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In the heart of the Greater Mara Ecosystem,
Kenya’s Maasai Mara National Reserve is a
magical world of creatures big and small
and villages of times gone by—and there’s
no better place for the safari of a lifetime
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bead of sweat drips down my

face, trickling across my neck.

The brisk morning sun shines

on through the roof of our car,
and we wait in silence. A telltale rustle of
movement escapes from the tree ahead,
the crackle of a stray twig snapping under
atreading foot, and suddenly there he
is—acurious giraffe peering around from
behind an acacia tree. “See those
markings? That’s a Maasai giraffe,” says
Onesmas, abright and charismatic 25-
year-old Kenyan who is our safari guide in
the Maasai Mara National Reserve, or as
the locals like to call it, “The Mara.”
Unlike the cartoon giraffes seen in the
West, the Maasai giraffe’s spots have a
jagged pattern, and it’s impossible not to
fall in love with this elegant creature.

It’s the second day of our trip and we're
about to have breakfast out in the bush.
Onesmas fires up the grill—agas stove
cleverly worked into the boot of our car
—while hiswildlife spotter, David, sets the
table. Soon, we're all munching on eggs,
sausages, bacon and fresh fruit. Maasai-
born David has been working as a spotter
for years, and straight after breakfast he’s
taking us to the local Ngama Maasai
village just outside of the reserve.

Aswe pull up outside of a circle of mud
huts surrounded by a fence of thick tree
branches—“To keep predators out,” David
explains—atall, dark figure iswaiting. He
iswrapped inared chequered cloth, with
strings of beads wrapped across his torso
and hips, leaningon athin stick as high as
his chest. “Welcome to my village,” he says
influent, albeitaccented, English. “l am
the son of the chief, and | welcome you to
my home. You can call me by my Christian
name, Daniel,” he says with asmile.
Daniel—whose Maasai name is Lukosh—
explains that they do ask a fee of 1,700
Kenyan shillings to enter, but once paid
you are welcome to explore the village and
take as many picturesasyou like.

The moment we hand over the cash, a
loud tribal yell sounds and a row of men
dressed invivid scarlet clothing appear,
whooping and jumping. “These are our
warriors—all young boys between the
ages of 12 and 25—and they are
performing a dance to officially welcome
you to our village,” Daniel explains. The
men are all at different stages of their
warrior hood (determined by whether
they have undergone their circumcision
ceremony or not) but they are all just as
eager to partake in the antics. Some have
their earlobes stretched into deep hoops
of skin, while others have braided their

hair into elaborate, tightly woven styles
symbolising victory or masculinity.

Part of the welcome ritual is the
jumping dance, wherein the man who
jumps the highest is elected the most
eligible bachelor. The rhythmic chants,
vibrating from deep within their throats,
soon die down and we are shown into the
village, where the women are lined up,
adorned invibrant hues of yellow, green,
blue and orange, singing their own lullaby
towelcome usin. Their children line up
eagerly inarow alongside one of the
houses, shyly smiling at me.

“Atall, dark figure is
waiting, wrapped in
a chequered cloth,
with strings of beads
across his torso”
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The houses—known as “enkaji”—are all
built by the women and made up ofa
mixture of twigs, soil, grass and cow dung.
They consist of asmall room in which the
cows and goats are kept at night,and a
central space for cooking, sleeping and
storage of their few possessions. It’s cool
and dark inside the house, with just one
small hole atop the glowing embers of a
dyingfire letting in astream of light. “This
hole also lets the smoke escape when we
cook,” Daniel says, explaining that the
women usually sleep on one bed with their
daughters, while the men sleep with their
sons on the other, until the children reach
the age of 10 and move out.

“We don’t have much money, so we
trade cows for materials like beads to
make handicrafts. The money we make
from them goes towards educating our
children in the local schools,” Daniel says.
While the goods are more expensive than
| expected, they are beautifully made and
the Maasai people’s sincere kindness
makes me not even want to try and barter.
Aswe hop intoour car to leave, Daniel
shakes my hand, insisting, “Next time you
come to Kenya, don’t stay in a hotel—you
come stay in my village as my guest.” >

December 2012 GOOD HOUSEKEEPING 107






