Among the Maasai

By Ben Long ‘07

Ben Long, ‘07 received a Watson Fellowship
to research cattle farming practices around
the world, visiting Tanzania, South Africa,
Argentina, New Zealand, India, and China
(Tibet). As he noted before setting off on his
adventures, “Cows are present in almost every
country in the world. They serve many different
functions within society. I will witness cows as
religious symbols, a life-line to nomadic people,
best friends and as a bottom-line for business.
Cattle farming is constantly evolving, but not
necessarily at the same rate in each country.
By living on vastly different farms in vastly
different countries, I hope to gain a better
understanding of the cultural interaction
between farmers and their cows.”

It has been over a month now living in
Longido. I have learned to appreciate simple
pleasures in the absence of the amenities we
take for granted in America. There is no
running water so a shower is cold bucket of
water once a week and toilets are out-houses
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or wherever you are at the time. It is amazing
how good a warm Coke can taste after a long
day and if was a bad day then a warm beer.
These are a few of the many daily activities
that keep me going.

[ have been teaching 2nd grade Maasai
children mathematics. Teaching children
math is hard enough but when you combine
the other variables; English is their second
language, 1 am one of the only mzungus
(white people) they have ever seen, I refuse
to hit them which is how every other teacher
maintains discipline, and the education
system itself is backwards, it is a very long
morning in the classroom.

The first day the children were trying to add
something like 155+270 and after grading
their papers, I took a survey of who could add
2+2. Only about 10% knew that 2+2=4. We
started all over again and am proud to say
that after a month they are much improved in
addition and subtraction.

I have good days and bad days. Whenever [
think I understand something or have seen
everything, I am

brought back {
down to reality [~
very quickly. 1§
was handling the
extreme culture

shock reasonably
well until [ had a §
serious  reality
check this &
weekend. | slept
in a temporary



boma and went to a two-day circumcision
ceremony and finally began to understand
what was happening around me. I had to
leave multiple times to try to hold back tears.

Summation of the month: I have felt my first
seven earthquakes, descended 140m into
ruby mines, watched countless African
sunsets that are breathtaking, successfully
stopped two attempted thefts, fell victim to
robbery (from my room and I have since
moved), dealt with my first corrupt
government immigration official, seen
giraffes, zebras, Thompson gazelles, gerenuk,
greater kudu, monkeys, ostriches and
baboons, seen the night sky in the southern
hemisphere where the Milky Way is
dominant and shooting stars are very
frequent with some so big they end in giant
balls of fire, been constantly depressed but
quickly bounce back with my amazement and
wonder of Africa | have seen and done a lot in
a month.

Every aspect of
| Maasai culture is
,: # influenced by
cattle. The entire
d social structure is
|based on the
herding,  milking,
protection and
| management of
1 cattlee. A Maasai

man will  have
cattle, goats and donkeys. Donkeys are
viewed as a "car" as they carry water and sick
people. Goats are just viewed as meat, and
cows are the currency.

They do not invest in land, houses, banks, any
kind of exchange market or even businesses.
If they need money they sell a cow and any
extra money goes back into buying more
cows. The number of cows represents the
man's status within society and his wealth. If
a man has 50 cows but a very nice house he is
considered poorer than a man with a 100
cows and no house.

To be considered successful in Maasai culture
you must own as many cows as possible. The
more cows you have then the more wives you
can afford and need. The Maasai are
polygamists and have usually as many wives
as they can afford. The man needs more wives
in order to milk all of the cows that he owns
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problem arises because each wife must have
many children as it is custom. Most wives will
have between 6 to 10
man in Longido that [ have heard of has about
1,000 cows, multiple goats, 10 wives and 80
children.The “r i chest” man
Maasailand has 6,000 cows, 10,000 goats, 15
wives and over a 1,000 children. They are

both Iiving the “Maasai

All marriages are arranged traditionally with
a dowry being paid by the groom-to—be to the
br i d ehér,sof cdussd, in cows. There is no
set number of cows paid as the amount is
negotiated. Let us say for now the men
negotiate 10 cows to be paid as a dowry.
There will be a down payment of the
negotiated amount of
use - say 5 cows as a down payment. After
the bride produces the agreed number of
children, the remaining portion of the dowry
will be paid. If she does not produce the set
number of children, then the remaining cows
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are not paid or it is again negotiated. The
system perpetuates itself with there always
being too many children that cannot be
supported. So, they run around with a single
piece of cloth wrapped around their bodies.

Things are changing slowly with the next
generation moving away from some of the
traditional beliefs and customs but many still
want to be the grandest cattle herder of all
with the most wives and children to go along
with it.




