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Situated in western Uganda, the
Rwenzori Mountains National Park
was gazetted as a national park in
1991 and forms a 120 km long and
65 km wide chain of mountains that
traverses the four districts of Kasese,
Bundibugyo, = Bunyangabo  and
Kabarole, along the boundary with
the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC). Over 75% of the range is
found in Uganda with the rest falling
in the DRC, where it is part of the Parc
National des Virunga (PNV).

Among the renown mountains is
Mt. Stanley, with its highest peak —
Margherita —standing at 5109m above
sea level and ranking as Africa’s third
highest point. The other mountains
are Mt. Speke (4890m), Mt. Baker
(4843m), Mt. Emin (4798m) and Mt.
Gessi (4715m), Mt. Luigi di Savoia
(4627m). The mountains are reported
to have been formed about three
million years ago by the uplifting of
rocks due to forces within the earth’s
crust. The rocks include igniess,
amphibolite, granite and quartzite
(Taylor & Howard, 1998).

The park is known for having glaciers
on the equator. With global warming,
however, the snows are receding,
glaciers are melting and crevasses
are appearing. Climate change is also
resulting in changes in vegetation

zones, shifting species, changes in
rainfall patterns and in an increase in
flood incidences. According to the
park's general management plan for
2016-2025, research carried out in
the Rwenzori in the 1950s by Menziel,
in the 1990s by Kaser and in 2006 by
Tailor indicate that the area covered
by alpine glacier has reduced from
7.5km? in 1906 to less than Tkm? in
2003. Glaciers currently occur on three
mountains: Mt. Stanley, Mt. Speke
and Mt. Baker and could disappear
at the current rate of recession of
approximately 0.7km? per decade
within the next 20 years (Kaser 2002
and Taylor 20006).

The receding snow, according to
UWA, has resulted in the creation of
up to 20 lakes on the mountains. These
lakes supply and sustain several rivers
running down the mountains. In recent
years, these have led to disastrous
flooding, affecting the surrounding
communities (and the country at
large) as the waters have carried huge
boulders that razed almost the entire
Kilembe town, destroyed 15 schools,
swept away homes and farms, cut off
bridges, shattered the Nyamwamba
small hydro-power project camp and
domestic water supply systems such
as boreholes, protected springs and
water treatment plants.

2 Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park
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Bakonzo men happ}'/\to have visited one of their sacred caves inside the park

In February 2012, unprecedented fires
broke out in the mountains, affecting
the vegetation that helps to control
theriver flows. According to UNESCO,
the fires started in the heather zone
(3000-4000m) and spread to the afro-
alpine moorland zone (4000-4500m).
Because ofhigh humidity and low air
pressure, the occurrence of fires in
this zone was deemed unlikely and
therefore not envisaged in the 2004-
2015 fire Management Plan of the
National Park. The fires burnt 4800
ha or approximately 5% of the park’s
total area. The flames continued for a
month, especially in steep areas that
were unreachable to firefighters, until
the rains controlled them.

One year later, in 2013, the country
witnessed the first ever devastating
floods in the Rwenzori. The floods

returned in 2020 when five rivers
(Nyamwamba, Mubuku, Lhuburiba,
Nyamughasani and Sebwe) burst
their banks, affecting much of Kasese
district.

Whereas the effects of climate change
directly affect people’s tangible and
intangible cultural heritage, attention
has been drawn towards the lives
and property lost. It is against this
background that the Cross-Cultural
Foundation of Uganda (CCFU) in
partnership with the International
National Trusts Organisation
(INTO) embarked in late 2020 on
a project aimed at contributing to
the preservation of the important
elements of the cultural heritage of
communities in the Rwenzori and Alur
regions.

Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park
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With support from the British Council’s
Cultural Protection Fund and in
partnership with the UK Department
for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport,
one of our major activities in phase
one of the project was publishing a
booklet: “Melting snow and flooding
rivers; selected cultural heritage sites
at risk from climate change in the
Rwenzori region, 2021". The booklet
contained a description of nine
sites, all outside the national park,
apart from one — the Mulyambuli-
Nzwirangya-Nyamwamba confluence.

Hence, this particular booklet focuses
on heritage sites in the national

park in Kasese district. The sites
mainly concern the Bakonzo, who
form the majority ethnic group in
Kasese district. Culturally, the district
comprises four chiefdoms (Kambasa,
Muyina, Bukangama Buthale and
Katswabwemi) of the nine that form
the Obusinga Bwa Rwenzururu
(OBR) cultural institution. The other 5
are: Bunyangabo chiefdom, Buhira
chiefdom, Beghendera chiefdom
in Bunyangabo district, Bughonga
chiefdom and Bunyangalha chiefdom
in Bundibugyo district.
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When parts of the Rwenzori Mountains
above 2,200m (covering about 995
sq. km) were gazetted as a forest
reserve in 1941, the intention was to
conserve their flora and fauna. The
first forest management plan, written
in 1948, prescribed strict protective
management in view of the mountain’s
role as Uganda’s largest and most
valuable water catchment. Indeed,
even the second management plan
in 1961 continued to emphasise
the importance of protecting water
catchment.

There was then little or no attention
given to the cultural values associated
with the mountains by the local
population. This was interpreted by
the natives as an exclusion from the
mountains. Such exclusion, coupled
with very stringent restrictions on the
use of the forest resources, widened
the gap between the local community
and the authorities managing the
forest reserve.

“Colonial conservation was for tourist
consumption,” says Stanley Baluku,
a researcher and native of the area.
“The exclusion of the Bakonzo was
intentional to preserve the parks for
the whites.”

As a result, the local communities

were no longer bothered by the
consequences of their activities on
the Park. It is recorded that since
the sixties, the mountains have
been increasingly threatened by the
demands of a growing population.
According to the 2016-2025 general
management plan for the Park
(which makes reference to earlier
management plans), prepared by the
Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA),
the government body that manages
national parks, the cultivation of
steeper land below the protected
area boundary has continued to cause
serious soil erosion, with poachers
also killing most ofthe large animals.
Other negative impacts are associated
with the establishment of mining
industries such as Kilembe Mines and
Hima Cement, and the building of
numerous mini hydropower dams.

Given this situation, a decision was
made in 1991 to designate the forest
reserve as a national park, so that its
floraandfaunacouldbewellprotected.
Management was transferred from
the Forest Department to Uganda
National Parks, now UWA, thereby
upgrading its conservation status to a
stricter level that regulates any form
of unsustainable use of resources.

In 1994, in further recognition of its

Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park 5
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A view of one of the ridges of the Rwenzori Mountains

value to the international community,
the Park was designated a UNESCO
World Heritage Site and, in 2009, as
a Ramsar (convention on wetlands
of international importance) site.
The Rwenzori Park was inscribed by
UNESCO as a natural site — rather than
as a "mixed site”, which would have
catered for its cultural valuesas well.
According to the UNESCO website,
it was inscribed because it contains
“superlative natural phenomena or
areas of exceptional natural beauty
and aesthetic importance, and “the
most important and significant natural
habitats for in-situ conservation of
biological diversity, including those
containing threatened species of
outstanding universal value from
the point of view of science or
conservation”.

Recent management plans, such as
for the periods 2004-2015 and 2016-
2025, have howeverbeen cognisant of
the fact that the park has significant
cultural values that deserve to be
safeguarded. For instance, the 2016-
2025 management plan lists five
conservation values for the park,
which include: a) Rwenzori as a
habitat for the rare, endangered and
endemic plant and animal species,
b) as a water catchment area, c¢) the
climate amelioration- carbon sink,
snow, glaciers, d) recreation, scientific
research and education, and e) rich
and diversecultural values associated
with the mountain (sacred sites and
ancient settlements).

Whereas recent plans recognise the
vital role of the park’s cultural values,

6 Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park



these values are not well documented.
In the face of climate change, the

flooding rivers have negatively
impacted on the heritage valued by
the park’s surrounding communities
and which connects them with the
park.

The Rwenzori mountains indeed
comprise a wide range of cultural
heritage  sites.  They include
outstanding example of human
settlement and migrations, sacred
trees and herbal medicine, shrines
and ritual sites, burial grounds, etc.

Before the  establishment  of
colonial boundaries between the
Democratic Republic of Congo and
Uganda in 1910, the local community
inhabiting the Rwenzori Mountain

areas comprised three major ethnic
groups: the Bakonzo and Baamba on
the Ugandan side, and the Banande
people in the current eastern D.R.
Congo (Yeoman, 1992). We now
have diverse ethnicities,including the
Basongora and the Babwisi.

The Bakonzo and Bamba have
a particularly  strong  cultural/
spiritual attachment to the Park. The
Bakonzo people say that, since time
immemorial, they have regarded the
Rwenzori mountains as a repository
of many blessings for their socio-
economic well-being. As such, the
mountains constituted a form of
reserve even before the colonial
period (Yeoman et al, 1990). The
cultural significance of the mountains
is still today demonstrated by the

Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park Vi



MELTING SNOW & FLOODING RIVERS

traditional rituals performed within
the park, including the construction of
hunters” shrines for animal sacrifices,
ceremonies involving the exorcism of
evil spirits, and human burials. There
is a belief that if a person dies in
the mountains his body is not to be
brought home but must be buried
where he died, for the spirits have
claimed them.

The cosmology of the Bakonzo
places Nyamuhanga, the creator who
made the snow (nzururu) at its apex.
Legend has it that Nzururu is the
father of the spirits Kithasamba and
Nyabibuya who are responsible for
human life, well-being and continuity.
Kithasamba, who is believed to live
in the glaciated mountain peaks, is
a giant force controlling the natural
environment and the lives of all of
mountain people. The Bakonzo
interpret the snow as the frozen
sperm of Kithasamba, who carries out
the fertilisation of earth and Bakonzo
society bythe yearly snowmelt, which
sustains the rivers flowing down the
mountains.

This explains the Bakonzo's strong
attachment to  water bodies:
Kithasamba has several spirits and
one of them is Ndyoka, the water
spirit. It is for this reason that river
confluences and waterfalls are treated
with reverence as they harbour this
spirit. Whenever there are calamities

such as floods, drought or famine, the
Bakonzo carry out a ritual cleansing of
the ridges and rivers, usually ending
at a confluence, where a ritual broom
is thrown into the water.

With such a strong connection to
the park, it is imporant to sensitise
the communities about the need to
safeguard the world heritage site,
using conservation-friendly cultural
beliefs, values and norms.

Some of the sites associated with
the cultural heritage of the affected
communities were hard to identify
during this study because votive huts,
sacred trees, and other markers have
been washed away. Some sites have
thus become empty spaces, with trees
having no opportunity to grow back
as their spaces have been taken up by
invasive shrubs. Some sites located by
the riversides have been completely
swept away by huge boulders carried
down by the rivers. This meansa lost
heritage to the local communities.

The community recommends that
there is need to erect sign posts
and information boards, not only to
provide information to Park visitors,
but also to serve as a landmark for
easy identification. The community
also proposes that government
grants them periodic access to
the Park to perform the necessary
rituals to protect their sites and curb
catastrophes that result from their
abuse by visitors.

8 Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park
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This Kambasa Chiefdom stretches
from the border of the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) from
River Lhubiriha to River Kanyambara
in Kasese district. The chiefdom
is especially significant within the
kingdom because it was a central
point where Isemusinga Isaya
Mukirane Musabuli Kibanzanga, the
first king, was based to govern his
kingdom. It is in Kambasa that the
revolution to seek independence
from the Tooro kingdom started
in 1954. The king chose Kambasa
because it was strategic in terms of
security, as he could easily get refuge
in the neighbouring DRC whenever
needed. Most of the cultural sites
in this chiefdom are therefore of
historical significance.

In Bubothyo village, Ihandiro sub
county, Kambasa Chiefdom, lies the
final resting place of Isemusinga Isaya
Mukirane Musabuli Kibanzanga, the
first King of the Rwenzururu Kingdom,
who ruled from 1962 to 1966. Isaya is
the father of Charles Wesley Mumbere
Irema-Ngoma, the reigning King.

Isemusinga Isaya, is remembered
as the president of the Rwenzururu
Movement from 1961 to 1963; as a

freedom fighter and heroic leader of
the Rwenzururu liberation struggle,
from 1962 to 1966 which led to the
independence of the Kingdom of
Rwenzururu from the Tooro Kingdom;
and as an educator and chairperson
of the Bakonzo Life History Research,
from 1954 to 1961.

The king died during the freedom
struggle and was laid to rest at the
Bulemba royal hill in 1966. The first
palace of the Rwenzururu Kingdom
was also built on the hill. It also served
as the headquarters for the Bakonzo
freedom struggle and comprised
of the King's residence, offices, the
Buhikira Royal primary school where
the Prince Mumbere Charles and
other Bakonzo had their primary
education, the royal crop and animal
farm, and a prison.

The Bulemba Royal hill is believed to
be a physical and spiritual healing
site. To date, ridge leaders visit the
hill for spiritual consultations with
the late King lIsaya, especially in
times of catastrophe, including civil
strife and natural calamities such as
earthquakes, landslides and floods.

The Bakonzo go on an annual
pilgrimage to the royal hill and tomb,
to remember and celebrate the life
of their heroic king and to pray for
blessings in all their endeavors. During
this pilgrimage, a ritual is performed

Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park 9
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to request permission from the spirits
for the community to clean the site.

Due to climate change, the King's
grave is under threat from a possible
landslide that could sweep it. Votive

huts and the museum at the site were
destroyed. A monument was erected
at the site with a description of the
King's biography. This is however

A monument at Bulemba in memory of Isemusinga, Isaya Mukirane Kibazanga

fading and has become hardly legible.

Apart from the protection given to the
site by the strict laws of access and use
of the national park,there are taboos
in place to protect it. For example,
only ridge leaders have access and
the rest of the community can only
enter at times of pilgrimage.

10 Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park




Believed to possess natural protection
powers against malediction from evil

spirits, healing powers, providing
comfort from stress and shielding
people from enemies, Obwingira
bwaKayimbi (which refers to Kayimbi's
cave) is a heritage site in Ngwekwe
village, Kithobira Parish, Kitholhu
subcounty, in the Kambasa chiefdom

MELTING SNOW & FLOODING RIVERS

of the Rwenzururu Kingdom, near the
river Lhubiriha.

The local ridge leader and the
chieftain use the site to prepare
rituals, to hold cultural meetings and
to keep the musical instruments for
circumcision known as ‘omukumu’
after the circumcisionritualfor blessing
and to retain the power of the ritual
instruments.

The site also hosts a ritual hut for
Kayimbi, with many cultural items
used during rituals, in the form of
a museum, known as ekyaghanda
eky’ebitswero in Lhukonzo.

At times of hunger, bad weather,
civil strife, poor harvest, pandemics
and natural calamities such as
floods, landslides and earthquakes,
the community led by the spiritual
leader pray at the cave. Farmers
bring samples of assorted grains and
animals to bless a good harvest and
for livestock keeping.

A sacred rock, Kayimbi, believed to
be spiritually interconnected with the
cave, is situated nearby. It is said that
the rock splits at every appearance of
the newmoon. Every clanisteamed up
with another clan known as ekyabise,
with whom they make jokes or play
games. The ekyabise is compelled
to announce the appearance of the
moon so that other clan members
are alerted to go and collect grinding
stones, pangas, knives, and spear
sharpening stones from the Kayimbi
rock. The stones are believed to
possess special powers and are used
by herbalists to grind herbal medicine
for healing. After a short while, the
sacred rock is believed to regain its
original shape.

All forms of immorality are prohibited
at the site and transgressors die as
the rock regains its original shape.

Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park 11
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The Muyina chiefdom is situated
between Rivers Kanyambara and
Nyamughasana in Kasese district.
It has signs of early settlements. For
instance, there are several barkcloth
trees (Ficus natalensis), an indication
of early human settlement as Bakonzo
are known to plant barkcloth trees
to mark graves of important people.
There is also a path that used to
be active with travelers moving
between the DRC and Uganda which
were borderless (before 1910). This
means that this was a vibrant part of
the region, that had settlers. During
the documentation exercise, our
researchers came across artefacts
such as grinding stones, pots, etc that
are believed to have been used by
early settlers.

With the creation of the kingdom,
Muyina is where most administrative
work is done, for example, training
of royal guards, and kingdom
ceremonies held at Kalingwe and
Kahindangoma.

The site is situated 2363 meters above
sea level in Buyagha village, Kanyatsi
parish, Kyondo sub- county, Kasese
district. This is on Kasebere ridge in
Muyina chiefdom in the Obusinga
Bwa Rwenzururu kingdom.

In the Lukhonzo language,
esyondekere means votive huts.
Esyondekere sya Kalyabolho refers
to votive huts for Kalyabolho, who
was the leader of Kasebere ridge.
A member of the Baswagha clan,
Kalyabolho is remembered for
initiating the practice of building
votive huts for ritual cleansing and as
a way of appeasing the spirits of the
land.

This is the place where ridge leaders
come for spiritual consultation.
Whenever the community feel the
need to cleanse the ridge (an exercise
known as eribirya amalhambu) for
blessings, tobringforthagoodharvest,
health, fertility in men and women,
successful hunting expeditions, or
at times of catastrophes - storms,
drought, fire, landslides, floods,
earthquakes and pandemics, theridge
leader is asked to construct votive
huts at Esyondekere sya Kalyabolho.

The huts are used to seek permission
from the spirits to allow the ridge
cleansing exercise to start.The number
of huts corresponds to the number
of spirits to be consulted. These
may include: Kalisya (responsible for
animals), Mukene (responsible for
goodharvest), Mulemberi(responsible
for children), Musabuli (the spirit
that saves), Muthwangwangwa (the

12 Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park
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A mukonzo man demonstrates the art of making notive huts

spirit responsible for landslides),
Ndyoka (the spirit for water bodies),
Kalhamatha (the spirit responsible for
fire) and Musikyi (the spirit responsible
for earthquakes).

The votive huts are constructed along
the Musingiri River, adjacent to its

source. The Bakonzo believe that their

spirits, especially those responsible
for blessings and catastrophes, dwell
near river sources. Medicinal plants
such as enzumbu found in the locality
are placed in the huts. The ritual then

starts at Kisangani hill (named after the
ridge’s spiritual leader - Kisangani),
where a broom for ridge cleansing is
used, moving downstream. The broom
is finally placed at the confluence of
rivers Nyamughasana and Kabiri.

It is a taboo for menstruating women
to visit the site, and any immoral
practice near the site is alsoprohibited.
Any such act, it is believed, would
desecrate the site and wrongdoers
can be punished with infertility or
death by the spirits.

Cultural heritage sites at risk from climate change in the Rwenzori Mountains National Park 13
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Situated 2413 meters above sea
level, Erihongero rya Kisangani is
about one kilometer below
Esyondekere sya Kalyabolho, with
which the site is physically and
spiritually connected.

The site is situated near the Kabiri river
in Buthisyano village, Kanyatsi parish,
Kyondo sub- county, on the Kasebere
ridge within Muyina chiefdom in
Obusinga Bwa Rwenzururu kingdom.

The site is named after Kisangani as
"Akathwa ka Kisangani” (Kisangani’s
hill). Kisangani was the spiritual leader
of the Kasebere ridge. Kisangani's
ritual place is where the ritual broom
known as omuhambu is ‘tied’ and
where the general cleansing of ridges
starts. The sweeping of the ridge

continues downwards and thereafter
the ritual broom is placed at the
confluence of River Nyamughasana
and River Kabiri.

Kisangani's ritual place is believed to
have strong spirit-appeasing powers,
and to be effective for combating
various natural calamities and to bring
blessings to the community.

The taboos that apply at this site are
the same as those of Esyondekere
sya Kalyabolho. Menstruating women
are not accepted at the site, and
any immoral practice near the site is
prohibited. These acts are believed
to desecrate the site and victims can
be punished with infertilityor death by
the spirits.

Both Erihongero rya Kisangani and
Esyondekere sya Kalyabolho have
been affected by the effectsof climate
change. Apart from floods in the

A community member smokes as part of the process of building a votive hut
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lower part of the River Kabiri, the sites
face the threatof increased landslides.
Part of the surrounding hills have been
laid bare of trees as landslides openup
more land especially when the snows
melt. This has destroyed the votive
huts.

Because the sites are located
in the National Park, access for
the community is a challenge as
permission needs to be granted by
the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA).
This has affected theirritual activities.
The community then attributes the
problems such as floods, drought,
poor harvests, infertility in men and
women, and pandemics to the lack of
cleansing of the ridges and appeasing
the spirits, and to the defilement of
sites by visitors who do not adhere to
the taboos associated with them.

One and half kilometers away from
Erihongero rya Kisangani is the
Engoma ya Muhale cultural heritage
site situated 2476 meters above sea
level and just below Kathwa Kali
another significantcultural site in the
park.

The site gets its name from a natural
tree known as omukuka (faurea
saligna), which sounds like a drum
when beaten. The drum tree was
discovered by Muhale, a businessman
who used to travel around the region.
At the time of documenting this site,
the magical tree was dry, on the verge
of falling, though nearby two other
trees of the same species were taking

MELTING SNOW & FLOODING RIVERS

up its space. The site also hosts a tree
known as omusone, used for making
drums and troughs such as emihe
used for makingjuice. People used to
collect logs from such trees to make
drums, xylophones and other home
implements.

It is reported that Engoma ya Muhale
was located on a busy route used by
travelers, transporting fish, salt and
food from Tooro. Before the area
was gazetted into a forest reserve in
1941 and latera National Park, there
was a path connecting Uganda to the
Congo. When Muhale and his men
arrived at this spot, they would rest
under the large tree. After their long
trek, they would strike the tree with
sticks to produce a beautiful sound
to which they sang: “Thwaya Tooro
thwayasakyabyo” (When we reach
Tooro, we eat, with more than enough
to finish). Such singingwas also meant
to thank the spirits for a successful
journey. With time, a belief emerged
that Engoma ya Muhale was a place to
elicit blessings. Thus, hunters would
never go on their expeditions without
passing by Engoma ya Muhale. Today,
the site is believed to be a spirit-made

S —

A young man enjoys pIay:Tr::B Mubhali’s drum
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drum that offers blessings effective
for comforting tired visitors hiking the
mountains. This is where visitors first
rest as they prepare to begin climbing
the sacred Kathwe Kali.

It is a prohibited to mention the
names of the spirits or that of the
jackal (eboha) while in the Rwenzori
mountains or forests, although it is
reported that while at Engoma ya
Muhale, some people would get
excited and utter the names. The
spirits would then make them sick,
and some would disappear in the
mountain or even die. Whenever this
happened, the victims would seek the
intervention of the spiritual leader
who would take them to the top of
Kathwe Kali for cleansing.

Located along the banks of the River
Thusi Thubiri (meaning “two small

rivers”) in Muyina Chiefdom, Kyondo
sub county, Kasese district, this site
comprises of six stone caves believed
to have been the homes of some
Bakonzo families in the past. The caves
were discovered during civil strife in
the lowlands before the area was
gazetted as a National Park. These
stone caves include Kisukyi, Mughabi,
Muhyana, Mbindule, Syabwaramuli
and Kyamirima.

The site was used as a hideout and
lodging place for hunters and people
who came from Congo for fishing, salt
mining at Lake Katwe and food stuffs
for eating. It hosts various medicinal
trees and plants and is therefore
believed to offer natural protection
powers against malediction from ill
spirits, human enemies, and to offer
comfort and healing to the human
soul and body. The caves are currently
used by the community, especially the
descendants of those who discovered
them, hunters and cultural leaders as

Wearing special herbs is one way of concecrating yourself to the spirits
O
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a site for rituals and for appeasing the
gods.

The caves are spiritually
interconnected with the Thusi Thubiri
rivers, which are believed to possess
strong spirit appeasing and human
healing powers. Along the rivers are
special medicinaltrees, locally known
as obwipe, used to banish bad spirits,
provide protection against enemies,
and cleansing from bad omens.
Victims are cleansed in the rivers by
the Bakonzo spiritual leaders.

To maintain the site as a sacred place,
there are taboos such as no access
granted to menstruating women and
culturally amoral acts. Those who
break the norms protecting the site
are punished with infertility or death.

Climate change has posed a great risk
to the site, as landslides have washed
off the trees and votivehuts that were
used for rituals. Because of limited
access by the community to the site,
the area has been covered by bush
shrubs, making it hard to identify. The
community attributes these trends to
their inability to perform cleansing
rituals for the ridges, appeasing
mountain gods and defiance ofnorms
by those who visit the site.

Situated on Kambathule ridge on
the slopes of Rwenzori Mountain, in
Kibathe village, Kyondo Sub-County,
Eribwe rya Sine (“Sine’s rock”) was
discovered by a re-known Mukonzo
hunter, Sine.

The rock forms a hill, with pot holes
where rock hyrax (ebiyama) live. The
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Sine rock is surrounded by six stone
caves that are known to have been
residences of many Bakonzo.

The rock possesses healing powers,
aided by the hyrax. Hunters would
cure ailments and incubatepre-mature
babies using the skin of the animal.
The heat generated from the fur is
believed to have had strong healing
powers for the sick. It was believed
that whoever reached the rock and
prayedfor good health recovered and
those who ate the meat of the kiyama
lived a long life. Sick people who
failed to hike to the rock hunted the
rock hyrax (ebiyama) for healing meat.

The Bakonzo also used the skin of
the hyrax as blankets during the cold
seasons, especially for those who
interacted with snow in the mountain.
It is also believed that the hyrax meat
gives men strength in love making
known as amani ow’ekyilhume, and
gives couples the ability to produce
both male and female children. The
ebiyama helped the community to tell
the seasons (rain — crop growing and
drought — land ploughing seasons)
and taught people to store food stuffs
for bad seasons. Ebiyama only come
out of their hideouts during drought
to collect and store food. During
the rainy seasons, they stay in-doors
reproducing and eating the food they
collected during droughtuntil the end
of the rainy season. The rock hyraxes
are believed to have taught people in
Rwenzorihow-to live-in stone caves.

Prohibitions are in place to conserve
and preserve the hyraxes: it is a
taboo to kill a mother rock hyrax
with its young ones. It is a bad omen
for hunting expeditions. Wives of
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the wrong-doers are punished with

bareness and their children cry,
sounding like wild animals. It is also
believed that those who kill them
are taken away by Kalisya, the god
responsible for animals and would
disappear in the mountain, never to
be seen again. A cleansing ritual had
to be performed to save the victims.
Menstruating women are not allowed
to access the site.

The site is currently threatened by
landslides on the ridge, making it
difficult for the hyraxes to live there.
All the votive huts that were used to
perform rituals were also destroyed
and only theirremains are now visible.

The community is trying to establish
a cultural tourism trail that will link the
site to others and will enable access
for rehabilitation and care.
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At Kathwa Kali (which literally means
a very high hill/mountain) in Busyano
village Kanyatsi Parish, Kyondo sub
county, rituals are performed to
combat natural calamities and war.
Spirits are consulted to understand
the strength of the enemy, the
direction of their coming and to
inform the fighting strategies of the
Bakonzo warriors. It is believed that
the community would be informed
about an emerging war when they
heard voices of invisible humans.
Spiritual leaders were alerted by the
gods through dreams or visions.

Hunters also sought blessings by
performing rituals to Kalisya, the
god responsible for animals, for a
successful hunting expedition and for
protection. The hill was also used by
hunters as a spotting point for animals.
Successful hunting expeditions were
celebrated at Muhale’s Drum cultural
site, where hunters would drum, sing
and dance.

Thehillis also endowed with medicinal
plants and trees that the Bakonzo still
use to cure differentdiseases.

Although the site is spiritually
interconnected with Mahale's Drum,
it was prohibited to sound the
drum before a hunting expedition.
Whenever this was not respected, the
hunting expedition was unsuccessful
until  an appeasing ritual was
performed at Kalisya. This required
the hunters’ leaderto seek forgiveness
and permission at Kathwa Kali before
embarking on the next expedition.

There were other taboos, such as:
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women who were menstruating were
not allowed to access the site; and
men were not allowed to have sexual
intercourse with their partners a day
before visiting the hill. Those who
transgressed were punished with
infertility and other misfortunes.

In Kabiri, Busyano village, Kanyatsi
parish, Kyondo sub county, the
Obwipe Bw'lsekakule site consists of
a tree cave that is believed to have
protection powers against evil spirits,
bad omens and enemies. It is for this
purpose that its discoverer, Mumbere,
popularly  known as Isekakule
(Kakule's father) used it as a residence,
especially during hunting expeditions
and at times of civil strife in the low
lands.

Obwipe is a Lhukonzo word for the
podocarpus milanjianus tree. The
tree has medicinal properties and
it is surrounded by others used by
the community for various ailments,
especially those of a spiritual nature.

It is said that the tree cave
accommodated up to 3 people at a
time. Visitors of the National Park
currently use it as a resting point.

The Kighuthu Historical Royal Palace
Cultural Heritage site is found in
Kighuthu village, Nsenyi Parish,
Kisinga sub county.

The Palace is mainly known as the
place where the reigning King Charles
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Wesley ~ Mumbere  Iremangoma
resided, before the place was
gazetted as part of the national park.
It is at this palace that negotiations
by government began for the king to
descendthe mountainandcollaborate
withthe government. This culminated
in the Bakonzo and Bamba finally
having their own districts (Rwenzori
and Semliki), curved out of Tooro
district.

The site comprised of the King's
residence; a stone cave popularly
known as Akabwe ka Nzambya, which
acted as the kingdom'’s royal offices;
a school for the Royal family (which
provided a tailoring centre for the
Kingdom); a cave popularly known
as Akabwe ka Munduki that served
to store kingdom documents; a cave
known as Eribwe or Oburubu bwa
Kibikwmu that was the secretcave for
King Charles; a crop and animal farm
for the royal family and caretakers; and
three othercaves known as Busaghiro,
where the community hid in times of
civil strife. At the confluence ofrivers
Rwamasunga and Rwembya were
another two small caves known as
Bulhamiro, used as a clinic.

Kighuthu where the site is found, was
discovered and used by Nzambya, a
spiritual leader and rainmaker, who
used the caves as his homestead.
The small caves at the confluence
of river Rwembya and Rwamasunga
were used by him to perform rituals,
cleansing, treat the sick and to consult
the gods.

The site is now used to appease
spirits and to perform rain making and
cleansing rituals against calamities
such as drought, landslides, storms,

flooding and earthquakes. Medicines
are collected by herbalists from the
trees around the site.

The votive huts that aided ritual
performance have been swept away
by the flooding River Kabiri.

Located in Kalhonge village, Kalonge
parish, Kyarumba sub-county,
this is another sacred hill that is
interconnected with four other sites,
all significant for ritual cleansing.

The first point is Kalhonge hill, where
the ridge cleansing ritual starts by first
getting permission from the spirits. It
is also where the ritual broom is tied
by the Baswagha of the Butini family
and authorised by Kyighuliro before
the cleansing exercise begins. This
ritual is also performed when the
community is faced with calamities
such as hunger, disease, infertility,
death of livestock, andfloods, among
others. Sacrifices in the form of a
white chicken and goat, local beer
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A community member chews at the
root of the bark tree that is believed to
be medicinal

and a wild sugarcane known as egoha
are made. Musical instruments — the
xylophones and drums — are used
to communicate and votive huts are
built for the spirits, using reeds.

At this point, samples of plants and
animals are presented to the spirits
during prayers, for blessings before
the actual planting starts.

From Kalhonge main hill, the ritual
broom is brought to the Thunasi
cultural site for more prayers (for
blessings). This involves sacrificing
of chicken, roasting of bananas from
a special banana plant known as
enzirabahima and the building of
votive huts for different spirits. The
ritual broomstays a night at the site.
There is no singing or drumming
involved at this point.

After Thunasi, the ritual broom is
taken to Kahindi to pray for power to
fulfil all the prayers. Thesite comprises
of one giant back tree, locally known
as omuthoma w’ethabalhu (meaning
the backtree for the struggle). This is
where the coffin of King Isaya was kept
and prayed for before his body was
placed in it. The same items as those
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used at Thunasi are used here. The
Kahindi culturalsite is near Kyabinone
and Bunyumba streams.

From Kahindi, the ritual broom is taken
to Kalhonge minor hill and the ritual
broom is divided into two: Kyamaliba
and Muhelo ritual brooms. This site
comprises of two giant back trees
representing the two ritual brooms.
A member of the Musu clan prays for
the two brooms and theyare given to
two ridge leaders. After prayers, a
member of the Omuhira clan drums
to inform a member of mwede’s family
to blow the flute, which alerts the
general community of the beginning
of ridge cleansing.

At the end of ridge cleansing, the first
ritual broom known as kyamaliba is
taken to Kyamaliba andplaced at the
confluence of the Dunguluha river and
the Kakuka stream. The second ritual
broomis placed at the confluence of
rivers Muhelo and Dunguluha. After
the main cleansing exercise, all those
who were involved in the exercise
meet at the Bwambale back tree, near
Karuika's hometo celebrate the end of
the cleansing.

The ritual brooms are then picked
by different clans to cleanse their
ridges and are placed at different
river confluences at the end of these
exercises.

As for other sacred places for the
Bakonzo, taboos related to this site
include prohibition of immoralities
and sexual activity for all those
participatingin the ritual performance.

The confluences of the rivers that
aid ritual cleansing have shifted due
to floods, and some are inaccessible
because of the huge boulders
deposited by the rivers at the site. This
greatly affects the cleansing activities.
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The Bukangama Buthale chiefdom
is situated between Rivers
Nyamughasana and Nyamwamba,
two of the most devastating rivers in
the Rwenzori. The chiefdom currently
hosts the kingdom palace and offices.

Renowned for ridge cleansing, the
Buwatha Kathwa Kali cultural heritage
site is interconnected with four sites,
all found near the river Dunguluha
and the Kanyamighoroghoro stream

in Bunyandiko village, Bunyandiko
parish Kilembe sub-county,
Bunyandiko ridge in Bukangama

Buthale chiefdom.

The sites are also significant for
possessing spirit appeasing powers,
which are effective for combating
various  natural  calamities and
for dispensing blessings to the
community.

The first place is the Ibatsiro cultural
site, at the base of the Kathwa Kali
sacred hill. Ibatsiro (meaning a place
for wood carving), is where the first
crafts learning center was located. At
this site, Bakonzo learnt how to make
traditional items such as baskets,
wood carvings, mortars, stools, hand
hoes and axes among others that
were used in the process of ritual
making. It is where different Bakonzo
also pick materials for crafts making
when given access to the park.

After lbatsiro is Kathwa Kali, the main
ritual site. This is where the spiritual
leader seeks permission to perform
the ridge cleansingritual. Itis believed
that all spirits responsible for different
blessings (headed by Kithasamba)
dwell on top of the Kathwa Kali
sacred hill. The ridge cleansing ritual
is performed when the community
faces calamities such as diseases,
especially pandemics, sudden river
flooding, storms, civil strife, drought,
landslides, earthquakes, infertility
in men, women and livestock. While
seeking permission to perform the
ritual, a sacrifice is madein the form of
a sheep to appease Kithasamba.

When permission is granted at Kathwa
Kali, the spiritual leader proceeds to
the Katsunana culturalsite to tie and
pray for the ritual broom known as
omuhambo to acquire the powers to
cleansetheridges. AtKatsunana, votive
huts known as esyondekere are built
for different spirits such as Musabuli

(saviour), Kalisya (responsible for
animals), Mulemberi (responsible
for  children), Muthwangwangwa

(responsible for preventing
landslides), Musikyi (responsible for
preventing earthquakes, Muthabali
(responsible for security and wars)
Ndyoka (responsible for water bodies
like rivers, lakes, swamps) and many
other gods. Sacrifices in the form
of chicken and goats are made and
pieces of meat known as amatholero
are placed in the different votive huts
for the spiritsto feed on. Sample seeds
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from crops are also presented to the
spirits during the ritual at Katsunana
for blessings and thereafter taken
back and mixed with the rest of the
seeds to be planted.

The ritual broom (omuhambo) is
then taken to Ngulingo hill where the
actual ridge cleansing ritualwithin the
communities is done by different ridge
leaders. This ends at river confluences
where the ritual broom is finally placed

at the end of the cleansing exercise.

Some points of the site are threatened
by the flooding river Dunguluha
and by landslides down the slopes
of the ridges. Currently, rituals are
only periodically performed due to
restrictions associated with access to
the national park.
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The Ekyisalhalha kya Dunguluha
cultural heritage site is found between
Kahenege hill and Olhukuka or
Eribwe rya Sina. It is at the confluence
of Rivers Dunguluha and Katsoba in
Kalongevillage.

The site is significant for rainmaking,
healing and ritual cleansing. It was
discovered by Baswaghaof the family
of Kisara and it is jointly used by the
Baswagha and Bathangyi clans.

At times of drought and famine, the
community, especially the Bathangyi,
consult the Baswagha of Kisara, the
rainmaking family. The Bathangyi
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have to offer a black chicken to the
Baswagha to request for rain. The
rainmaking ritual is performed from
the caves, which serve as a rainmaking
shrine. The rainmaker uses the stem
of a tree, locally known as omulonge,
with the aid from other local herbs,
which are blown in a whistle form to
cause the rain.

Whenever the community faces
calamities such as diseases, especially
epidemics, storms, river flooding,
landslides, earthquakes, infertility
in men and women, and livestock
deaths and infertility, a cleansing
ritual for the ridge is requested. After

it is performed, the ritual broom
knownas omuhambo is placed at the
confluence of Rivers Dunguluha and
Katsoba near the caves.

Taboos related to the site include
ritual performance after a sexual
activity and access to the site by
menstruating women, which s
punished by infertility and death.

With climate change, flooding has
distorted the confluence of the
rivers where ritual cleansing is done.
Herbs that aided the ritual have been
washed away.
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This chiefdom lies between Rivers
Nyamwamba in Kilembe sub-
county and Rwimi at the border of
Kasese and Bunyangabo districts.

Located on River Mithi Yighaghire in
Kyanika village, Bikone parish, Maliba
sub-county, the site comprises of
five spiritually-interconnected. The
main site is a large sacred stone
cave that can accommodate over 50
people. Giant heather trees draped in
"bearded moss” are abundant. The
trees are locally known as amahongyi
(meaning 'what enthrones’). The moss
is believed by the Bakonzo people
to be an old man’s beard. This old
man is believed to be Kithasamba
(the spirit that controls the mountain).
Because of this, the site is significant
as an enthronement place for spiritual
leaders. It is here that a ceremony is
held for a spiritual leader to receive
their healing powers, and after going
through the exercise, they are handed
ritual tools such as traditional stools,
clay pots, skin bags, backcloth, and
horns.

The site is also known as the ‘farthest
secret cave' of Isemusinga Isaya

Mukirania Kibanzanga (first King of the
Rwenzururukingdom). Iltwas one of the
main bases for Kibanzanga'’s fighters
in the revolution for independence
from the Tooro kingdom that started
in 1954.

The second site is Ekyithoma kya
Musoka, a historical and ancestral
home for the Basu Basyangwa clan
where votive huts are built and prayers
conducted to invoke spirits. The third
siteisEnyindoyaKalisya, asacredstone
in the form of a human nose, with two
nostril-like shapes through which river
Nyalomba passes forming water falls,
before flowing into river Kithakena.
Enyindo ya Kalisya, therefore, refers
to the 'nose of Kalisya'. Kalisya is
the spirit responsible for animals,
and it is here that is consulted for
blessings. The fourth site is Eribwe rya
Kahesi where the spirit responsible
for blacksmithing (known as Kahesi)
is consulted. The fifth site is Eribwe
rya Kambeho Kamukyi, which acts as
a camping site for those going for
rituals at Mithi Yighaghire main site.
At Mithi Yighaghire, the ridge and
spiritual leaders also seek permission
from the spirits to cleanse ridges. The
site is also significant for performing
rituals in times of crisis, especially
whenever there is civil strife, hunger,
sickness and death of people or
animal.
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The  Mithi  yighaghire  cultural
heritage site has been affected by
the excessive water run-off from the
surrounding hills during rainy seasons
and the flooding of the river. This has
destroyed medicinal trees and plants
around the site, affecting the rituals
normally performed there.

This is located in-between two rivers:
Rwigho and Kuruhe in Kyibulya
village, Bughendero parish, Buhuhira
sub-county. The site comprises of two
spiritually-interconnected places. The
first site is a hill known for possessing
healing powers. With the permission
and guidance of the spiritual leader,
medicine men and women collect
herbal medicine from the bush and
trees around the site.

After a long trek, community members
wone o s 1 ,‘r. == s

The second site is a stone cave known
as Eribwe rya Katanga found near
Rwigho river.  This is where ridge
and spiritual leaders first consult
the mountain spirits before going
to Kebitakuli to perform a ridge
cleansing ritual. The site acts as a
shrine, especially for the spiritual
leader.

Ridge and spiritual leaders organise
rituals at this spot to appease the
spiritsandto cleanseridges, especially
in times of natural calamities such
as drought, landslides, earthquakes,
storms and sudden river flooding. This
is where the ritual broom (omuhambo)
is tied during cleansing. The broom is
thereafter placed at the confluence of
rivers Rwimi and river Kuruhe at the
end of the exercise. Prayers to avoid
health hazards are also made at this
site, as it is known for healing various
spirit-related illnesses.

i




Before the area was turned into a
National Park, the Kebitakuli cultural
heritage site was a resting place for
travelers to and from the Rwenzori
Mountains, including the mountain
people, visitors and hunters. Tradition
has it that whoever rested there with
stress, fatigue and spirit-related
illnesses got healed after eating the
food provided at the site. This food
was mainly sweet potatoes, locally
known as ebitakuli — hence the name
Kebitakuli, meaning the place of
sweet potatoes.

This site is located between River
Kangangu, Rwimi and Rwapapara
in Maghasa village, Mbata parish,
Buyisumbu  sub-county (on the
Kinyamwirima ridge in Katswabwemi
chiefdom). Itis a hill, around which are
special trees locally known as ekyungu
(polysias fulva) and omukoku, used for
making musical instruments. There
are also medicinal trees and plants
with healing and cleansing powers.
The site is named after xylophones
locally known as endara, thus, the
name omundara ( 'in the xylophone
area’). With the spiritual leader’s
permission and guidance, makers
of xylophones and other wooden
musical instruments collect wood
from the trees around the site.
Omundara is treated as a sacred
place; tradition has it that the sound
of a xylophone is occasionally heard
here. It is believed to be played by
the spirits as an indication of the
right time for collecting materials for
making xylophones from the Rwenzori
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Mountains.

Ridge and spiritual leaders also
organise rituals at the site, especially
in times of natural calamities such
as drought, landslides, earthquakes,
storms and sudden river flooding.

It is at Omundara that the ritual
broom (omuhambo) is tied during
the cleansing of ridges. The broom
is later placed at the confluence of
rivers Rwigho and Rwimi near Mihani
hill in Kasangali. Rituals for different
health hazards are also performed at
this site.

Taboos protecting the site include
prohibition from mentioning names
of the Bakonzo spirits while in the
mountains by those attending
the ritual. Sexual activity by men
participating in the ritual and while
collecting material for xylophones
is also prohibited. Victims can be
punished by death or disappearance
in the forest.

village, Mbata
parish, Buyisumbu sub-county (in
Kinyamwirima ridge, Katswabwemi
chiefdom), near rivers Rwimi and
Rwigho, lies the Erihongera rya
Kinyamwirima cultural heritage site.
This is significant to the Bakonzo
people for possessing protection,
healing and rainmaking powers. It is
surrounded by medicinal trees and
plants with healing powers, such as
omwindindi, omuhunga and bamboo,
which is used for making votive huts.

In Maghasa

The Erihongero rya Kinyamwirima
site comprises of three spiritually-
interconnected spots: the
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Kinyamwirima ritual site, Embitha
and Ebiraro. It is a natural landscape
comprising of stone caves and rivers.

Embitha, which means “secret”, is
regarded as a secret palace (ekyikale
ekyembitha), which was built for
Omusinga (King) Charles Wesley
Mumbere Irema-Ngoma at the time of
civil strife to spiritually and physically
hide him from enemies. Embitha
is surrounded with protective and
dangerous plants locally known as
ekyatsinge, which burn people and
animals when touched.

Around Erihongero rya Kinyamwirima
are campsites in the form of stone
caves known as Ebiraro. These include:
Ekyiraro kya Kananire; Ekyiraro kya
Rwigho, also known as Eribwe rya
Kathende found near river Rwigho;
Ekyiraro kya Rwayi found near river
Rwayi; Ekyiraro kya Karukungu found
near river Mulingolingo and a swamp
known as Ekyamisigho.

Kinyamwirima (“source of darkness”),
is a historical and ancestral ritual
place for the Basu Basyangwa clan.
It is here that votive huts are built for
ridge cleansing and spirit appeasing.
This is also where the mountain spirits
are consulted for different purposes,
including protection and healing.
During civil strife, it was believed that
once persons hid in this area, enemies
would not find them, because the
mountain spirits would blind them
(hence the name of the site). The
Ebiraro stone caves also served as
hiding places at times of civil strife.
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