The Initiation of a Maasai

Tepilit Ole Saitoti

“Tepilit, circumcision means a sharp
knife cutting into the skin of the most sen-
sitive part of your body. You must not
budge; don’t move a muscle or even
blink. You can face only one direction un-
til the operation is completed. The slight-
est movement on your part will mean you
are a coward, incompetent and unworthy
to be a Maasai man. Ours has always been
aproud family, and we would like to keep
it that way. We will not tolerate unneces-
sary embarrassment, so you had better be
ready. If you are not, tell us now so that we
will not proceed. Imagine yourself alone
remaining uncircumcised like the water
youth [white people]. I hear they are not
circumcised. Such a thing is not known in
Maasailand; therefore, circumcision will
have to take place even if it means holding
you down until it is completed.”

My father continued to speak and ev-
ery one of us kept quiet. “The pain you
will feel is symbolic. There is a deeper
meaning in all this. Circumcision means a
break between childhood and adulthood.
For the first time in your life, you are re-
garded as a grown-up, a complete man or
woman. You will be expected to give and
not just to receive. To protect the family
always, not just to be protected yourself.
And your wise judgment will for the first
time be taken into consideration. No fam-
ily affairs will be discussed without your
being consulted. If you are ready for all
these responsibilities, tell us now. Com-
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ing into manhood is not simply a matter of
growth and maturity. Itis a heavy load on
your shoulders and especially aburden on
the mind. Too much of this—I am done. I
have said all I wanted to say. Fellows, if
you have anything to add, go ahead and
tell your brother, because I am through. I
have spoken.”

After a prolonged silence, one of my
half-brothers said awkwardly, “Face it,
man... it’s painful. I won’tlie about it, but
itis not the end. We all went through it, af-
ter all. Only blood will flow, not milk.”
There was laughter and my father left.

My brother Lelliasaid, “Men, there are
many things we must acquire and prepa-
rations we must make before the cere-
mony, and we will need the cooperation
and help of all of you. Ostrich feathers for
the crown and wax for the arrows must be
collected.”

“Are you orkirekenyi?” one of my
brothers asked. I quickly replied no, and
there was laughter. Orkirekenyi is a per-
son who has transgressed sexually. For
you must not have sexual intercourse with
any circumcised woman before you your-
self are circumcised. You must wait until
you are circumcised. If you have not
waited, you will be fined. Your father,
mother, and the circumciser will take a
cow from you as punishment.

Just before we departed, one of my
closest friends said, “If you kick the knife,
you will be in trouble.” There was laugh-

ter. “By the way, if you have decided to
kick the circumciser, do it well. Silence
him once and for all.” “Do it the way you
kick a football in school.” “That will fix
him,” another added, and we all laughed
our heads off again as we departed.

The following month was a month of
preparation. I and others collected wax,
ostrich feathers, honey to be made into
honey beer for the elders to drink on the
day of circumcision, and all the other re-
quired articles.

Three days before the ceremony my
head was shaved and I discarded all my
belongings, such as my necklaces, gar-
ments, spear, and sword. I even had to
shave my pubic hair. Circumcision in
many ways is similar to Christian bap-
tism. You must put all the sins you have
committed during childhood behind and
embark as a new person with a different
outlook on a new life.

The circumciser came the following
day and handed the ritual knives to me. He
left drinking a calabash of beer. I stared at
the knives uneasily. It was hard to accept
that he was going to use them on my or-
gan. I was to sharpen them and protect
them from people of ill will who might try
to blunt them, thus rendering them inef-
ficient during theritual and thereby bring-
ing shame on our family. The knives
threw a chill down my spine; I was not
sure I was sharpening them properly, so |
took them to my closest brother for him to



check out, and he assured me that the
knives were all right. I hid them well and
waited.

Tension started building between me
and my relatives, most of whom worried
that I wouldn’t make it through the cere-
mony valiantly. Some even snarled at me,
which was their way of encouraging me.
Others threw insults and abusive words
my way. My sister Loiyan in particular
was more troubled by the whole affair
than anyone in the whole family. She had
to assume my mother’s role during the cir-
cumcision. Were I to fail my initiation,
she would have to face the consequences.
She would be spat upon and even beaten
for representing the mother of an unwor-
thy son. The same fate would befall my fa-
ther, but he seemed unconcerned. He had
this weird belief that because I was not
particularly handsome, I must be brave.
He kept saying, “God is not so bad as to
have made him ugly and a coward at the
same time.”

Failure to be brave during circumci-
sion would have other unfortunate conse-
quences: the herd of cattle belonging to
the family still in the compound would be
beaten until they stampeded; the slaugh-
tered oxen and honey beer prepared dur-
ing the month before the ritual would go
to waste; the initiate’s food would be spat
upon and he would have to eatit orelse get
a severe beating. Everyone would call
him Olkasiodoi, the knife kicker.

Kicking the knife of the circumciser
would not help you anyway. If you strug-
gle and try to get away during the ritual,
you will be held down until the operation
is completed. Such failure of nerve would
haunt you in the future. For example, no
one will choose a person who kicked the
knife for a position of leadership. How-
ever, there have been instances in which a
person who failed to go through circum-
cision successfully became very brave af-
terwards because he was filled with anger
over the incident; no one dares to scold
him or remind him of it. His agemates,
particularly the warriors, will act as if
nothing had happened.

During the circumcision of a woman,
on the other hand, she is allowed to cry as
long as she does not hinder the operation.
It is common to see a woman crying and
kicking during circumcision. Warriors

are usually summoned to help hold her
down.

For women, circumcision means an
end to the company of Maasai warriors.
After they recuperate, they soon get mar-
ried, and often to men twice their age.

The closer it came to the hour of truth,
the more I was hated, particularly by those
closest to me. I was deeply troubled by the
withdrawal of all the support I needed.
My annoyance turned into anger and re-
solve. I decided not to budge or blink,
even if [ were to see my intestines flowing
before me. My resolve was hardened
when newly circumcised warriors came
to sing for me. Their songs were utterly in-
sulting, intended to annoy me further.
They tucked their wax arrows under my
crotch and rubbed them on my nose. They
repeatedly called me names.

By the end of the singing, I was fum-
ing. Crying would have meant I was a
coward. After midnight they left me alone
and I wentinto the house and tried to sleep
but could not. I was exhausted and numb
but remained awake all night.

At dawn I was summoned once again
by the newly circumcised warriors. They
piled more and more insults on me. They
sang their weird songs with even more
vigor and excitement than before. The
songs praised warriorhood and encour-
aged one to achieve it at all costs. The
songs continued until the sun shone on the
cattle horns clearly. I was summoned to
the main cattle gate, in my hand a ritual
cowhide from a cow that had been prop-
erly slaughtered during my naming cere-
mony. I went past Loiyan, who was
milking a cow, and she muttered some-
thing. She was shaking all over. There
was so much tension that people could
hardly breathe.

I laid the hide down and a boy was or-
dered to pour ice-cold water, known as
engare entolu (ax water), over my head. It
dripped all over my naked body and I
shook furiously. In a matter of seconds I
was summoned to sit down. A large
crowd of boys and men formed a semi-
circle in front of me; women are not al-
lowed to watch male circumcision and
vice-versa. That was the last thing I saw
clearly. As soon as I sat down, the circum-
ciser appeared, his knives at the ready. He
spread my legs and said, “One cut,” a pro-
nouncement necessary to prevent an ini-
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tiate from claiming that he had been taken
by surprise. He splashed a white liquid, a
ceremonial paint called enturoto, across
my face. Almost immediately I felt a
spark of pain under my belly as the knife
cut through my penis’ foreskin. I hap-
pened to choose to look in the direction of
the operation. I continued to observe the
circumciser’s fingers working mechani-
cally. The pain became numbness and my
lower body felt heavy, as if I were
weighed down by a heavy burden. After
fifteen minutes or so, a man who had been
supporting from behind pointed at some-
thing, as if to assist the circumciser. I
came to learn later that the circumciser’s
eyesight had been failing him and that my
brothers had been mad at him because the
operation had taken longer than was usu-
ally necessary. All the same, I remained
pinned down until the operation was over.
I heard a call for milk to wash the knives,
which signaled the end, and soon the cer-
emony was over.

With words of praise, I was told to
wake up, but I remained seated. I waited
for the customary presents in appreciation
of my bravery. My father gave me a cow
and so did my brother Lillia. The man who
had supported my back and my brother-
in-law gave me a heifer. In all I had eight
animals given to me. I was carried inside
the house to my own bed to recuperate as
activities intensified to celebrate my
bravery.

I laid on my own bed and bled pro-
fusely. The blood must be retained within
the bed, for according to Maasai tradition,
it must not spill to the ground. I was
drenched in my own blood. I stopped
bleeding after about half an hour but soon
was in intolerable pain. I was supposed to
squeeze my organ and force blood to flow
out of the wound, but no one had told me,
so the blood coagulated and caused un-
bearable pain. The circumciser was
brought to my aid and showed me what to
do, and soon the pain subsided.

The following morning, I was escorted
by a small boy to a nearby valley to walk
and relax, allowing my wound to drain.
This was common for everyone who had
been circumcised, as well as for women
who had just given birth. Having lost a lot
of blood, I was extremely weak. [ walked
very slowly, but in spite of my caution I
fainted. I tried to hang on to bushes and



shrubs, but I fell, irritating my wound. I
came out of unconsciousness quickly, and
the boy who was escorting me never re-
alized what had happened. I was so scared
that I told him to lead me back home. I
could have died without there being any-
one around who could have helped me.
From that day on, I was selective of my
company while I was feeble.

In two weeks I was able to walk and
was taken to join other newly circumcised
boys faraway from our settlement. By tra-
dition Maasai initiates are required to dec-
orate their headdresses with all kinds of
colorful birds they have killed. On our
way to the settlement, we hunted birds
and teased girls by shooting them with our
wax blunt arrows. We danced and ate and
were well treated wherever we went. We
were protected from the cold and rain dur-
ing the healing period. We were not al-
lowed to touch food, as we were regarded
as unclean, so whenever we ate we had to
use specially prepared sticks instead. We
remained in this pampered state until our
wounds healed and our headdresses were
removed. Our heads were shaved, we dis-
carded our black cloaks and bird head-
dresses and embarked as newly shaven
warriors, Irkeleani.

Aslong as I live I will never forget the
day my head was shaved and [ emerged a
man, a Maasai warrior. I felt a sense of
control over my destiny so great that no
words can accurately describe it. I now
stood with confidence, pride, and happi-
ness of being, for all around me I was de-
sired and loved by beautiful, sensuous
Maasai maidens. I could now interact
with women and even have sex with them,
which I had not been allowed before. I
was now regarded as a responsible per-
son.

In the old days, warriors were like
gods, and women and men wanted only to
be the parent of a warrior. Everything else
would be taken care of as a result. When
apoor family had a warrior, they ceased to
be poor. The warrior would go on raids
and bring cattle back. The warrior would
defend the family against all odds. When
a society respects the individual and dis-
plays confidence in him the way the Maa-
sai do their warriors, the individual can
grow to his fullest potential. Whenever
there was a task requiring physical
strength or bravery, the Maasai would call

upon their warriors. They hardly ever fall
short of what is demanded of them and so
are characterized by pride, confidence,
and an extreme sense of freedom. But
there is an old saying in Maasai: “You are
never a free man until your father dies.” In
other words, your father is paramount
while he is alive and you are obligated to
respect him. My father took advantage of
this principle and held a tight grip on all
his warriors, including myself. He always
wanted to know where we all were at any
given time. We fought against his restric-
tions, but without success. I, being the
youngest of my father’s five warriors,
tried even harder to get loose repeatedly,
but each time I was punished severely.

Roaming the plains with other war-
riors in pursuit of girls and adventure was
a warrior’s pastime. We would wander
from one settlement to another, singing,
wrestling, hunting, and just playing. Of-
ten I was ready to risk my father’s pun-
ishment for this wonderful freedom.

One clear day my father sent me to take
sick children and one of his wives to the
dispensary in the Korongoro Highlands.
Werode in the L. S. B. Leakey lorry. We
ascended the highlands and were soon at-
tended to in the local hospital. Near the
conservation offices I met several ac-
quaintances, and one of them told me of
an unusual circumcision that was about to
take place in a day or two. All the local
warriors and girls were preparing to at-
tend it.

The highlands were a lush green from
the seasonal rains and the sky was a pur-
ple-blue with no clouds in sight. The land
was overflowing with milk, and the war-
riors felt and looked their best, as they al-
ways did when there was plenty to eat and
drink. Everyone was at ease. The de-
mands the community usually made on
warriors during the dry season when wa-
ter was scarce and wells had to be dug
were now not necessary. Herds and flocks
were entrusted to youths to look after. The
warriors had all the time for themselves.
But my father was so strict that even at
times like these he still insisted on over-
working us in one way or another. He be-
lieved that by keeping us busy, he would
keep us out of trouble.

When I heard about the impending cer-
emony, I decided to remain behind in the
Korongoro Highlands and attend it now
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that the children had been treated. I knew
very well that I would have to make up a
story for my father upon my return, but I
would worry about that later. I had left my
spear at home when I boarded the bus,
thinking that I would be coming back that
very day. I felt lighter but now regretted
having left it behind; I was so used to car-
rying it wherever I went. In gales of laugh-
ter resulting from our continuous teasing
of each other, we made our way toward a
distant kraal. We walked at a leisurely
pace and reveled in the breeze. As usual
we talked about the women we desired,
among other things.

The following day we were joined by a
long line of colorfully dressed girls and
warriors from the kraal and the neighbor-
hood where we had spent the night, and
we left the highland and headed to In-
gorienito to the rolling hills on the lower
slopes to attend the circumcision cere-
mony. From there one could see Oldopai
Gorge, where my parents lived, and the
Inaapi hills in the middle of the Serengeti
Plain.

Three girls and a boy were to be initi-
ated on the same day, an unusual occa-
sion. Four oxen were to be slaughtered,
and many people would therefore attend.
As we descended, we saw the kraal where
the ceremony would take place. All those
people dressed in red seemed from a dis-
tance like flamingos standing in a lake.
We could see lines of other guests heading
to the settlements. Warriors made gallant
cries of happiness known as enkiseer. Our
line of warriors and girls responded to
their cries even more gallantly.

In serpentine fashion, we entered the
gates of the settlement. Holding spears in
our left hands, we warriors walked
proudly, taking small steps, swaying like
palm trees, impressing our girls, who
walked parallel to us in another line, and
of course the spectators, who gazed at us
approvingly.

We stopped in the center of the kraal
and waited to be greeted. Women and
children welcomed us. We put our hands
on the children’s heads, which is how
children are commonly saluted. After the
greetings were completed, we started
dancing.

Our singing echoed off the kraal fence
and nearby trees. Another line of warriors
came up the hill and entered the com-



pound, also singing and moving slowly
toward us. Our singing grew in intensity.
Both lines of warriors moved parallel to
each other, and our feet pounded the
ground with style. We stamped vigor-
ously, as if to tell the next line and the
spectators that we were the best.

The singing continued until the hot
sun was overhead. We recessed and ate
food already prepared for us by other
warriors. Roasted meat was for those
who were to eat meat, and milk for the
others. By our tradition, meat and milk
must not be consumed at the same time,
for this would be a betrayal of the animal.
It was regarded as cruel to consume a
product of the animal that could be ob-
tained while it was alive, such as milk,
and meat, which was only available after
the animal had been killed.

After eating we resumed singing, and I
spotted a tall, beautiful esiankiki (young
maiden) of Masiaya whose family was
one of the largest and richest in our area.
She stood very erect and seemed taller
than the rest.

One of her breasts could be seen just
above her dress, which was knotted at the
shoulder. While I was supposed to dance
generally to please all the spectators, I
took it upon myself to please her espe-
cially. I stared at and flirted with her, and
she and I danced in unison at times. We
complemented each other very well.

During a break, I introduced myself to
the esiankiki and told her I would like to
see her after the dance. “Won’t you need
a warrior to escort you home later when
the evening threatens?” I said. She re-
plied, “Perhaps, but the evening is still far
away.”

I waited patiently. When the dance
ended, I saw her departing with a group
of other women her age. She gave me a
sidelong glance, and I took that to mean
come later and not now. With so many
others around, I would not have been
able to confer with her as I would have
liked anyway.

With another warrior, I wandered
around the kraal killing time until the
herds returned from pasture. Before the
sun dropped out of sight, we departed. As
the kraal of the esiankiki was in the low-
lands, a place called Enkoloa, we de-
scended leisurely, our spears resting on
our shoulders.

We arrived at the woman’s kraal and
found that cows were now being milked.
One could hear the women trying to ap-
pease the cows by singing to them. Sing-
ing calms cows down, making it easier to
milk them. There were no warriors in the
whole kraal except for the two of us. Girls
went around into warriors’ houses as
usual and collected milk for us. I was so
eager to go and meet my esiankiki that I
could hardly wait for nightfall. The war-
riors’ girls were trying hard to be sociable,
but my mind was not with them. I found
them to be childish, loud, bothersome,
and boring.

As the only warriors present, we had to
keep them company and sing for them, at
least for a while, as required by custom. I
told the other warrior to sing while I tried
to figure out how to approach my esian-
kiki. Still a novice warrior, I was not ex-
perienced with women and was in fact
still afraid of them. I could flirt from a dis-
tance, of course. But sitting down with a
woman and trying to seduce her was an-
other matter. I had already tried twice to
approach women soon after my circum-
cision and had failed. I got as far as the
door of one woman’s house and felt my
heart beating like a Congolese drum;
breathing became difficult and I had to
turn back. Another time I managed to get
in the house and succeeded in sitting on
the bed, but then I started trembling until
the whole bed was shaking, and conver-
sation became difficult. I left the house
and the woman, amazed and speechless,
and never went back to her again.

Tonight I promised myself I would be
brave and would not make any silly, ri-
diculous moves. “I must be mature and
not afraid,” I kept reminding myself, as I
remembered an incident involving one of
my relatives when he was still very young
and, like me, afraid of women. He went to
a woman’s house and sat on a stool for a
whole hour; he was afraid to awaken her,
as his heart was pounding and he was hav-
ing difficulty breathing.

When he finally calmed down, he
woke her up, and their conversation went
something like this:

“Woman, wake up.”

“Why should 1?7

“To light the fire.”

“For what?”

“So you can see me.”
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“I already know who you are. Why
don’tyou light the fire, as you’re nearer to
it than me?”

“It’s your house and it’s only proper
that you light it yourself.”

“I don’t feel like it.”

“At least wake up so we can talk, as I
have something to tell you.”

“Say it.”

“I need you.”

“I do not need one-eyed types like
yourself.”

“One-eyed people are people too.”

“That might be so, but they are not to
my taste.”

They continued talking for quite some
time, and the more they spoke, the braver
he became. He did not sleep with her that
night, but later on he persisted until he
won her over. I doubted whether I was as
strong-willed as he, but the fact that he
had met with success encouraged me. I
told my warrior friend where to find me
should he need me, and then I departed.

When I entered the house of my esian-
kiki, I called for the woman of the house,
and as luck would have it, my lady re-
sponded. She was waiting for me. I felt
better, and I proceeded to talk to her like
a professional. After much talking back
and forth, I joined her in bed.

The night was calm, tender, and lov-
ing, like most nights after initiation cere-
monies as big as this one. There must have
been a lot of courting and lovemaking.

Maasai women can be very hard to
deal with sometimes. They can simply re-
ject a man outright and refuse to change
their minds. Some play hard to get, but in
reality are testing the man to see whether
he is worth their while. Once a friend of
mine while still young was powerfully at-
tracted to a woman nearly his mother’s
age. He putabold move onher. Atfirstthe
woman could not believe his intention, or
rather was amazed by his courage. The
name of the warrior was Ngengeiya, or
Drizzle.

“Drizzle, what do you want?”

The warrior stared her right in the eye
and said, “You.”

“For what?”

“To make love to you.”

“I am your mother’s age.”

“The choice was either her or you.”

This remark took the woman by sur-
prise. She had underestimated the saying



“There is no such thing as a young war-
rior.” When you are a warrior, you are ex-
pected to perform bravely in any
situation. Your age and size are immate-
rial.

“You mean you could really love me
like a grown-up man?”

“Try me, woman.”

He moved in on her. Soon the woman
started moaning with excitement, calling

out his name. “Honey Drizzle, Honey
Drizzle, you are a man.” In a breathy,
stammering voice, she said, “A real man.”

Her attractiveness made Honey Driz-
zle ignore her relative old age. The Maa-
sai believe that if an older and a younger
person have intercourse, it is the older
person who stands to gain. For instance, it
is believed that an older woman having an
affair with a young man starts to appear

younger and healthier, while the young
man grows older and unhealthy.

The following day when the initiation
rites had ended, I decided to return home.
I'had offended my father by staying away
from home without his consent, so I pre-
pared myself for whatever punishment
he might inflict on me. I walked home
alone.
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