
Tracking East African Cattle Herders  
from Prehistory to the Present

africa
by kathleen ryan, 
with william fitts, mulu muia, nina johnson, and hannah lau

photography by jennifer chiappardi

     www.penn.museum/expedition  27

Je
nn

ife
r 

C
hi

ap
pa

rd
i



28     volume 51 ,  number 3   expedition

K
im

be
rly

 L
ea

m
an

-In
su

a 
(m

ap
), 

Je
nn

ife
r 

C
hi

ap
pa

rd
i (

m
ai

n 
im

ag
e)

Laikipia

Nairobi

ZAIRE

TANZANIA

ZAMBIA

MOZAMBIQUE

Equator
Mt. Kenya

ETHIOPIASUDAN

Mt. Kilimanjaro

INDIAN
OCEAN

ZANZIBAR
Dar-es Salaam

Mombasa

UGANDA

Miles
0 100 200 300

Lake 
Victoria

Maasailand

KENYA

SO
M

AL
IA

This map of East Africa shows the 
location of our fieldwork: Laikipia 
and Maasailand. 

The herding of domesticated 
animals permits food production 
to be extended into many areas of 
the world too arid for sustainable 
agriculture, such as the Eurasian 
steppes, the American short-grass 
plains, and the African savannas. 
The productivity of these herds 
is multiplied several times over if 
dairying is practiced.
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Kilimanjaro is the tallest 
mountain in Africa, with 
an elevation of 19,340 feet. 
The view from the Kibo 
Slopes hotel in Loitokitok 
shows the snow-covered 
Kibo peak. A bleached 
elephant skull sits in  
the garden. 
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Cattle herding, as well as dairying, has long been a staple of 

the subsistence economy in those areas of sub-Saharan Africa 

suitable for the survival of cattle: the Sahel region and those 

parts of eastern and southern Africa at sufficient altitude to 

be free of the tsetse fly. In the semi-arid parts of this vast area, 

which are unsuitable for agriculture, herding became the pri-

mary food production system.

Cattle herding is attested in northern Africa as early as 

ca. 9000 BP. On present evidence, its earliest appearance in 

eastern Africa was between 5,000 and 4,000 years ago. The 

Laikipia Plateau, in north-central Kenya, has evidence of 

many early Pastoral Neolithic sites, and for this reason our 

project is concentrating on that area. 

The goals of the Laikipia Regional Survey project are to 

identify Pastoral Neolithic sites, to investigate the inter-rela-

tionship between these early pastoralists and the indigenous 

Later Stone Age hunter-gatherer groups of the area, and to 

ascertain (via analysis of fat residues on the interior of pot-

Top left, boys are responsible for the herding of livestock. 
At a young age, they take charge of the goats, sheep, 
and calves, which are generally herded together close to 
the settlement. As the boys grow older, they graduate 
to herding cattle. Bottom left, the junior wife oversees 
the management of the household and care of the small 
stock (goats and sheep) at Enkusero. A few milking cows 
supply the family with milk, but the main cattle herds 
remain close to Ol Girra in the care of the elder wife and 
her sons. Above, Ole Koringo spends part of his time in 
each homestead. Here, he is at Enkusero where a junior 
wife takes care of the youngest children. When the chil-
dren reach school age, they will transfer to the elder 
wife’s care in Ol Girra. 
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The family of my main Maasai con-
sultant, Ole Koringo, occupies two 
homesteads: one at Ol Girra near a 
river water source, local markets, and 
schools; and the other at Enkusero, 
higher up on the slopes of Kilimanjaro. 
At Ol Girra, the elder wife comforts a 
grandchild whose mother gave birth 
to another baby a few minutes before 
we arrived. 
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sherds) whether dairying was practiced. In addition, our 

earlier ethnoarchaeological research on the subsistence 

economy of the Maasai (1990–2002) will provide models 

of settlement and subsistence strategies against which to 

assess our archaeological findings in Laikipia.

The 2009 Field Season 
William Fitts and I returned to Kenya in March 2009. We 

planned to follow up on previous research relating to set-

tlement patterns in southern Maasailand, and to continue 

archaeological fieldwork in the Laikipia Highlands, ongo-

ing since 2002. We were accompanied by Penn under-

graduate students Hannah Lau and Nina Johnson, and 

Penn Museum photographer Jennifer Chiappardi. We 

were later joined by archaeologists Mulu Muia, University 

of Nairobi, and Paul Watene, Simon Katisya, and 

Christopher Kirwa from the National Museums of Kenya.

In order to give the students the opportunity to see 

Maasailand and Laikipia, we first headed south from 

Nairobi towards Maasailand, traveling seven hours 

through Kaputiei and Kisongo Maasai territories to the 

foothills of Kilimanjaro. We arrived just before dark 

at our favorite local hotel, Kibo Slopes, where we were 

warmly welcomed and fed. 

The next morning the students had their first view of 

Kilimanjaro, the tallest mountain in Africa, looming up 

from the hotel’s gardens. Immediately after breakfast we 

went in search of my Maasai consultants and their fami-

lies, 40 kilometers of rough driving away. Our appear-

ance at the family compound was auspicious, coinciding 

with the birth of their newest grandchild only minutes 

Top right, Nina Johnson and 
Hannah Lau, undergraduates at 
Penn, make friends with young 
Maasai wives at Mbirikani. Bottom 
right, Mbirikani elders explain 
the layout of the individual 
houses within each homestead. A 
homestead can have many families 
grouped together within a fenced 
enclosure. Each settlement has 
access to an individual grazing area 
and a more distant communal area 
for rotational grazing. Left, this 
typical Maasai house belongs to 
the elder wife at Ol Girra. One of 
her sons and his wife live close by. 
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“Dwende!” The first word I learned in Swahili means “Let’s go!” And go we did, 

experiencing in two and a half weeks more sights, sounds, and sensations than I 

could have hoped to know in a lifetime. 

As a student participant in Dr. Kathleen Ryan’s Laikipia Regional Survey project, 

I was able to apply to our fieldwork many of the skills I acquired during my time 

at the University of Pennsylvania, both from my undergraduate education and as a 

research assistant at MASCA (Museum Applied Science Center for Archaeology). 

I also acquired knowledge about Africa and many new skills. I will forever value 

the opportunity to participate in such a fascinating project. I feel I have come away 

from our fieldwork having grown both intellectually and personally. 

We spent the first part of our trip in Maasailand, in southern Kenya. We visited 

Dr. Ryan’s primary Maasai consultants, with whom she has worked for the last two 

decades. Dr. Ryan is a part of their family, complete with Maasai name [Sempele, 

meaning “strong woman”] and familial status; the relationship runs deep. The visit 

allowed us to meet and connect with our Kenyan colleagues, as well as to become 

familiar with the type of settlement we would be looking for in archaeological con-

texts later in Laikipia. Modern Maasai housing compounds, called bomas, offer 

an ethnographic example of the same architecture and site plan. We also visited a 

second boma, owned by a group of Maasai who communally administer the com-

pound and the surrounding landscape. Dr. Ryan interviewed the members of the 

second boma about how they utilize the land around their home for grazing. 

We spent the second part of the trip in Laikipia, conducting surveys through-

out the area. The information gleaned from our time at the bomas was of material 

importance here. Based on archaeological footprints, Dr. Ryan and Dr. William 

Fitts showed us how to locate areas where boma-like structures may have stood 

in the past. They taught us to conduct topographic surveys, providing evidence 

of individual homes through subtle changes in elevation and subsequent vegeta-

tion growth. Our ethnographic research was quickly and directly applied to our 

archaeological research. My Penn coursework from one of my favorite classes, 

Archaeology of Landscape, came to life in the field. 

The other great boon from this trip was the opportunity to work with fantastic 

researchers, both American and Kenyan, who are greatly invested in teaching young 

students both the method and content of Kenyan archaeology. The three Kenyan 

field technicians, for example, took it upon themselves to narrate everything they 

observed as we surveyed different areas of Laikipia; they then told us why this infor-

mation was important. This knowledge and field experience is, to me, an invaluable 

part of my education. 

Reflections of a  
Penn Undergraduate
by hannah lau

Hannah shows children their images in 
the camera viewfinder. 

hannah lau  graduated from the 
University of Pennsylvania in 2009. 
She is currently a Ph.D. student in 
Anthropology at UCLA.
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A child stands in the door-
way of her grandmother’s 
house at Ol Girra. 
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before we arrived. My main consultant, Ole Koringo, was at 

another family homestead at Enkusero, further up the slopes 

of Kilimanjaro and difficult to reach even with a 4-wheel 

drive vehicle. Bush vegetation and rocks obstructed the way. 

Despite rugged conditions, we managed to arrive in the late 

afternoon and to return safely to our hotel just after dark. 

After some days traveling in southern Maasailand, meeting 

with families and looking at present-day Maasai settlements, 

we met with elders at Mbirikani to discuss the layout of houses 

within settlements and the extent of grazing areas. These data 

will be superimposed on maps of abandoned settlements 

found during surveys in 2002 by William Fitts and on maps of 

recently discovered archaeological sites in Laikipia. 

Our return journey to Nairobi took us through Amboseli 

Reserve, formerly a traditional Maasai dry season refuge, 

which was taken over by the British colonial government as 

a game reserve. During times of drought, Maasai herds are 

given limited access to the park for grazing and watering, a 

practice that is strictly controlled. Cattle are moved herd-by-

herd towards water after elephants and other wildlife have 

vacated the waterholes. Each herd waits patiently until the 

herd ahead has finished drinking before moving forward. 

We returned to Nairobi through Matapata Maasai ter-

ritory, north into Dalalekutuk territory, and finally back 

through Kaputiei. We spent one day of rest in Nairobi, visiting 

the Nairobi Museum and the Sheldrick Elephant Orphanage 

where we met the youngest orphan, Kibo, named for the snowy 

peak of Kilimanjaro. Kibo was rescued by Maasai elders. 

In Nairobi, we were joined by our Kenyan team mem-

bers. The next day, we traveled north from Nairobi across the 

Equator to the Laikipia Plateau, arriving at Mpala Research 

Centre the same evening. Our plan was to travel two hours 

north each day, to complete excavations begun in 2008 of a 

Later Stone Age hunter-gatherer rock shelter, and to collect 

samples for radiocarbon dating from an adjacent burial cairn. 

That area turned out to be off-limits because of British military 

training in the area. We decided to investigate another series 

of rock shelters, burial cairns, and a large settlement site at 

Clifford Rocks, only a half hour away from base camp. Even 

Top right, Amboseli cattle move toward a waterhole. Elephants do not normally 
attack cattle, so the herd boys often conceal themselves in the middle of a cattle 
herd as it moves forward as a unit. Elephants can be seen in the background 
wallowing in the Amboseli swamp, the only source of permanent water other 
than man-made waterholes. Zebras graze in the foreground. Bottom right, Kibo 
is named after the snowy peak of Kilimanjaro. He was only a few weeks old 
when he was rescued by Maasai herdsmen. His ears were sunburned and are 
covered with lotion. Kibo is cared for by an attentive caregiver who is present 
around the clock, sleeping next to the baby at night at the Sheldrick Elephant 
Orphanage in Nairobi. Kibo will eventually be reintroduced to the wild. Left, 
our research team was cautious of wild elephants at Clifford Rocks.
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this area was fraught with hazards; elephants traversed the area 

just north of Clifford Rocks as they made their way to water 

in the morning and the evening. Unlike the elephants of 

Amboseli, the elephants of Laikipia have no love for people and 

can be very aggressive.

A full day was spent at Sabuk Lodge, northeast of Mpala, 

where we carried out surface collection of pottery, lithics, and 

faunal remains at a possible Pastoral Neolithic settlement. 

Since pottery from both Later Stone Age hunter-gatherer and 

Pastoral Neolithic sites is integral to our study, we have collab-

orated with Professor Richard Evershed at Bristol University 

since 2004 to extract and analyse residues from archaeological 

contexts. Our aim was to identify and date the original con-

tents of vessels, specifically to search out animal fats derived 

from dairy products. Residues might provide evidence of 

when dependence on cow’s milk originated among East 

African populations. This has significance for the question of 

when adults developed lactose tolerance, the ability to ingest 

milk and milk products successfully, a trait not generally com-

mon in other parts of the world.

The 2009 season was a success, as we collected data for our 

study and introduced two Penn undergraduates to the rigors 

of fieldwork. Our long-term interest lies with establishing a 

well-founded picture of the earliest herding economy of this 

region—when it began, how it developed, how herders inter-

acted with indigenous hunter-gatherers, and the strategies 

herders used for survival. We look forward to future seasons 

in East Africa.

kathleen ryan  is Associate Curator 
of the Museum’s African Section.

jennifer chiappardi  is the 
Museum’s Assistant Photographer.

For More Information

For further information on the project and 
to view additional photographs from the 
field season, visit www.penn.museum/
kenya.
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Top, Bill Fitts instructs Hannah Lau in surveying techniques at 
a Pastoral Neolithic open-air settlement near Clifford Rocks on 
Mpala Ranch. Middle, Paul Watene and Simon Katisya show 
Hannah wild animal remains deposited by hyenas at one of 
the Clifford rock shelters. Kathleen Ryan is in the background. 
Bottom, Dr. Mulu Muia of the University of Nairobi discusses 
the significance and dating of pottery found at Sabuk Ranch 
with Penn undergraduates Nina Johnson and Hannah Lau. 

Photographer Jennifer 
Chiappardi and author 
Kathleen Ryan at Enkusero. 


