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KITGUM: AN URBAN STUDY:

J. P. OCITTI
Introduction.

The writing of this study was stimulated by three principa} factors: the fact
that relatively little has been written on the urban geography of individual East
Alfrican towns; the need to emphasize by means of a specific example the fact
that geography deals with realities rather than with academic abstractions, and-
that field work is the essence of geographical reseach; and that a geographical study
of a town may be usefu] to the physical planner since “town planning is the art:
for which geography is the science”.2 No systematic investigation of Kitgum
‘Township has previously been attempted, and the present paper aims to fill this’
gap and to illustrate a straightforward method of general urban analysis which
might usefully be applied to other East African towns. '

The method of approach.

The point of view of the geographer towards the study of towns turns
essentially upon the inter-related questions of form and function. Attention is
first directed to conditiong of situation and site: the situation i the physical,
social and economic environment within which the town lies, in a broad sense,
and the site is the ground upon which the built-up area is actually
developed. Secondly, an examination is made of the reaction of the town, in
form and function, to the impact of historica] events. A third problem js the
morphology of the present-day town, viewed primarily in terms of land use. This
leads naturally into an’ overal] consideration of the functional structure of the
town. Finally, attention is drawn to the inter-relationships between the town and
the surrounding area which it serves and which in turn contributes to its life and
growth. A town is mever a static phenomenon but a living and changing one;-
the urban landscape, like the rural, is always in a process of change, and to
understand present paiterns we must first comprehend the processes which are
at work and the stage that has been reached. This dynamic concept, vita] in all
aspects of geography, is particularly relevant to the study of towns. The funda-
mental unit in the geographical structure of community life in the more advanced
societies is the town-region, the areg whose occupants look to a particular town
as their service centre and whose life is focussed on the town through a constant
tide of comings and goings. This state of affairs is becoming increasingly the
case in developing countries also, and an understanding of the basic geographical
f.':]mts of town-country relationships is cssentia] for successful social and economic
planning.

Situation and site.

Kitgum, the chief town of East Acholi, has a population of 3.4542 and stands
at an elevation of 3,194 feet above sea level. The town is located fairly centrally
within East Acholi; it lies 275 miles from Kampala (via the Karuma Falis), 65
from Gulu (which lies to the south-west), and 45 miles from the Sudan border.




38
EAST AFRICAN GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW
B ——————
, L“:‘L_ , a %
e = Ay
. *®
Tt e N DA
» UGAND A
3 ITGUM
A c H 0
- Moy "
: 3 Emnd over 5000
. - ) ,
Guly ' _ L « below 2000
. /
'\ —— Railway
o K, - ___, /.—"\--"“""/\--—'\ - Main reads
! 7 . \ | ~—=linternational
N oY R boundary
c . ‘ -« =Dist boundary
! \ G {'4 ° Local tradi
. - . cal tradin
[* L 14 N e 1N centrelsg
_ s o 10 20
Lira —A, . Miles

Figure 1. The geographical situation of Kitgum.-

- The town is situated upon an undulating plateau, which lies generally at about
3,500 feet above sea-level and is underlain by rocks of the Basement system.
To the west and south this monotonous plateau stretches as far as the horizon:
to the east and north, the peneplaned surface is interupted by occasional inselbergs
of which the most prominent are Rom and Agoro Mountains (Fig. 1). Rivers
traversing the plateau surface fluctuate considerably in their rate of flow, as a
reflection of the seasonal regime of the rainfall which diminishes to less than 40
inches a year in the extreme north and east of Acholi District.

With the exception' of Labongo, the Sub-County within which Kitgum is
situated, the country surrounding Kitgum is sparsely populated and the density
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almost everywhere is below 40 per square mile. In this predominantly agricul-
tural region crops such as cotton, finger millet, simsim and groundnuts are widely
grown by peasant farmers and some agricultural products find a ready market
in Kitgum. Although rural in character the surrounding region has a number
of small trading and administrative centres, none of which ig sufliciently large
or fast-growing 1o challenge the local pre-eminence of Kitgum. These rural foci
are linked with the town by the system of road communications which radiates
from Kitgum; in the wide-open plateau lands physical obstacles do not exert a
strong influence upon routeways, and the major roads thus tend to follow zones
where human settlement is most dense, '

These general circumstances of situation have apparently favoured urban
growth at Kitgum in two main ways. The town is centrally situated within the
area which it serves, and is easily accessible from all directions; and, partly
because communications with the town present few problems, Kiteum has emerged
as the principal town within a surrounding area with a radius of 60 miles,

The hinterland of the town is certainly not a rich area, and probably the present
level of development of its natura] resources precludes the growth of any other
townships of significance. The poverty of the surrounding region in fact emerges
as a factor discouraging the more rapid growth of Kitgum. “A fast-growing
town is an indicator of developing resources within its sphere of influence,”s but
the hinterland of Kitgum unfortunately reveals very few signs of such development

The precise site of Kitgum was chosen by Mr. J. R. P. Postlethwaite, the
founder of the town, probably for a variety of reasons. The town occupies
the northern pediment slopes of a flat-topped granitic inselberg known as Pand-
wong which rises almost 300 feet above the level of the surrounding plain and
is encircled on three sides by the River Pager (Fig. 2). The site was partly chosen
for its central location in the area to be served, but the defence factor may also
have been important at a time when tribal and clan warfare was a frequent
occurence.  Pandwong hill, together with the protective loop of the river at its
foot, constitued a largely impregnable fortress from which extensive views in all
ditections were available. The availability of water supplies, the lack of mosquito
breeding places on the hill, and the aesthetic qualities of the site were other factors
which probably influenced Postlethwaite’s initial choice. The site bears certain
resemblances to those of Soroti and Tororo.

Origins- and growth.

In 1912 Mr. J. R, P. Postlethwaite was requested by the Protectorate
Government of Uganda to select a suitable site for an administrative centre in
Acholiland, east of the River Aswa, in order to bring the people of that area
under effective administration.s Accompanied by forty Nubian askaris, Postleth-
waite marched eastwards from Gulu io the Aswa River, and, in his search for
a suitable site, came into contact with the paramount chief of Pajule chiefdom who
showed him a low hili overlooking the Pager river where he might set up his camp.
This site was locally known as Kitgum, ‘the place of good Juck’6 However,
Postlethwaite abandoned this site after a few months and moved fifteen miles to
the west into the chiefdom of Labongo. “I reached a spot”, he wrote, “which
appeared to me to be near the centre of the area which it was proposed to embody
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Figure 2. The site of Kitgum.

within the new district; it consisted of a small though rocky hill on a rise, with
a river at its foot, and seemed at any rate a possible site for the station of the
future™7 1In the absence of local objections Postlethwaite named the site Kitgum,
and the original Kitgum became Kitgum Matidi or Liitle Kitgum. When he went
on leave a year later, Postlethwaite left behind him “a Government station con-
sisting of all the necessary buildings, camps, centres, several bundred miles of
cleared roads, which formed the groundwork of the motor roads of the future,
tax collection inaugurated and disarmament effected.”s

From its foundation in 1912 until 1937 Kitgum grew slowly and fulfilled
its original function as an administrative centre of Chua District. By 1920, both
the CM.S. and the Verona Fathers had established mission stations to the porth
of the town, and gradually all the characteristic elements of an up country centre
of colonial administration were added : the offices, the modern houses, the golf
course, the rest house, a hospital, and a number of Indian retail shops. Kitgum
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Figure 3. The growth of Kiroum.

also had a cotton ginnery. In 1937, the chief function of Kitgum was removed
following a new administrative system designed to bring all the Achol; people
under a single District Commissioner stationed at Gulu,s which was already
serving West Acholi, and the next fifteen years were for Kitgum a period of
stagnation. Many buildings stood empty, and the maintenance of roads and other
services was a considerable problem. It was not until 1952 that Kitgum once
again began to fulfil its administrative role, this time as the centre of a sub-
district, and the coming of an Assistant District Commissioner in that year
signalied the beginning of a period of considerable expansion. In 1962 Kitgum

was one of sixteen ‘government towns’ to be granted Town Council status with

wards and eastwards from the original nucleus, and has followed a planned layout
with a rectangular arrangement, This pattern has been partly influenced by the site,
for the street plan is adjusted to the lie of the land, and the areas not occupied
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by buildings are often irregular. The growth of Kitgum may thus be related in
broad terms with the presence or absence, in a given period, of its initial function
of administration; and in detail to the physical conditions of the site. The process
of growth has been marked by the replacement of one type of land use, on 5
given site, by another type; for example, a hospital demolished in 1938 and
rebuilt elsewhere was replaced by a forest plantation which was later transformed
into the existing public park; and the present-day commercia] zone was formerly
the site of the labour lines occupied by the Bunyoro porters who helped Postleth.

waite at the time of the foundation of the town.

Urban morphology.

Today the arbitrarily-defined boundary of Kitgum township encloses an areg
of about three square miles, but the built-up area in hardly more than one square

The commercial area, (Fig. 4) is the core of the town and is associated with
the greatest concentration of people during daylight hours. This zone hag the
highest land values, a greater density of Jand use, and its multifunctional
buildings vary in terms of usage with depth from the street frontage. Vehicles
are normally parked in front of the shops: under the wide verandahs busy tailors
are usually found at work; the shops themselves usually have open fronts, and
behind the salerooms there are storerooms which in turn give way to residential
accommodation at the rear. Most buildings have only one storey, but a few have
two and in these cases the first floor is usually devoted to residenta] occupance.

On the south side of the commercial zone are located a primary school, a
hospital, administrative offices, court .hall and an atiractive public park.
Residential land use outside the commercial core may be divided into several
categories. High-class residential areas are found near the airstrip (southeast of
Pandwong hill) and adjacent to the prison farm on the northwestern slopes of the
hill: houses in these arcas are mainly occupied by officials of the local and
central governments, Usually the houses are fairly large bungalows with servants’
quarters located in the extensive compound surrounding each home. Tn the
castern part of the built-up area is found a low-income residentia) zone, where
the houses are small although built of permanent materials and endowed with
inside piped water. Each house is detatched but the surrounding compounds
are very small, and the percentage of built-up land per acre is thus much higher
than in the high-class residentia] arcas. Further east still there is a small zone
where semi-permanent houses are developed by individuals on demarcated plots;
toads are provided but there is no piped water.

Figure 4 shows clearly that a considerable area within the township
boundary is in fact entirely rural in character. This area supports a large number
of neovle, many of whom work in the town; houses are traditionat in type, being
built of temporary materjals such ‘as poles, mud and grass, Urban amenitjes
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Figure 4. Kitgum: wurban regions.

such as piped water, roads, drainage and sanitation are lacking but land is
available for the growing of both subsistence and cash crops. Some 85 acres
within this zone are occupied by a prison farm, and there is also an agricultural

variety trial centre and a 90-acre site for a District Farm Institute now under
construction.

Outside the township boundary the principal elements in the suburban region
are the Church of Uganda Mission about one mile to the north: the Verona
Fathers’ Mission about 11 miles to the north-east; a cotton ginnery half-
a-mile to the east; and a primary school three miles to the south-east. The rural
area immediately surrounding the town is fairly densely populated, and a notable
feature is the ribbon development of seftlement along the main roads radiating
outwards from the town,



















