MORRIS AND THE MAASAI

I heard a book read on the radio some time ago called “Tennis and the Maasai”, written by someone who had done VSO in Kenya, working with the Maasai tribe, and (presumably) trying to teach them tennis.  The Maasai are featured on a BBC 1 clip which you may have seen.  They dance fierce dances, involving vertical leaps.  They wave spears, and (if they have killed their lion) are entitled to wear its mane as a hat.  So you can see that there really isn’t much difference between them and Morris Dancers.  Recently I joined a party of friends who indulge in this antique sport, and we had the privilege of showing our dances to a group of Maasai dancers.  We didn’t teach them: they were very sure that they were superior dancers to us - and in terms of physical fitness and ability to leap high, they were quite right.

Daft as all this sounds, I was amused to see that in an article in the Telegraph Weekend section this weekend, Imogen Stubbs, the actress, reported her recent visit to the Maasai Mara wildlife reserve.  She and her friend also saw a group of Maasai warriors doing their thing, and wondered how to respond to the performance: “Mind you, my friend and I doing a Morris dance might be entertaining if ever Maasai TV were looking for a new logo…” she wrote.

All this came about because an old friend in the group of Morris dancers I’ve been with since University days invited us out to Nairobi, where he has been teaching for 25 years.  We joined in his 60th birthday party, and then moved into performance mode, and did one or two stands at various country clubs near schools he had taught at.  He’d also fixed a three day safari to the Maasai Mara: we flew in a light plane to an airstrip in the middle of nowhere and were driven in Land Cruisers across very rough tracks to a luxury camp by the Mara river.  One of the jaunts arranged was a trip to a Maasai village.

The Maasai are pastoralists.  They raise cattle; they live with their cattle; they live on milk, beef and blood - no cereals, no bread, no fruit even.  They live in temporary villages with huts built round a large open space, the circle being protected by a very thick hedge of thorns.  After about three years, the local grazing becomes exhausted, and they move on, to build another circle of mud huts, roofed with cow dung.

As we arrived, we were greeted by several of the villagers who could speak English – they had an arrangement with the Karen Blixen camp (where we were staying) to show off their way of life to tourists, so this was in fact a fairly well rehearsed routine.  As we came through the gate in the thorn bush we saw this array of Maasai women, standing in a colourful line, swaying gently back and forwards and chanting a long greeting song.  Then about eight men formed into a line, and sang their chant, with each on in turn coming forward to do his vertical leaps.  In fact the leaping (technically called stotting) is an imitation of what some gazelles do to scare away lions.  They are showing they are bigger and stronger.  That’s also why they wear red: lions don’t like the colour and move away (that’s what our Maasai guides said anyway).
We were invited to inspect the inside of one of their huts.  This was pretty humbling.  While not stinking rich ourselves, we were clearly well off enough to fly here, and live in a luxury camp.  The hut was small, dark and (from a Western point of view) dirty.  It had just three rooms, plus a section for smaller animals.  The rooms were divided by cowhide curtains.  They did (in this case) have gas.  It was provided from a biological plant which used cow and elephant dung to generate methane.  The gas plant had been donated by one of the safari camps.  This was now causing the villagers to consider their village a more permanent home.  Their whole way of life is now protected by the Kenyan government, and they are obliged to continue with their traditional practices, and their level of existence, to some extent as a display for tourists.  One of my friends, who had worked in South Africa and was deeply moved to be back in Africa again, reckoned we had seen these Maasai just in time, before their way of life became simply a showpiece.

Before leaving we were obliged to visit their “market”, and told how to arrange the bargaining process which was expected of us.  I found this part of the trip a bit uneasy: the goods were mostly not very wonderful.  I was happy however to buy something, not least to put right the imbalance of wealth in a very tiny way.  On our way back to the camp (as on all the other drives around the reserve) we saw herders, easily visible by their red cloaks, moving their beasts around.  Maybe the village trip was a bit of display (including the Morris dancing), but cattle herding is still a way of life for these proud people.
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