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As the academic year begins, Western Carolina University finds itself  in a time of  
transition. Our new Chancellor has vowed a fresh start, initiating a comprehen-
sive strategic planning process that will give all of  us a chance to express our 
hopes and wishes for WCU. We are also organizing a nation-wide search for a 
new Provost. In the College of  Arts and Sciences we also have a new interim 
Dean. The Department of  Anthropology and Sociology is also in transition this 
year. Dr. Kathleen Brennan returned from a stint as Associate Dean of  the 
Graduate College ñ where she organized a new exchange relationship with the 
School of  Sociology and Philosophy at University College Cork in Ireland ñ to 
resume her status as a full-time faculty member in the department. Former De-
partment Head Dr. Jane Eastman stepped down to focus on her responsibilities 
as a faculty member and Director of  Cherokee Studies, and so I begin a three-
year term as Department Head starting this year. 
 
Despite all of  these changes, the Department of  Anthropology and Sociology 
remains an exciting place to be, and we look forward to the future. We are a very 
popular and productive department, with well over 200 majors, many drawn to 
the forensic anthropology concentration. This summer Dr. Cheryl Johnston (who 
was tenured and promoted to associate professor last year) again led her popular 
summer course -- Field Recovery of  Human Remains -- which engaged students 
to work in the Human Identification Laboratory and its associated decomposition 
facility. Earlier in the summer, forensic anthropology student Paul Martin also or-
ganized a cadaver-dog training workshop that drew participants from throughout 
the Southeast. Most recently, Dr. John Williams, Dr. Cheryl Johnston, and their 
students Michael Anderson, Alex Bialek, and Shioban Mossbarger worked on a 
high-profile case in Haywood County that received a great deal of  well-deserved 
media attention. All of  these exciting developments make it abundantly clear that 
Dr. Williams and Dr. Johnston have in less than a decade created one of  the lead-
ing undergraduate forensic anthropology programs in the country. 
 
Other faculty and students in our department have been just as active and en-
gaged in their field research and teaching. Dr. Jane Eastman and her students 
completed another field season excavating at Spikebuck Mound, the remains of  
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the historically known Cherokee town of  Quanasee in current-day Hayesville, North Caro-
lina. Dr. Anne Rogers and Jane Brown also continued their long interest in Cherokee history 
and archaeology with the publication of  the two volume Payne-Butrick Papers, co-edited with 
WCU Emeritus History Professor William Anderson (see the full article about it in this 
newsletter). In other Cherokee-related news from our department, Dr. Hartwell Francis and 
Cherokee native-speaker Tom Belt also continue to work closely together on the Cherokee 
Language Revitalization Project, teaching popular conversational Cherokee courses, produc-
ing learning materials in the Cherokee language, and making well-received presentations at 
conferences across the country and in Mexico.  
 
Dr. Nyaga Mwaniki and Dr. Anthony Hickey took a group of  anthropology and sociology 
students to Kenya again this summer, and are already planning their third summer trip to 
Kenya next year. This is a wonderful opportunity for WCU students to travel and learn with 
two of  our most distinguished and esteemed professors, one a native-born Kenyan and both 
specialists in rural society and community development. Dr. Mwanikiõs discussion of the 
Mau Mau rebellion against the British colonial government among his Embu people appears 
in this issue of  the newsletter. 
 
Dr. Heather Talley continued her whirlwind of  activities last year and through the summer. 
In addition to working closely with student-group UNITYñ helping to organize WCUõs 
TransAction Day 2011 and other events important to the LGBTQ community on campus 
and in the region ñ she has been deeply involved in the Mid-Atlantic Burn Camp, a sum-
mer camp founded by physical therapists to provide a fun and supportive place for children 
with burn injuries. Meanwhile, she continues to work on her first book, which is under con-
tract with the NYU Press.  
 
Dr. Marilyn Chamberlin and Dr. Peter Nieckarz made important contributions to the de-
partment last year. Dr. Chamberlin coordinated the annual Gender Conference, whose 
theme last year was òWomen in Higher Education.ó Dr. Nieckarz published an insightful op
-ed piece in the Raleigh News and Observer in the midst of  the potential de-funding of  
NPR. He also made an on-air appearance on WZAX radio in Rocky Mount, NC to discuss 
public radio. Both also continued their long track-records as quality teachers who seek to 
inspire their students every day. Based on the new òDeanõs List Spring 2011ó plaque that was 
installed at the entrance to the McKee Building, their kind of  teaching is having an impact. 
The names of  dozens of  Sociology and Anthropology students appear on it, which is per-
haps our most important accomplishment of  the past year. 
 
Philip E. (Ted) Coyle 



    Upcoming Events: 

Western Carolina Universityõs Department of Anthropology and Sociology will host 
three lunchtime presentations in Room 110 of  McKee Building from 12:20 to 1:15 
p.m. on select Wednesdays during the fall semester. 

Events in the brownbag series include: 

Wednesday, Sept. 7 ð òSloan: A Paleoindian Dalton Cemetery in Arkansasó by ar-
chaeologists Dan and Phyllis Morse 
Wednesday, Sept. 28 ð òForensic Anthropology in the News: The Junaluska Projectó 
by Cheryl Johnston, associate professor of  forensic anthropology, John Williams, 
professor and director of  the forensic anthropology program, and Jane Brown, ad-
junct faculty member. 
Wednesday, Nov. 9 ð òThe Kenya Experience: Development in a Small Villageó by 
Tony Hickey, professor of  sociology; Nyaga Mwaniki, associate professor of  anthro-
pology; and students who traveled to Kenya in summer 2011 

 
The series is an opportunity for faculty and students associated with the department to 
share research and ideas with the Western Carolina University and Jackson County com-
munity. 

For more information, contact Peter Nieckarz, associate professor of  sociology, at 828-
227-3837 or Heather Laine Talley, assistant professor of  sociology, at htalley@wcu.edu. 

 
Dr. Heather Talley has also begun a Departmental Book Club.  The first book that we 
will read and discuss is Tortilla Curtain, by T.C. Boyle. Wikipedia says that itõs a book 
about òmiddle-class values, illegal immigration, a fear and hatred of  foreigners, poverty, 
and environmental destruction.ó Pick up the book now (Dr. Nieckarz recommends City 
Lights Bookstore in Sylva) and weõll discuss it in November.. Time and place TBA. 



 
 
 The research project aimed at recording the social history of  the Embu participation in the 
Mau Mau movement and the punishment inflicted on them by the Colonial Administration.  Mau 
Mau was a political rebellion against British colonialism in Kenya.  It started among the Kikuyu and 
then spread primarily to the Embu and the Meru.  The Colonial Administration imposed severe pun-
ishments on these three ethnic communities, which included mass arrests of  both males and females 
and their detention in various camps (prisons); killings of  innocent people; confiscation of  property; 
and subjection to inhumane forms of  force labor.  The research project focused more on these forms 
of forced labor which included village construction and òvillagizationó; digging of the security trench 
along the Mt. Kenya forest; construction of  public roads; and general public work such as clearing 
bushes and forests in search of  the Mau Mau fighters.  Following is a summary of  one of  these 
forms of  forced labor: the digging of  the Mt. Kenya trench, which demonstrates the brutal reaction 
of  the Colonial Administration to the Mau Mau rebellion.  
 
Digging of  the Mt. Kenya Ditch 
 The forced removal of  the Embu, as well as the Kikuyu and Meru, from their rural homes into 
villages, did not cut off  the supply of  much needed food, information, weapons, and ammunitions 
from the reserves to the Mau Mau fighters in the forest.  Commander Erskine proposed a plan to 
construct a long and wide trench along the Mt. Kenya forest zone as another military strategy to cut 
off  this lifeline and to effectively isolate the Mau Mau guerrillas in the forest from the sympathetic 
civilian population in the reserves.  The colonial government issued a decree in 1955 to commence 
the construction of  the trench.  Some sources say the trench was 50 miles long (Egerton, 1989: 93); 
another, more than 100 miles long (Rosberg and Nottingham, 1985: 294); while yet another source 
says that its construction was abandoned after the government realized that it was useless (Itote, 
1985: 179).  There are also conflicting reports about its width and depth.  However, whatever the di-
mensions, according to Egerton,  
 

òThe ditch was monumental.  In most places it was 10 feet deep and 16 feet wide, fit-
ted with impenetrable mazes of  booby-trapped barbed wire and sharpened  bamboo 
sticks, and every half  mile there was a police post that patrolled the barrier day and 
nightó (1989:93). 

  
 In Embu, the digging of what came to be known as the òGreat Barrier Ditch,ó locally known 
as òMucingi wa Munyutu,ó started in 1956 and lasted for the entire year.  From the point where the 
ditch crosses Thuci River, the boundary between Embu and Meru District, to Kii River marking the 
Embu-Kirinyaga District boundary, the ditch following the forest boundary measured approximately 
31.8km (about 20 miles) using a number of  the remaining portions of  the ditch to determine the 
original dimensions of  the trench.  It appears that the trench measured between 8 to 10 feet deep and 
10 to 15 feet wide.  It is, however, important to point out that the ditch follows the forest boundary it  
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cross-cuts a landscape that is marked by very steep valleys and hills, as well as rivers running 
from Mt. Kenya.  

 The construction of  villages was still going on, but coming to an end, when people, par-
ticularly in the northern villages, were re-engaged by force in the construction of  the ditch.  Each 
village was allocated a specific portion of  the trench to dig every day.  Then people from a par-
ticular village were organized by the headman into smaller groups was assigned a portion of  
about twenty feet long to dig and would not be allowed to return to the village until it was fin-
ished.  Given the condition of  the ground and the terrain, as well as the physical condition of  
the men and women, some groups continued to dig past 6:00pm, the time when they were sup-
posed to be inside the village according to the curfew regulation.  Normally, although the digging 
started at 6:00am and ended at 5:00pm people were woken up by the Home Guard at 4:00 or 
5:00am in the morning.  For those villages that were far from the trench, they people had to leave 
even much earlier.   
 The roles of  each of  these small groups of  four men and eight women were delineated.  
Men did the digging using hoes and forks while four women scooped the loose soil with shovels 
and put it in the baskets or sauce pans which they then lifted up to the other four women at the 
edge of  the ditch.  It is worth mentioning that some groups did not have men at all and therefore 
women did all the digging.  The reason for the shortage of  men is that most of  them were lan-
guishing in prisons and detention camps, others were in Mt. Kenya forest, and others were hiding 
in bushes and forest areas within the reserves as Komerera. These Mau Mau members hiding in 
the reserves among the civilians were referred to as Komerera, a term which means òlying lowó.  
It is for this same reason that some villages such as Rukuriri, in Northern Embu, were built 
mostly by women, hence the term, òWomenõs villages.ó 
 Whenever a portion of  the ditch was completely dug out, it had to be lined at the base 
with wooden spikes.  Preparation of  the spikes was the primary responsibility of  the elderly men 
and pregnant women while other members of  the group planted the spikes on the ditch floor.  
Some spikes were planted at an angle facing both sides of  the ditch.  These were then inter-
spersed closely with other spikes planted at almost 90 degree angles.  The space between spikes 
was about six inches.  Thus, the spacing of  the spikes and the angles at which they were lined up 
in relation to the floor was meant to maximize their effectiveness in killing or immobilizing the 
Mau Mau who fell into the trench.  In order to boost the trenchõs effectiveness in isolating the 
Mau Mau guerrillas in the forest some other security measures were put in place.  One of  these 
was the construction of  watch towers, a mile apart, on the reserve side of  the trench.  These 
watch towers, fortified with high-thick earthen walls and barbed wire fence, were manned day 
and night by security police or military.  Another measure was a series of  holes, two feet wide, 
four feet long and ten feet deep lined with spikes at the base.  The holes were spaced randomly 
along the trench on the forest side of  the trench.  Finally, grenade booby-traps were placed on 
certain sections along the trench.  At the river sections, high barbed wire fences, booby trapped 
with grenades, were erected to keep the Mau Mau from using the rivers to come into the reserve 
to obtain supplies.   
 As the conscripted labor toiled all day digging the ditch, they were not given any breaks to 
rest.  Also, there was no food or water, and they were beaten with whips and sticks while the 
Home Guards hurled insults at them as òuseless Mau Mau lovers.ó  The Home Guards also 
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threw stones at individuals found not working.  Others sustained serious injuries when the Home 
Guards hit them using the digging hoes, forks, and shovels.  One informant mentioned that she 
and other women and men in her group used to chew fiber from micico and mikutha (local wild 
plants) to stimulate production of  saliva in their mouths.  Some used to eat red soil to quell the 
pangs of  hunger.  Particularly vulnerable were the breastfeeding women who were always threat-
ened with having their babies killed if  they did not work as hard as everybody else.   
 Depending on the mood of  the Headman, the digging ended at 5:00pm, after which they 
had only one hour to obtain food, water and firewood to prepare the evening meal.  All this was 
done under the watchful eye of  the Home Guards who not only confiscated some of  the food 
but could also falsely accuse somebody of  making contact with the Mau Mau during the search 
for food.  
 In spite of  the despicable brutality and the amount of  forced labor directed into the con-
struction of  the ditch and other security measures associated with it, there is the question of  its 
effectiveness as a òbarrieró against the Mau Mau fighters.  For one, there is no evidence that any 
Mau Mau fighter died or was maimed as the result of  falling into the trench, or in an attempt to 
cross it.  Although it limited the contact between the civilians in the villages and the Mau Mau in 
the forest, the flow of  supplies was not completely cut off.  One ex-Mau Mau demonstrated the 
ease with which they used to cross it into and from the reserves, usually at night.  A number of  
factors explain the ineffectiveness of this ògreat barrier ditch.ó  One obvious factor was the intel-
ligence and ingenuity of  the Mau Mau fighters, something Commander Erskine was blinded to 
see because of  the racist colonial ideology that informed his military strategizing.  The fighters 
used various methods to cross the ditch such as, using wooden poles to jump over; building 
moveable and easy to hide wooden bridges, and using hooked wooden poles to lower somebody 
into the ditch and to lift him/her up on the other side of  the ditch.  They used this latter method 
more frequently to get heavy loads of  food across and into the forest.  Second, as Itote points 
out (CITE) was the fact that most of  the people digging the trench, as well as some of  the 
Home Guards, had taken the Mau Mau oath.  At the end of  the day, after the digging, they left 
coded messages warning the fighters of  the latest security arrangements as well as the location 
of  the grenade booby traps.  Third, the fighters had developed ingenious adaptive strategies that 
could allow them to go for months and years without contact with their civilian sympathizers in 
the reserves.  They had acquired much knowledge about herbal medicines to cure illnesses and 
wounds, about animal behaviors that warned them of  the presence of  danger or location of  cer-
tain foods, and about the location of  natural shelters that they could use for protection from 
their enemies and from bad weather conditions.  It is commonly said by the people, particularly 
in northern Embu, where gardens are close to the forest zone, that the only thing that the trench 
stopped from leaving the forest was the elephants.  For this, ironically, they were thankful to the 
trench because they did not have to compete with the elephants for the scarce remaining food in 
the fields.   




