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Mombasa, Kenya – Charles smiled continuously throughout our conversation, but he never rose.  He was sitting cross-legged on the dirt floor of a make-shift hut.  There were about 10 other members of his Kamba tribe working with him.  They were all busy carving wooden statues.
Charles, I learned, was but one member of a 4,000 unit commune located in a small enclosed field near the Moi airport just outside this beautiful Kenyan city on the east coast of Africa.  Statues and wood carvings are the sole products of this Kamba village.  Starting with simple logs, Charles and his kinsmen (I saw no women carving) create sensational replicas of Kenyan animal life.  Giraffes, lions, antelope and elephants – to name but a few of the creations – flow regularly from the crude chisels and patient hand-rubbing of the Kambas.
These were assembly line artists.  Their livelihood is dependent upon quantity as well as quality.  Thus, some tribesmen specialize in rough cutting; others are sanders and oilers (the wood must be oiled near the end of the process to retard cracking).  Although each worker is quasi-independent, a complex cash-flow exists along each stage of the production process based, from what I could determine, on how much you contribute both in terms of pieces worked on, and the technical skill required. 
Although signs are posted stating that finished products can be purchased only at the community salesroom, most of the workers, including Charles, openly hawk their wares to every visitor.  Bargaining is essential for the purchaser, as most products that I saw can be obtained for no more than one-third of the original asking price so long as you are willing to engage in a haggling ritual.

English and German are the languages of external commerce within the village, the former due to colonial heritage, the latter due to current economic facts of life, because most of the tourists are German or Swiss.  William told me (in broken English) that the Kamba use a dialect of Swahili when talking to each other.
Charles and his friends certainly seemed happy.  They did not appear to envy my relative affluence or the Mercedes I had arrived in (I had rented a driver to take four of us from Mombasa to a national park about 200 km in the interior – the driver had shown up in an old Mercedes).  In fact, their only accommodation to our electronic and plastic “Wunderwelt” was an obvious addiction to Pepsi Cola.   But, that is easily explainable – no one in Kenya drinks the water!

I thought you might like to know.
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