the Israeli state further expanded its impact. Israel 
concentrated not only on cooperatives, but “technical assistance in feasibility studies, 
project preparation, and also training of local staff.”  While Israel could rarely offer 28

grants or loans, during 1965, about 5,000 trainees came to Israel and 650 Israeli 
“experts” took on assignments abroad.  These efforts focused particularly on Africa; 29

approximately half of those who took courses in Israel between 1958 and 1965 were 
African.  30

Israel was by no means the only country to offer international trainings to 
Kenyans. Overseas training and education also represented an important component of 
United States development policy in the 1960s. In 1962, the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) provided U.S.-based trainings for seventy-five 
Kenyan agricultural staff, as well as training for public service and community 
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development workers.  USAID continued to offer trainings in the years following, at 31

various levels, both in the United States and in Kenya.  Kenya’s in-country trainings 32

focused, especially, on extension services, and USAID projected they would reach 70 
percent of agricultural instructors by July 1964.  These trainings were brief, however, 33

often only a week long. Kenya’s future political elite spent greater time in Western 
settings. Between 1959 and 1963, assistance programs brought close to 800 East 
Africans to the United States to pursue higher education on scholarship.  USAID 34

believed educational exchanges contributed to Kenya’s efforts to train government and 
development officials. Indeed, more than 90 percent of these students returned to 
Kenya, and many played central roles in postcolonial society. American-educated 
Kenyans made up half of the nation’s parliamentarians for the next quarter-century, and 
they occupied positions as cabinet ministers, civil servants, ambassadors, professors, 
doctors, conservationists, and business executives.  Kenyans also attended university in 35

other parts of the world, such as the United Kingdom, the Soviet bloc, Uganda, and 
India.  36

In spite of the distance of the trip to Israel and the uniqueness of the experience, 
Oyalo did not dwell on the training. Though he raised the topic in our conversation, he 
summed up the series of events concisely, “The government was trying to look for the 
people who could be trained outside, who could go for an education program outside. 
So, I was among the people picked to go to Israel.”  Israel prided itself on its “highly 37

efficient extension service, which in turn became one of its largest training institutions 
for students from developing countries.”  These included general programs on 38

extension work, as well as more specific courses on cooperatives, poultry, irrigation, 
agricultural planning, and fertilizers.  Despite the relevance of the subject matter and 39

Israel’s experience training extension officers, Oyalo did not emphasize the content of 
the course, but rather, seemed to want to convey his expertise and worldliness. He took 
pride in his selection.  

On other details of his past agricultural work, Oyalo’s memory was much clearer.  
He could recount the precise number of acres per farm in the different settlements, as 
well as the specific crops grown, and he spoke in depth about farm competitions, 
farmers’ training centers, and local cooperatives. Yet, when I asked follow up questions 
about the training in Israel, he answered only in brief, vague terms, noting that he went 
“for agriculture.” That is, Oyalo’s account downplays the subject matter covered in the 
Israeli training. In all likelihood, this reflects the inadequacy of the course itself. The 
vast majority of Israeli trainings for low-level technocrats lasted a couple weeks, and 
most course instructors did not work full-time.  Trainees were tasked with learning “an 40

enormous amount” of technical information in a short period, but officials also hoped 
students would become open to “new ideas and attitudes” generally.  Leopold Laufer, a 41

USAID official who interviewed participants in Israeli training programs, wrote that 
many “indicated that they felt overwhelmed by the work load and the intensity of the 
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schedule” and to some, it was little more than “a glorious joy ride of little lasting 
significance.”  In a separate study, economist Mordechai Kreinin found that when 42

those lower in the “administrative hierarchy” tried to implement what they had learned, 
their superiors resisted change. In addition, the differences in the environment and in 
farming practices, and the Israeli instructors’ unfamiliarity with Africa, meant course 
material was not always well-suited to Kenyan conditions. In spite of these issues, the 
archival record on overseas trainings tends to emphasize the significance of these 
courses. Oyalo’s account raises questions about whether these trainings really impacted 
the work of low-level technocrats, though at the same time, suggests their significance 
for professional prestige.   

Manasi Esipeya’s life followed a similar trajectory to Oyalo, though he did not 
travel abroad for training. Also a secondary school graduate in the 1950s, Esipeya 
worked in the private sector before moving into the public sector during decolonization. 
In 1964, he became a settlement officer and, by 1966, he had been promoted to senior 
settlement officer, overseeing almost thirty different settlement schemes. With Esipeya’s 
prior experience in agricultural administration and management, he took up these 
higher-level positions which, in the initial years after independence, had been primarily 
monopolized by Europeans. More so than Oyalo, in his oral account, Esipeya’s discourse 
very closely mirrored the principles of midcentury high-modernist agriculture. He 
asserted that, through farmers’ trainings and experimental plots, agricultural officials 
had “reformed those people who had never seen a grade cow, who had never seen a 
certified seed.”  In mentioning grade cattle and certified seeds, Esipeya emphasized 43

new “technologies”—only recently available to Africans—meant to maximize their 
output.  In drawing on the language of “reform” and highlighting farmers’ trainings 44

and experimental plots, Esipeya distinguished between his agricultural expertise and 
rural farming practices, implying, in contrast, that Kenyan agronomy needed to be 
improved and that farmers did not possess adequate agricultural knowledge. As a senior 
settlement officer, however, Esipeya would have been far removed from daily 
interactions with farmers.  

While Esipeya did not participate in any trainings abroad, as a settlement officer 
and then a senior settlement officer, he would have been more likely to engage regularly 
with Western aid workers and with more senior Kenyan policymakers, many of whom 
were educated in the West.  Indeed, many nations and transnational institutions 45

offered substantial, and more regular, courses in-country, what Israel called “on the 
spot” trainings. This suggests that physical travel abroad may have been less important 
than sustained contact with actors articulating Western development ideologies. Oyalo 
and Esipeya’s narratives serve as a reminder that overseas trainings may not have been 
as effective as continual engagement with proponents of Western development 
orthodoxies.  
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Though the vast majority of economic development interventions in the western 
highlands revolved around land, agriculture, and pastoralism, the government of Kenya 
also initiated rural industrial development in the early postcolonial period. After fits and 
starts, the Pan African Paper Mills factory, located in the town of Webuye, produced its 
first roll of paper in 1974.  The product of a public-private development partnership, 46

the factory was majority-owned and managed by the Birla Group, an Indian business 
conglomerate. Factory jobs quickly transformed Webuye—once “very small, just a 
market, not even a town,” according to a lifelong resident—into a bustling, small city in 
the early heyday of the paper industry.  Workers flocked to the town. Joseph Juma 47

Lukorito was drawn to Webuye in 1975, immediately after the paper mill opened. He 
recounted that he had been working as a teacher when he saw an advertisement in the 
newspaper, so he applied and took up a job at the factory.  The paper mill employed 48

1,500 people at the time, with a variety of skill levels and jobs. As with agricultural 
development, training became essential to running the factory. Lukorito noted that, 
initially, it was difficult to find people with the required educational background, so they 
took about thirty people to India and elsewhere for training ahead of the factory’s 
opening. Engineers studied at the Industrial Training Center in Nairobi. 

When he started at the factory, Lukorito had a high school certificate, had 
graduated from polytechnic college, and had received a higher diploma in applied 
industrial chemistry. With his extensive education, Lukorito began as a laboratory 
supervisor. In the lab, he analyzed raw materials and evaluated products. Throughout 
his career, he was promoted, moving from lab supervisor to chief chemist, all the way up 
to director of goods control and environment. When Lukorito became chief chemist, he 
received a scholarship through the Kenyan government to learn more about the paper-
making industry in Sweden in the 1980s. He also traveled to Germany for another 
training course to learn about specialty boards in the 1990s. Though Lukorito brought 
up these trainings abroad, he also noted that he attended more than 200 seminars 
overall.  

Similar to Oyalo, Lukorito’s narrative focused on other historical events. He 
clearly evinced pride in his extensive training, and in the fact that he won scholarships 
to study abroad, but he did not emphasize the content of the trainings or the experience 
of visiting different European countries. As a highly educated, upper-level employee, 
who had traveled abroad multiple times and also attended numerous professional 
development seminars, these trips had become less of a novelty. Instead of emphasizing 
his trainings, Lukorito’s dissatisfaction with the management and the Kenyan 
government far outweighed his excitement with regard to his travel. At the time of the 
interview, the Pan African Paper factory had been closed for a few years due to credit 
problems, unprofitability, and a lack of investment. The town, previously “ever-full-of-
life,” was eerily quiet and empty.  Lukorito, and hundreds of others, had lost their jobs. 49

Throughout much of our conversation, Lukorito discussed the problems with the 
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factory: labor issues, corruption, and fiscal mismanagement. He emphasized that Indian 
employees received higher salaries than Kenyans, and that the relationship between the 
two groups was tense. At the time, these disappointments were all-encompassing, since 
they had upended both his livelihood and the narrative of his life. Though he articulated 
satisfaction with his education and overseas training, those specialized trainings on the 
chemistry of paper-making were non-transferable to other industries and unusable with 
the factory’s closure.  50

Even so, both Oyalo and Lukorito’s life histories demonstrate the opportunities 
that existed for Kenyans to travel abroad in the second half of the twentieth century. 
Generally tied to employment, these short trips had less impact on the lives of Kenyans 
than other momentous events or more continual engagements with Western people and 
ideas. In the narratives they came to tell of their lives, travel and training abroad did not 
occupy a particularly meaningful place. The next section turns to an examination of 
expatriates who came to Kenya and rural Kenyan interactions with these temporary 
visitors. 

The World Comes to Kenya 

Even without traveling abroad, rural Kenyans became globalized and many considered 
themselves members of a global community. In the midcentury, media access—
particularly through radios, but also newspaper—improved dramatically, fostering 
international connections.  At the same time, a growing number of venues provided 51

engagements with Western aid workers, Western-trained Kenyans, or Western ideas, 
more broadly. These ranged from school classrooms, to food distribution centers, to 
farmers’ trainings, to development project sites. 

James Musamusi Matunda, a Maragoli farmer who settled in the Lumakanda 
scheme, engaged directly with Peace Corps Volunteers and other foreign aid workers 
during the 1960s. Unlike many of the other Maragoli settlers, Matunda was born and 
raised near the settlement in the western Rift Valley. During his childhood, he attended 
school at a Catholic mission and, as a teenager, began working on European farms. At 
independence, he recounted, the chief in his area nominated him for settlement, 
because he “saw me without land.”  Matunda and his family joined over 600 other 52

families, who settled on Lumakanda’s 12,000 acres between 1963 and 1964. Similar to 
most settlement schemes and farms in the area, the settlers there produced maize and 
dairy, while growing other food crops, such as vegetables and legumes, for subsistence. 

Matunda recounted that “wazungu” [Whites] from America and Germany 
assisted with the Lumakanda cooperative.  In postcolonial Kenya, cooperative 53

marketing societies—charged with collecting loans and taxes, expanding technical 
support, and connecting farmers to state markets—were widespread. Most settlement 
schemes included a corresponding co-op, and state actors strongly encouraged settlers 
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to join.  Almost everyone I spoke with at six former settlement sites thought they had 54

been required to join a cooperative society, though these were technically voluntary 
memberships. An educated local leader, Matunda was elected vice chairman of the 
Lumakanda cooperative society in 1964. This position brought him into contact with 
expatriates, since a number of PCVs and foreign aid workers became part of Kenya’s 
cooperative staff.  Even fifty years later, Matunda could recall the names of the 55

different volunteers he met during the 1960s, including Jim Bradley, who he said 
worked as an engineer, and two others he called Morgan and Tops, who helped out with 
administering the cooperative society.  

John F. Kennedy signed an executive order establishing the Peace Corps in 1961, 
and the first group of volunteers arrived in Ghana the same year.  Though other nations 56

and private organizations had already initiated their own youth volunteer programs, 
Kennedy’s challenge to college students to go abroad, “working for the United States and 
working for freedom,” inspired the greatest enthusiasm.  Motivated by the logic of 57

modernization theory and by the Cold War, the Peace Corps first sent volunteers to 
Kenya in 1964.  Kenya had applied to the United States government for PCVs to 58

“supply some of the skills particularly in fields of secondary education, agriculture, 
health and engineering,” which Kenya did “not yet possess in sufficient quantity.”  59

Though there is no oral history with Jim Bradley deposited in the JFKL, the 
National Peace Corps Association “In Memoriam” website links to his obituary from 
2017.  Born in 1942, Bradley’s family moved around during his childhood. After 60

graduating from high school in New York state, he spent a couple semesters at the 
University of Texas at Austin, before becoming a boilermaker in the shipyards of New 
Jersey and New York. From 1965 to 1967, he worked as a PCV in Kenya, where he 
“helped construct bridges, irrigation systems, and never passed up a chance to take 
pictures of giraffes and flamingos.”  James Matunda formed an especially close 61

relationship with Bradley, who—he recounted—taught him to drive a tractor. Later, 
Matunda applied for a loan and bought his own tractor. Possessing a tractor allowed 
farmers to plow more land more efficiently. Though the fifteen-acre plots of Lumakanda 
were not especially big, they were much larger than the small farms most Maragoli 
settlers were used to. Additionally, farmers could rent out their tractors to generate 
income. In other words, Matunda’s memory of Bradley’s assistance may be so vivid and 
positive, because it improved his family’s life and contributed to their livelihood. 
Though Matunda did not offer much specificity about the other expatriates, he did note 
that, overall, they “did a very good job.”  62

Matunda made clear that his position as a co-op leader provided him the 
opportunity to get to know foreign volunteers. Indeed, most settlers had no memory of 
foreign aid workers coming to provide assistance with cooperatives or other 
development projects. Nora Kasigene—who settled in Lumakanda in 1963 with her 
husband—remembered only that “some people from the government came to help,” but 
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said no one came from “other countries.”  Certainly, as a woman, Kasigene’s 63

opportunities to engage with either domestic or international development staff would 
have been more constrained than her male counterparts. At the same time, most of the 
men I spoke with in Lumakanda also did not remember foreign volunteers. The archival 
record makes clear, though, that a number of American, Dutch, German, and Nordic aid 
workers were deployed throughout the region during the 1960s and 1970s.  While 64

development provision was structured by gender, it was also structured by class. 
Matunda’s relative wealth, education, and power compared to his fellow settlers—both 
male and female—gave him privileged access to aid workers. Even so, there were other 
ways to engage with Westerners and with Western ideas, whether that be at a farmers’ 
training center or in a secondary school classroom, though these were also spaces of 
gendered and class exclusion. 

Oral histories with returned Peace Corps Volunteers offer another perspective on 
these programs and the engagements they fostered. A few themes emerge from these 
accounts. First, many PCVs discussed their insufficient training. Thomas Bruyneel, a 
San Diego State graduate who majored in Political Science, volunteered from 1964 to 
1966 with the first group assigned to Kenya. Bruyneel was placed on a settlement 
scheme and recounted, “They gave us some training in agriculture, which I’m not sure 
how effective that was … And, we spent a few days in Madison, looking at cows and so 
forth.”  Michael Ford, another Political Science major in that same first group of 65

volunteers sent to Kenya, graduated from the small liberal arts college of Knox. He 
noted, “I didn’t know much … I knew, for example, how to create a ledger … You had to 
keep track of the loan accounts and all of the disbursements for each farm … What did I 
know, but common sense?”  The written record substantiates these accounts. A 1973 66

department of cooperative development report noted that PCVs had “little or no co-
operative or business practical background and experience.”  Volunteers’ inexperience 67

sat in contradiction to the expertise of the Nordic field advisors, trained in “marketing, 
education, finance and credit, horticulture, [and] dairy.”  68

In spite of the inadequate training, many PCVs received rapid promotions. Race 
and geographic privilege influenced who became an “expert.” Michael Davidson, for 
example, recounted that he initially worked under a settlement officer (SO) but, within a 
few months, he had become the settlement officer and, by his second year, he had 
become a senior settlement officer.  For the ministry of Lands and Settlement, PCVs 69

could “make a considerable difference” with regard to their “very strained staff 
position,” not only because they could help extend the period of supervision on 
settlement schemes, but also, because they came “free of charge.”  Even so, when the 70

department of Settlement initially requested help from the Peace Corps, they envisioned 
volunteers receiving extensive training, and they stressed that PCVs should work “under 
an experienced SO.”  71
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In practice, PCVs were given a great deal of responsibility quickly. This meant 
they were more likely to supervise Kenyan bureaucrats and less likely to interact with 
rural farmers, which helps explain why so few Kenyans remembered a PCV presence. In 
contrast to the other PCV oral histories, Michael Ford, a Black PCV, emphasized his 
relationships with Kenyans. Perhaps, on account of his race, he had an easier time 
fitting in, though he noted, “It was clear that I was a little different … They didn’t know 
what to make of me, because I didn’t fit one of the easy categories.” He recalled that he 
“palled around with people,” but he kept his relationships professional, given his job and 
position in the community.  Female PCVs had an even more difficult time forming close 72

relationships. Kae Dakin was one of a few women in her cohort—placed in Kenya from 
1965 to 1967—who were part of a married couple volunteering together. Like others, 
Dakin possessed little appropriate training and was thrown into a job as a dairy officer, 
in which she encouraged farmers to dip their cattle to avoid tick-borne diseases, and 
helped artificially inseminate cows and castrate bulls. She recounted, “It wasn’t a skill I 
came with … I majored in English. I knew how to read Shakespeare.”  Not only did 73

Dakin lack experience, but in the Gikuyu community, women did not care for cattle. She 
primarily worked with men, which she found challenging. 

The Peace Corps created other tensions. Dakin and her husband moved in the 
middle of their placement, because they had been accused of being CIA agents. Dakin 
believed that a Kenyan settlement officer who had studied in Russia was unhappy to 
have them in his community and thus made the accusation.  On the other hand, Roland 74

Johnson—who served in Kenya from 1964 to 1966—explained that he “raised a lot of 
hell” about issues with settlement programming, writing a critical report to the ministry 
of Settlement. As a result, he said no future PCVs were seconded to settlement.  75

Thomas Bruyneel also recounted that his community’s member of Parliament made an 
anti-Peace Corps statement.  76

Indeed, parliamentarians made such statements frequently. Many members of 
Parliament criticized the Peace Corps for some of the very issues the PCVs brought up in 
their oral histories. A number of MPs complained that PCVs lacked training and 
relevant experience. For instance, in Kenya’s House of Representatives on 27 July 1966, 
Ombese Makone, member for Kitutu East, wondered, “… some of these people come 
straight from school and some have perhaps failed in life in their places … how do you 
find them useful in the veterinary field, which is a technical field? … How do these 
people manage who have difficulties with the language, and with local conditions …”  77

James Osogo, the minister for Information and Broadcasting replied, “… if they come 
for veterinary work, they must have done some practical work in the animal field in their 
own countries …”  Yet, the accounts of PCVs, like Kae Dakin, illustrate that some 78

volunteers were tasked with technical jobs for which they had no training. Four years 
later, in July 1970, Kimamu Njiru Gichoya, of Kirinyaga East, colorfully asserted, “… 
when you look at these Peace Corps, to me, they look as if they are tourists who come 
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here due to the simple reason that they cannot afford on their own accord to come to 
Africa … They spend only two years; the first year for sightseeing and the second year for 
packing.”  Clearly, PCVs struck a nerve with some legislators. 79

At the heart of these criticisms lay two other issues: Africanization and foreign 
relations. As Kenya decolonized, the independent government instituted a policy of 
Africanization, in which “local people … should replace expatriates.”  While 80

Africanization progressed quickly in some areas, in the rural development sector, ex-
colonial officials and white settlers stayed on, and new foreign volunteers and aid 
workers arrived. Some Kenyan politicians interpreted their presence as impeding 
Africanization.  Similarly, as a newly independent nation, Kenya at once solicited 
funding from foreign nations and transnational institutions, while also seeking to assert 
its sovereignty. In the midst of the Cold War, some legislators decried foreign 
interference in Kenya’s domestic affairs.  

In triangulating between the oral histories of rural Kenyans, the PCV accounts, 
and the written record, it is clear that, in some respects, these accounts converge, while 
in others, they deviate. The critiques of PCV inexperience were borne out through their 
own accounts. However, the politicization of these positions seems to have represented 
some degree of grandstanding. While PCVs did recount accusations of spying or 
criticism by politicians, very few rural Kenyans remembered interacting with the 
volunteers. In other words, legislative concern that PCVs would “transmit American 
ideas,” seem to have been inflated.   81

Though some Kenyans, like James Musamusi Matunda, were deeply shaped by 
their engagements with Westerners and Western ideas, most rural Kenyans had little to 
no interaction with foreign aid workers. Untrained Peace Corps Volunteers often 
received quick promotions, and they became responsible for supervision of more junior 
bureaucrats. Even when foreign development workers did occupy low-level positions, 
they joined an overstretched and undertrained technocracy, which limited the amount 
of time they could spend with any individual farmer.  And yet, if this history were 82

written based on the archival record alone, the exaggerated claims of officials about the 
impact of international trainings or of MPs about the politicization of rural Kenyans 
through American volunteers would be more difficult to critically interrogate. Oral 
histories help to moderate the power given to written sources and to those with the 
privilege to create them.   

Conclusion 

A 1963 circular touted that, through trainings for lower-level agricultural extension 
workers, USAID would “have the entire field staff reached and thus the vast majority of 
the farming population” within a year and half.  USAID, like Israel, chose “more 83

superficial training for the many” over in-depth training for the few.  Oral histories 84
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make clear that these decisions had repercussions and experience on the ground was far 
different. Not only did the short trainings seem to have little impact on agricultural staff, 
but these same staff only rarely engaged with local farmers, since they were tasked with 
traveling vast distances between hundreds of farms by foot or bicycle. 

In order for trainings to have a significant effect, they needed to be sustained. 
Similarly, most Kenyan farmers did not engage with Western aid workers, and those 
who did, often occupied privileged positions within their rural societies. Absent oral 
accounts, though, this historical reality would be more difficult to recover. National 
government and transnational institutional archives tend to document the perspectives 
of powerbrokers far removed from the actual implications of the policies they create. At 
the same time, professional pressure to demonstrate success incentivizes these actors to 
overstate the impact of programs. This article thus contends that oral histories are 
integral to transnational historical research. These sources give voice to those excluded 
from the archives, offering a distinct perspective. They also reveal the many networks 
connecting rural, remote Kenyan villages to the wider world and raise questions about 
the hegemony of Western development ideologies in the second half of the twentieth 
century. 
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