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Early Dorobo
One day near the beginning we were hunkered around one of those everlasting Acacia fires in the crisp dawn of South Maasailand. The 'old man', pushing 80 and with eyesight shuttered by cataracts, turned to Thad and Daudi and said "We're low on water, you guys better go down and fetch some from that pool in the riverbed down yonder."  That sounds pretty straightforward but you've got to imagine the racket that was emanating from that pool down yonder. For the last several hours camp music had been lion's throaty growls punctuated by buffalo  bellows and the volume was on high.

"But there's lion down there" we said. "So what, we need water, just walk down there assertively and fetch some."
So we did walk down there assertively until at 30 meters we were faced by 8 very feisty, vocal and aggressive lion whose tails were ramrod stiff and thrashing the bushes, a clear prelude to a charge. "When the tail stops, the charge starts."  At that point our assertive walk while still facing the lions, somehow changed direction and we ended up back in camp WITHOUT WATER!
"Where's the water?"

"Those lions are right next to the water, are very aggressive and won't give way."

"No excuse, you guys backing off like that are teaching those lions bad manners. You can't let them get away with it. Now you walk in there assertively and get that water!" 

Three times we walked assertively and three times we found ourselves back in camp with no water. The old man was totally disgusted and disappointed. Now it's true we needed water, we didn't even have enough for a second round of morning "chai". And we did trust and respect the old man and felt pretty badly about letting him down. BUT, facing that moving wall of growling lion just felt too much like forever foregoing another cup of tea anywhere.  

The decision to move camp and look for alternative water was painful but at this point obligatory. As we were packing up, we saw a Dorobo approaching camp, still out of the old man's vision. We quickly went out to meet him to get a second unbiased opinion. "What do you do if lion are very aggressive and keep you from getting to the water" we asked?  Without hesitation the Dorobo answered "You walk in there assertively until they back off."   We said, "Show us"  and he replied "Let's go!"

Despite the second corroborating opinion, our assertive walk was accompanied by some inner trepidation. We walked right into the waterhole without raising a single growl. We kept walking to where the lions had been thrashing with their tails. NO LION, they had just left which explained why the growling stopped just after we left camp.  There in the middle of a patch of trampled grass and broken brush lay the horns, skull and vertebrae of an old buffalo bull. He had been a worthy adversary for several hours of bellowing resistance until he continued his journey through the food chain. 

Although we will always wonder what would have happened if the lion had not finished feeding and left before we finally walked in there, the old man taught us alot and we have on several subsequent occasions walked assertively in our encounter with lion. Mike and Daudi on two separate Mzombe river walks ran into what was almost certainly the same very tenacious lioness who had cubs. While her cubs and cohorts slipped away, she faced our large group of clients and porters with continuous growling and repeated halfway charges. Every slow hominid step backwards only brought her several quick steps forward. Five minutes of this scenario brings one close to adrenaline depletion and in the end it was the old man's assertive walk which at closer than 20 meters, finally led her to slink off with a throaty backward glare to join her cubs and companions.

This story is kind of a round about way of introducing the 'old man' who played a primary role in the naming and defining of Dorobo. The old man's name was Mzee Mika Mori. An Iraqw tribesman by birth,  he was a Dorobo by inclination and lifestyle. By the time we met him in the mid 1970's he was   kind of 'the king of the Dorobo' within a large area of south Maasailand in that he'd taught most of the younger Dorobo the art of gathering wild honey and was respected by being tithed a portion of honey each season.  He died in 1984, well into his eighties, in his sleep and most likely after partaking of a healthy gourd of well brewed honey beer. 

The old man left us with an intimate relationship to a particular piece of God's real estate . He showed us all the elephant highways, the important larger waterholes, the springs and rivercourses, baobabs that held water cisterns, baobabs that consistently attracted wild bees to their natural cavities, hollowed baobabs and rock overhangs one could escape to for shelter. In Aldo Leopold's definition "The best ownership of land is knowledge of the land" , we "owned" some 20,000 sq. km of South Maasailand.  When we imagine heaven for the old man, baobabs, waterholes and elephant are very prominent.

Just as importantly or more so, the old man with his unique perspective of looking and feeling, left us with a spiritual, aesthetic and playful relationship with country and its critters.   

Whenever we'd come to a waterhole, the old man would scoop up a handful of water,  look, taste and smell the water and give his assessment, "This water's too dirty for elephant it's only fit for buffalo". Then we'd proceed to circuit the waterhole and analyse track and spoor which invariably confirmed his earlier assessment.

One time  we  filled a jerry can with water from a particularly raunchy seepage and brought it back to camp where the old man was tending the fire. We brewed tea and laced the cups with more than normal amounts of milk and sugar to mask the water flavor. The old man took a sip and broke out with a big grin, "Buffalo piss, much better tasting and much healthier than cow piss".

We'd been out for two weeks and hadn't seen another person nor did we have a radio, "There could have been a  government  coup, there could be a major war going on and we haven't a clue; but  what's more ,  we really don't care".

There were 500-800 elephant drinking at one of the big waterholes and the bush and woodland all around was totally thrashed. As we approached the waterhole we saw lovely unscathed Acacia tortilis trees ringing the edge. "Don't tell me elephant don't have a sense of aesthetics, look how they've left those Acacia untouched" .

One night sleeping around the fire, we awoke in the middle of the night to a persistent bird call. We asked why that bird was calling in the middle of the night. "God put that bird there to fill the heads of people alone in the bush so they wouldn't go crazy with their own thoughts."

On major elephant trails one finds logs and branches of hardwood that are sandpaper smooth and polished due to  elephant fondling as they pass by over the years. Trude and Robin,  driving along an elephant trail with the old man asked why all the logs were on the trail. Straight faced he answered, "That's what the elephants beat their wives with".       

Dorobo is a collective name for hunter gatherer peoples found in remnant groups scattered throughout both Kenya and Tanzania Maasailand. It is likely that before the advent of Bantu and Cushitic agriculturalists and Nilo-Hamitic pastoralists, the land was sparsely peopled by hunter gatherers. These early folk were either assimilated by or pushed out by agriculturalists but were able to coexist as hunter gatherers within the production mode of  extensive pastoralism as practiced by the Maasai.    

All Dorobo regardless of ethnic background have been culturally influenced in varying degrees by the stronger, dominant Maasai culture. So for example, the Dorobo the old man hung out with (Balang’a Dorobo) have lost all vestiges of their own language and speak only Maa.  They live as poor Maasai within Maasai kraals except when they are off on their honey gathering forays. Most have no wife as poor Maasai men marry available Dorobo women.  (The future of these Dorobo as a group is pretty clear.) Further south where Maasai expansion occurred later, there are groups of Akie Dorobo who still speak their own language (but only in private among themselves, otherwise they speak Maa)   and live in their own kraals practicing a mix of hunting & gathering, livestock and agricultural economic options. 

Although Dorobo are within the greater Maasai cultural and economic sphere, they and their lifestyle are openly and disparagingly considered substandard and inferior by Maasai.

Yet  the  Maasai depend on Dorobo to perform cultural rites of circumcision, for provision of honey to brew  beer for ceremonial occasions, and as a fall back in times of drought, disease and famine. Many Maasai survived the great rinderpest cattle plague  in the early 1890's  by running to and living with and as Dorobo hunter gatherers.  

Our relationship with the old man and his Dorobo associates was an important reason why we chose the name Dorobo for our safari business. The fact that Dorobo is not one ethnic group but rather many unified by a common lifestyle, a lifestyle characterized by  fitting in with  and working as part of natural systems, was also a compelling reason.   Lastly, we hope in some small way our name and philosophy of doing business has or will help some Dorobo folk to stand with dignity as Dorobo.    

The Dorobo Fund for Tanzania - looking to the future
Since our inception in the early 1980's, Dorobo has been involved in people and conservation issues beyond the scope of narrow business interests. This involvement began with a fund instigated by Dick Leider and Andrew Stirrat. This fund of small private contributions was targeted towards two goals:  safeguarding traditional Maasai lands from external alienation; and stemming the wholesale slaughter of elephant in the Tarangire/Maasai Steppe ecosystem.  The approach was low key and targeted and a small amount of money coupled with considerable time and effort made a difference.

In later years and up until the present, you as clients and people who care have lent significant financial support towards the education of disadvantaged Maasai boys and girls through the Endulen and Oseremi projects and through individual contributions to local primary schools for uniforms, school supplies and classroom rehabilitation. Dorobo's role has been primarily the go between, attempting to develop and maintain relationships of dignity and integrity and ensuring that funds are used commensurate with intended goals. 

Dorobo directly, and you as clients indirectly have been on the leading edge of pushing community based conservation in Tanzania. In countries such as this, implementation of this philosophy and strategy is the only longer term hope that some natural areas and systems will remain relatively intact. Areas that we, and you are involved  in are important for many reasons, including:

a) what made us what we are deep inside as a species are not urban technological environments but rather wilderness environments in general and African ones in particular;

b) no matter where or how, all of life is ultimately dependent on  mother earth and the systems and processes by which she functions - intact natural areas contribute not only to the well being of local but also of global life support systems;

c) these areas are an integral part of the culture, spirit and livelihood of the indigenous cultures associated with them - these area's conservation and transformation into a 'modern' economic resource option  can provide for these peoples a bridge allowing a dignified encounter with the powerful forces which define today's global culture and economy.

Dorobo has built its market niche around this concept of community conservation and the related areas. And in this sense business should be business. It is easy to cost in direct community benefits through annual fees and visitor night fees, but how do you cost in the responsibility towards institution building in communities whereby partnership projects operate under democratic and transparent systems? How do you figure in the time spent advising folk about banking and accounting, the time and money spent traveling and politicking with higher government officials for community resource rights?

More importantly, even if a community 'ecotourism' project is functioning well, it is only one small piece of a puzzle and doesn't go far enough and address  the whole resource picture in a way that empowers communities to ask the bigger questions related to limits, quality of life and their children's future. 

We may utilize the gifts of Nature just as we choose but in Her books, the debits are always equal to the credits - Mahatma Gandhi.

Most of us live in environments in which Nature's direct debits and credits are masked and obscured by layers of 'civilization' and technology. Unless we are proactively green and looking closely, awareness of Nature's balance sheet comes through large scale indices such as air quality or unprecedented flooding.

For us, living in Tanzania where more than 80 % of the population is directly dependent on land resources for survival, Nature's balance sheet is stark and clear. And as is the picture globally, albeit obscured in many areas, we are in pretty serious debt arrears.

As with most complex problems, their definition is easier than their solution and we are not naive enough to think we have simple straightforward answers. Yet, we are compelled to put aside our African sense of fatalism and work towards a reversal of trends which are turning a diverse garden of eden into a monotonous anthropocentric field.  

We see two major spheres of action that can make a significant difference.

The first is at the macro level and deals with issues such as influencing economic policy  so that factors like quality of life and happiness are weighted along with GROWTH in the determination of economic health;  restructuring tax systems so that the true costs of resource use are calculated; and supporting the next sphere, systems of government that allow local empowerment and responsibility  as this is where real change happens.  This level is beyond our realm of direct influence but as individuals we can collectively support initiatives of 'think tanks' such as the World Watch Institute.

The second sphere is at community level and starts at home.  In Tanzania, we are surrounded by NGO, Church and Government development initiatives. All are well meaning and most probably do more good than harm.  Almost all work on the 'supply' side - provision of services and increasing production - and interventions are invariably ad hoc and in the absence of a holistic resource framework.  In many cases even successful interventions have negative social and ecological spin-offs and in a short time demand exceeds supply and there are yet more people on the same edge which precipitated the intervention in the first place.  

We have a commitment and a proven facilitative approach which can empower communities to take charge and begin to actively manage their resource base within the context of the bigger picture. And this is what finally has led us to set up the Minnesota  based Dorobo Fund for Tanzania  with 501C3 status.        
The goals of the Fund are:

1) to promote sustainable resource management by communities directly dependent on land resources

2) to support indigenous cultures as they interface with the modern world

3) to promote wilderness primarily as a resource option in  the context of 1 & 2, but also for its inherent worth

Dorobo, acting with support and guidance from the Fund:

1) Initiates, teaches and supports a facilitative process of community building at village level leading to local empowerment and active management of the total resource base. Inherent in this process is the need to balance potential with limits.  The active participation of women (within the local cultural constraints imposed) is critical for the success of this process.    
2) Focuses on leadership education of children and adults from disadvantaged cultures through scholarships. This is an important strategy to create sustainable leadership for community-based projects.

3) Provides short term targeted stop gap measures with immediate tangible results. 

Examples of this are as follows:  fuel and per diem for an antipoaching team to follow a specific lead of recurrent giraffe poaching in Maasailand near the urban meat markets of Arusha and Moshi; 

payment of hunting block fees as an interim measure to safeguard the Mzombe wilderness area until the Rungwa management plan has been approved; 

support for local leaders to travel to Dar es Salaam to meet with Ministers to plead for  resource rights.

For several years we balked  at setting up a Charitable Fund  because we were uneasy with the border between private business and non profit initiatives and because we didn't want to complicate life with yet another 'bureaucracy'. Commitment and a vision have made us comfortable with the muddy waters at the border and Susan Boren and Dick Leider, who will serve with the three of us as Directors, have helped us take the bureaucratic leap to incorporate the Fund.   Together, we will determine where it leads.  

We welcome your feedback and as always thank you for your support. 

Daudi, Thad & Mike Peterson


