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In a tribal village, Tanzania – There are 120 tribes in this eastern African nation.    Together these constitute a total population of approximately 50 million.  Today I visited one small part of one tribe, the Maasai.  These interesting people are nomadic, mostly polygamists who occupy one of the northern sections of the country.   They speak to one another in Maa, a distinct language different from Swahili, which everyone, including the Maasai, uses as the national language.   I was able to communicate with them through our tour guide and several members of the tribe who spoke a limited amount of English.
The Maasai emigrated here from the Sudan region of northern Africa 450 years ago.  They are essentially nomadic ranchers who have herds of cattle, sheep, and goats.  They live in small units called bomas, which typically house 75 -150 people.  If their local source of water dries up, they pick up and travel by foot to a more favorable location where they will establish a new boma.  Each boma is protected from predators (lions and the numerous other threats posed by wild animals in this part of Africa) by a perimeter of piled thorn bushes which have been gathered from the surrounding area.  Most of the men wear red garments so that they can be seen in the fields and to signify to others to keep away.   The women wear blue to signify peace.
Each boma is organized by age and gender.  Grown men are warriors; their role is to protect the boma from wild animals and other tribes.   The women do most of the work.  They build the houses, which have thatched roofs and exterior walls of mud mixed with dung.  They cook all the meals, raise the children, fetch the water from lakes or water holes, milk the cows, and count the animals when they are returned from grazing each night to a safe pen (again to protect against predators).  Beginning at about age 4, boys are sent out with the livestock each day to act as shepherds (I have seen large herds of cows tended by two boys obviously 6 years old or younger).  The girls assist their mothers in their chores.  Older warriors become elders at approximately age 50; they advise the chief on all matters.  The chief is elected by a vote of the entire boma.  He resolves all issues within the community and represents the boma in meetings with other bomas and government officials.   A group of bomas forms a village, which has its own chief, again elected by the other chiefs.  Warriors can have multiple wives, but the first wife rules.  Each wife has her own hut.  The men generally sleep outside to be ready to protect against wild animals and thieves.  I am told that the wives tend to get along well with each other, but I was not able to confirm this by speaking to the “other wives.”
A Maasai man is judged by the number of cows that he owns and the number of wives and children he has.  Whenever a warrior decides to take a wife, he must pay a dowry to the father of the bride. Depending on the desirability of the woman, the dowry can be quite high.  I was told that it can be as high as 10-60 cows, depending on the desirability of the prospective bride.  Thus there is an incentive to have daughters! 
When young men reach the age of 14 to 16 years of age, they are circumcised in a group ceremony - without pain killers!  They must not cry or even change facial expression during this procedure.  When I asked one of my Maasai friends if he had ever seen a boy cry, his response was, “Never.  He would be shunned forever.”  Following this surgery, which is accomplished by a “traditional healer,” the young men paint their faces black with white markings, put on all black clothes, and head into the countryside to disappear for 3 months to undergo training from warriors to learn to defend the boma.  We saw several of these fellows standing by the roadside, but our guide (who is Maasai) immediately labeled them as fake, i.e., young hustlers trying to make a buck from us tourist types.
The Maasai eat only red meat.  They do not raise vegetables or fruit and do not eat any.  They drink milk, often mixed with cow or goat blood.   As a gesture of friendship, several Maasai warriors offered me a flask of milk and fresh blood.  It had just been obtained from the jugular vein of a non-cooperating cow whose neck was punctured by a small, sharp blade short from an arrow while the cow was being held down by three men.  It was a rather gruesome procedure!  I was the only one in our group who took up the offer.  I can report that to me it tasted like chocolate milk.   I doubt that Starbucks will soon be offering it.
During our visit I was wearing a ball cap with the logo of the U.S. Submarine Force.  When our tour leader explained to the Chief that I had been the Captain of a submarine (which he explained in Swahili), the Chief befriended me and stayed by my side for over an hour.  His name was Mollel; he was tall and handsome and obviously in charge, although he was only 45 years old.  When I asked Mollel how many wives he had, he proudly smiled, “Three wives and nine children.”  I did not ask about the number of cows, sheep and goats (I had been briefed that this is not something one asks a Maasai warrior), but I suspect many.    As a gesture of friendship, I gave Mollel my submarine hat; he sold me a polished wooden club, the symbol of his chiefdom, at a discount – Mollel would obviously make an excellent merchant!
As we traveled further into the interior toward the Serengeti, I saw hundreds of Maasai bomas with large herds of livestock tended by young men dressed in red who always waved as we passed in our van.  Women in blue were carrying jugs of water balanced on their heads.  That evening I found myself wondering how long the Maasai culture will continue in view of the pressures of the outside world.  Already many of the warriors have cell phones (provided free by the government to warn officials of wild animal poachers).  The chief gave me his two cell numbers as I left.  As the WW I song goes, “How you gonna keep em down on the farm?”
I thought you might like to know.
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