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Figure 4.24  Wooden containers (except for the basket ntutua) 

  

4.18.2 Gourds 

The history of gourd use in Samburu is a matter of some ambiguity. It is clear that 

at least the larger gourds, now used for milking, butter, and beer, were first brought to 

Samburu by the Meru or some other group of neighboring farmers in or around the 

1920s. Some people suggested that Samburu first started getting gourds during the 

Lmarinkon ageset in the 1880s, although one of the oldest women (90+ years) I had the 

privilege to interview explained to me that Samburu only began to use gourds when she 

had already had five children. Samburu say they bought gourds from Dorobo, who 
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acquired them from Meru25 traders coming over from the lowlands. At some point 

Samburu traded with Meru or other agriculturalists directly, exchanging sheep for big 

gourds full of loikempe, fermented maize meal that had been roasted and cooked.  

 

 
Figure 4.25  Containers made from gourds 

                                                 
25 The Meru are commonly said to be the source of most gourds now seen in Samburu, although many 
people mention the Kikuyu if prodded as well. The apparent ambiguity and confusion that exists in regard 
to these neighboring groups over half a century ago is not unexpected, given that rigid ethnic identities are 
in large part a legacy of the colonial regime. Volumes have been written about the highly fluid ethnic, 
economic, and political boundaries that likely characterized the eastern African cultural landscape prior to 
the great disruptions of the colonial era. For an example of how ethnicity in Kenya has changed and 
continues to changed, see Lynch 2006.   
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The first gourds acquired by Samburu were apparently nyatio and lkotumpe, the 

large round gourds used for churning butter and to make and store beer. Elders associate 

big round gourds with the Meru, and are the preferred shape for gourd containers in 

Samburu. Long, thin gourds are found in Maasailand and are preferred by Maasai, 

although Samburu would occasionally obtain them through trade with the Kamba. 

Gourds were not, originally, used for milking as nkirrau are today. Rumor has it that one 

family in Siambu still refrains from milking animals with gourds, and a general 

reluctance to use gourds for milking may explain why nkirrau are much less common in 

the lowlands than they are on the Lorroki Plateau and in the highlands. Even among 

women who do use gourds for milking, many will say that they only use gourds to milk 

docile cows. They are easy to break, and a sharp kick to a gourd will destroy it.  

Some women argue that the small lboliboli gourds have been in Samburu since 

the beginning, and only the larger gourds came from elsewhere. When the first Samburu 

came to the area, they say, the Dorobo already had lboliboli. Those lboliboli, I was told 

(perhaps with no small degree of nostalgia), used to be bigger, taking the slaughter of 

very large cows to fill them with fat. Other women, including members of the Loliin 

community, say that Dorobo have had all kinds of gourds for a quite a long time. Just 

how long, historically speaking, is unclear. Some Samburu women disagree with all of 

these accounts, claiming instead that even lboliboli were introduced from the outside.   

No one is sure when Samburu themselves started planting gourds to make 

containers. In keeping with their general aversion to farming Samburu maintain no reason 

to cultivate or otherwise manage any indigenous plants, although this is changing. Gourds 

used for containers are one exception, as they do save seeds from plants that produce 



 
 

145 
 

gourds with appealing sizes and shapes to scatter along their fences. An interview with a 

member of a family in Siambu known for growing gourds yielded some information 

about the different types of gourd plants familiar to Samburu. He distinguished between 

three different plants that are similar except in the sizes of gourds they produce:  

• One plant that grows big gourds, for lkutumpe and nyatio. The sizes of gourds 

produced by this plant depend on where it has been planted, as it does better in 

hotter areas. If there is not enough rain, however, you will only get medium-sized 

or small gourds. The gourds from the big gourd plant are completely green, with 

no white spots. The biggest gourds can support themselves, and can be bigger 

than the door opening to a house. They may hold as many as 30 or 40 liters of 

beer.  

• Another plant that grows only medium-sized gourds with big bellies and small 

mouths, which are used for milking and storing milk. This plant can also produce 

a long and narrow gourd like the Maasai type, which has to be propped up when 

growing. The gourds from this plant are green with white spots.   

• Finally the lboliboli plant which grows only small gourds, also used for lkidong. 

Green with white spots, but the lboliboli plant produces gourds with relatively 

bigger, rounder bellies.  

Noosooritare agreed that lboliboli come from a different type of plant than either the 

medium or the large-sized gourds. All plants, she explained, have the same flowers, but 

the leaves are different. The larger gourd plants have dark green leaves and branches, 

while the lboliboli plant has brighter green leaves. Another woman from the Loliin 

community also notes that the big and small gourds come from different types of plants, 
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and that the big gourd plant has larger leaves. One woman from the lowlands explains 

that there is a type of wild gourd plant that produces round, spotted gourds with no necks. 

They are not made into containers, although boys make soccer balls from them. They 

grow on vines in trees, near the Seiya River in the lowlands. Three wild gourd species 

have thus far been identified in Kenya26, and it is unclear whether or not this plant is 

either among them or unrelated. 

I did not collect herbarium specimens of gourds in Samburu due to the scarcity of 

such plants still alive due to drought. I would strongly suggest that more ethnobotanical 

research needs to be done on this subject, particularly in identifying the diversity of gourd 

landraces utilized in this region. Such an attempt would complement ongoing efforts by 

the Kenya Resource Centre for Indigenous Knowledge, the National Museums of Kenya, 

and the International Plant Genetic Resource Institute Sub-Saharan Regional Office to 

document and preserve the known Kenyan landraces of L. sicereria and its wild relatives. 

Collective efforts are also being made to collect as much locally-held information about 

gourds and their uses as possible. Although the Maasai, Turkana, and several other ethnic 

groups have so far been targets (Morimoto et al. 2005), there has not yet been any such 

undertaking among the Samburu. A recent development project27 among a Kamba 

community in southeastern Kenya has successfully begun to address the disappearance of 

local knowledge and practice surrounding the use of bottle gourds owing to the 

widespread adoption of plastic containers. Unless a similar initiative can be implemented 

in Samburu, I worry that this aspect of pastoralists’ cultural heritage will soon be lost, 

                                                 
26 L. sphaerica, L. breviflora and L. abyssinica (see Morimoto et al. 2005; Morimoto et al. 2006). 
27  “Community-Based Documentation of Indigenous Knowledge, Awareness and Conservation of 
Cultural and Genetic Diversity of Bottle Gourd (Lagenaria siceraria) in Kitui District in Kenya.” See 
http://www.terralingua.org/bcdconservation/?p=82. 
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with important implications for local biodiversities and future research into the 

domestication of container plants.   

 

 
 

Figure 4.26 Gourd plant growing inside a boma, Lorroki Plateau 

Samburu do not claim to often save seeds of particularly well-shaped gourds, or of sturdy 

gourds, or of gourds that do well in drought. They say that you cannot predict 

what a gourd will look like, and they generally attribute gourd-growing success to the 

individual that took care of the plant rather than any inherent qualities possessed by the 

plant itself. Gourds only like some people, and will refuse to grow for others. People still 

chuckle about the gourd shown in Figure 4.27, though, found growing in the highlands 

sometime around 1984. This gourd, used now for milk storage, is quite large and odd in 
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Figure 4.27  Milk storage gourd, in the highlands 

shape. The man who stumbled upon the plant kept an eye on it for the rest of its life 

hoping for additional gourds, but it never produced a single fruit other than this one. For 

years he also tried to propagate seeds taken from this singular gourd, with no luck.  

There are several reasons why bottle gourd plants can often be found growing on 

fences. A woman might scatter seeds along the fence to her boma, mostly because the 

vines need support as the gourds grow and take shape. If a gourd is hanging from a vine 

on a fence, it will develop a nice, straight-necked shape. If on the ground, the vines will 

droop and bend the gourd’s neck. Occasionally efforts will be made to influence the 

shape of the gourd; for example, a hole was dug underneath the gourd pictured above, to 

support it while growing in order to give it a nice rounded belly. The specific type of 

container that will be created with the gourd depends upon both its shape and its owner’s 
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preference. Another reason to sow gourd seeds along a fence is for protection; a wall of 

thorns or tall wooden poles might rebuff any porcupines or elephants in search of a snack. 

Some say that gourd plants can also be found growing wild in the forest, in places known 

to be frequented by those same elephants that wander onto the plains. It should also be 

mentioned that Samburu sometimes take advantage of the fact that gourds grow well in 

old, abandoned settlements where nutrient-rich soil has been created by accumulations of 

dung. Other wild plant resources that grow well in old settlements are discussed in my 

section on Samburu subsistence.  

Gourd seeds do not need to be formally planted; simply scattering them on the 

ground often works. Even though many Samburu are now starting to cultivate certain 

crops such as maize, historically they have been reluctant to dig and farm. Sowing gourd 

seeds along fences is culturally acceptable precisely because it requires so little in the 

way of preparation and actual planting. A laissez-faire outlook prevails: Samburu can 

reap rewards by simply letting the plants do as they choose. The fact that Samburu have 

been highly residentially mobile until fairly recently has likewise never been a deterrent 

to the cultivation of gourds. The reason for this was explained to me thusly: There are 

only two times when people must move. The first is lack of pasture during the dry 

seasons, and second is insecurity (i.e., threat of violence). Afterwards, people come back 

to the same places. No one will take the gourds while you are gone. 

 

4.19 Other / Camel Containers 

 
Baskets (mbasige) are made from dried doum palm leaves and are relatively rare in 

Samburu. These conical baskets are used for only one purpose, which is to milk 
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Figure 4.28 Camel milking basket, mbasige 

camels. Basket-makers can only be found in the lowlands where doum palms grow near 

the rivers, and most are in fact Rendille. Many Samburu women, however, have learned 

to weave baskets and now produce them for the tourist art market (see Knausenberger 

and Lemunyete 2008). Prior to its first use a basket is waterproofed by coating its interior 

surface with colostrum. Women harvest and spin wild sisal (Sanseveria robusta) in a very 

labor-intensive process;28 strands of this fiber are often woven into the basket as 

                                                 
28 See http://jgkdesigns.com/articles/wild-sisal-spinning.aspx 
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decoration, or loops of braided or twisted sisal can be left as handles. Before milk 

collection a basket is then always smoked to kill any bacteria. Camel-milking baskets can 

also be made out of wood. During my time in Samburu I only saw one such basket still in 

regular use (Figure 4.28). The soror is another container form associated with camels. It 

is, I was told, a special wooden camel milking jar (cf Herbich and Dietler 2008).  

There must be a great number, I think, of other containers made (or bought) and 

used by Samburu women and men. I have here described the most common, those 

containers which are still employed to some degree in aiding with the responsibilities of 

everyday life. Other containers are rare, such as the large cattle horns once used for 

storing water, milk, fat, and now often used for storing tobacco. Still others, such as the 

leather bags known as sampurr, are owned by many Samburu women yet are rarely now 

used for the mundane tasks they once were in the past. Some categories and types of 

containers I have surely and unfairly ignored. The ubiquitous maize/rice bag, capable of 

holding forty-five kilograms of maize, is used for all manner of household chores and 

might well deserve its own chapter. I hope, however, that I have presented a fairly 

comprehensive list of the durable containers used by Samburu in their past and present 

lives as mobile pastoralists.  

 

4.20 Types of “Dorobo” Containers 

 
I would like to conclude this chapter with a brief description of container types 

made and used by members of Dorobo communities throughout Samburu. A detailed 

discussion about hunter/gatherer material culture vs. pastoralist material culture deserves 

its own dissertation but will be mentioned again in later chapters.  
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4.20.1 Pottery 

 The same types of pots used by Samburu herders were also used by Dorobo, 

albeit often for different purposes. Cooking pots, for example, were generally used for 

boiling the bones and meat of wild game, rather than the meat and bones of domestic 

stock. Their cooking pots were the same in form and size29 as those still used by both 

Dorobo and Samburu today. Poison used for hunting wild game was also prepared in clay 

cooking pots, although those pots could never be used to cook food again. I am unaware 

of anyone still actively hunting with poison, but Loliin elders speak of a time when 

elephants, rhinoceros, and other large game were routinely taken down with poisoned 

spears (lpunat). Poison was made by men, and usually prepared by boiling leaves from 

the lmorijo plant with water. The pots were left in the forest, often in caves, to be reused 

whenever more poison was needed. Moti lekweshi were also used by Dorobo, some say 

to store honey. One Loliin elder from Naibor Nkeju also remembered moti lekweshi 

being used to store the meat of wild game.  

Mpejo, the elderly Loliin potter with whom I often spoke about potting traditions 

in Samburu, did make a few other forms which were produced specifically for members 

of her own community (Table 4.3). Few people but for the oldest Loliin now remember 

ever owning these pots themselves. 

 
 

                                                 
29 A Samburu elder from Garma, however, told me a story about a huge pot that used to lie on a hill near 
Wamba. Kids used to play in this pot, he said, which was an abandoned Dorobo cooking pot once used to 
boil elephants. None of the Dorobo elders I interviewed, for what it is worth, ever once mentioned giant 
elephant pots. 
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Table 4.3 Additional types of pots, used by Loliin 

Type of Pot  Samburu Terms Description 
 most 

common: 
less 
common: 

 

beer pot lkotumpe ndondol Pot for brewing and/or storing beer 
water pot (none)  

(unknown) 
nkisimet 

Two types:  
- Large pot used to store and cool water 
- Wooden milk container-shaped pot with 
clay or leather lid for collecting water  

 
The most common of these Loliin pots was the beer pot. These were typically 

giant shoulder-width pots, with handles, that were kept near the bed. Other beer pots were 

apparently made to look like the calbashes, lkotumpe, used to make beer. Beer pots were 

quite heavy and immovable when full, so drinks would be ladeled out whenever needed 

for men. Samburu herders occasionally brewed beer themselves, in which case they 

would borrow these pots from Dorobo. Animal-skin bags were also used to make beer; 

today plastic jerry-cans stand in for these types of containers.  

A different type of pot was used for water collection and transport. Those pots 

were shaped like carved wooden milk containers, but were bigger than moti lekweshi and 

had leather or clay lids. Some say that water storage pots were the largest of the Loliin 

pots ever produced, although it seems likely that these were often the same in size and 

form (read = the same pots) as the beer pots and the honey pots kept in caves. One 

woman told me about a water pot at least four feet high, like a water tank, which had a 

flat bottom, no neck, and a lid. It could be moved on a donkey, she said, but the donkey 

would not be able to carry anything else. Water stored in water pots is said to be clean 

and cool. The only water pot I saw during my fieldwork was owned by a woman in 

Maralal, and one other woman from the highlands vaguely recalled her mother once 
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having two. Transport logistics apparently prevent the use of giant water pots, beer pots, 

and honey pots by residentially mobile households, although note that nomadic Somali 

pastoralists often carry extremely large and heavy water pots in baskets on their backs 

(Chapter 6, Figure 6.3).  

Other Dorobo vessels included a clay bowl, only ever mentioned once by an elder 

but apparently used for soup. Another type, mentioned by Mpejo, was a very small pot 

like an lkunate that children used to make and that potters would fire for them.  

 
4.20.2 Honey Containers and Other Storage Vessels 

There was some disagreement about containers used for honey. Most people 

agreed that wooden ltaam (Figure 4.29) and 

leather bags were the main vessels that men 

would use to collect and transport honey.  In 

terms of honey storage, though, some swear 

that Loliin have never used clay pots to store 

honey. Others swear (equally as vehemently) 

that members of older generations would 

nearly all have had clay pots for honey. 

These honey pots, they say, were exactly the 

same as moti lekweshi, the pots Samburu 

say were for fried meat. For reference, 

Blackburn (1973) reported that Okiek 

hunter/gatherers of the Mau Forest had three 

types of honey pots, including a similar type of “house honey pot.” Another type of 

 

Figure 4.29  Honey container, ltaam, made  
from wood with a buffalo-skin lid.  
 



 
 

155 
 

Okiek honey pot, a forest honey pot, was never mentioned to me by Dorobo in Samburu. 

Those Okiek pots were used for storing honey in the forest, and would be buried in the 

ground to protect it from honey badgers. Pots were preferred over other types of 

containers for this purpose, Blackburn notes, because they do not rot and contents are 

kept safe from moisture. The other type of Okiek honey pot was a very large pot, kept in 

caves, for storing honey and making honey wine. A Samburu elder living near South 

Horr once mentioned that people did use to keep giant honey storage pots in caves. He 

said those pots were so big, up to seventy liters, that they could not be fired. Rain would 

wash the clay away. They were generally kept in homes, but taken to caves for safe-

keeping if the family had to move. J. Brown writes that Suiei Dorobo from Wamba used 

to make a type of “small, shallow platter with one vertical handle curved over the rim” 

(1989b:77), undecorated, used for serving honey. I was unable to find anyone who 

remembered this particular form. The only other type of pot ever mentioned in terms of 

honey was the regular cooking pot. One Samburu elder, also from near South Horr, 

mentioned that people used to heat up honey in cooking pots to separate honey from 

comb. 

The most ancient woman in Mbaringon told me a slightly different story about the 

use of containers made from wood or gourds by members of her Loliin community. 

When she was much younger, she said, the ltorrobo did not have carved wooden 

containers like those seen today. Instead, they made containers with palm tree wood, 

lkokidongit, which was hollowed out on the inside. The ends were capped with buffalo 

skins. These palm wood containers were similar to ltaam, and could also be used for the 

harvest and storage of honey or for making beer. They were not used for milk. The Loliin 
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also had gourds, she told me, which were used to make bowls and to make containers for 

fetching water.  

 

4.21 Kikuyu Containers 

 
A comparative project examining the material culture of a settled, agricultural 

society in northern or central Kenya was beyond the scope of this project. In addition, the 

colonial impact in places such as the Central Highlands has been particularly dramatic, 

and only through in-depth research could I have begun to understand, for example, 

previous systems of craft production and container use. All pottery used by Kikuyu 

women today, for instance, is mass-produced for the commercial market. Nevertheless, 

limited interviews and library research suggest that reified economic and ethnic divisions 

between Samburu and their neighbors were once less rigid and obvious than they are 

today. Settled agricultural communities in central Kenya, for example, have often kept 

significant numbers of livestock, and pastoralist groups such as Maasai have had 

segments of their society farming at various times. Distinguishing household assemblages 

of mobile herders versus farmers in the archaeological record may be much less clear-cut 

than assumed by many, including myself.  

  Kikuyu pots today have globular bodies, constricted necks, and flared rims (see 

Appendix I, Figure I-DD for a similar example), bearing little to no resemblance to the 

pots Kikuyu women would have had in their own houses generations ago. I interviewed a 

Kikuyu woman living near Naibor Nkeju, who remembered her mother having pots 

similar to gourd containers, with bigger bellies and two handles. These pots, she said, 

were used for cooking maize, sweet potatoes, and meat. Her mother also had a smaller 
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pot, like a sufuria, for vegetables. Houses often had, in addition to a large cooking pot 

and a smaller cooking pot, a very large pot for storing water. An ethnography from the 

the early years of the 20th century also describes Kikuyu household material culture in 

quite some detail (Routledge and Routledge 1910). There were two types of pots, the 

authors noted, wide-mouthed pots and narrow-mouthed pots. Pots ranged from half a 

gallon to four or five gallons in volume, with lugs or handles but no lids. One photograph 

(p. 98a, Plate LXVII) shows a wide-mouthed pot similar in form and decoration to 

modern Samburu cooking pots, except for at least one extra handle.  

The ways in which Kikuyu farmers utilized gourds was quite similar to how 

Samburu use them today. According to Routledge and Routledge, Kikuyu used gourds 

for milking cattle, for storing and fermenting milk, and for bleeding cattle. Bisected 

gourds served as serving dishes. Gourds were also used for making and storing sugar 

cane beer. Juice was first squeezed into half-gourds, and then into narrow-mouthed 

gourds where the beer would ferment. Smaller gourds are made into rattles and storage 

for medicines. Storage of grains was done in baskets. With the exception of the large 

water pots, it seems, Samburu and Kikuyu container types have been, historically, nearly 

the same. A typical Kikuyu hut, Routledge and Routlege wrote, had “three or four 

earthenware pots, half a dozen half-calabashes of different sizes as dishes, and a couple 

of gourd flasks, each fitted with sling and leather cap, to carry milk or gruel when absent 

from home.” (1920:60).
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 Potting in Samburu 5

 

Very little has, to date, been written about potting in Samburu, and so this chapter 

will provide an introduction to the history of ceramic production by and for Samburu 

women. As explained at the outset, I am less concerned with reconstructing the history of 

Samburu potting than I am with painting a picture of pottery production and use during a 

fairly restricted period of time (i.e., more or less the last fifty years) in a fairly restricted 

geographic region (the three current Samburu administrative districts). Although few 

studies of ethnoarchaeological interest have been written about Samburu domestic life, 

two reports (J. Brown 1989b; Clarfield 1989) do briefly describe the manufacturing 

techniques by which pots are made. I will spend very little time going over the sorts of 

technical details (in regards to, for example, clay selection, shaping techniques, and firing 

practices) that are so often reported at length upon in ethnoarchaeological accounts. I will 

focus instead on the organization and scheduling of Samburu pottery production, regional 

differences within production techniques, and the decline of Samburu potting as a viable 

way for women to make a living.  

 

5.1 Pottery in Northern Kenya 

 
Over the course of the twentieth century the extensive social and economic 

networks among and between pastoralists and hunter/gatherers in northern Kenya have 

been disarticulated and reorganized in fairly substantive ways. Nevertheless, systems of 

pottery production and exchange seem to have persisted (if not thrived) throughout 
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northern Kenya, at least up until the fairly recent adoption of metal vessels throughout 

eastern Africa. Dassanetch herders reportedly had no access to clay sources, but were 

able to obtain pots through trade with both their partners to the north, including the 

Arbore, Bachada, and Hamar, and with the hunter/gatherer/fisher El Molo to the 

southeast (Sobania 1991). Samburu and Rendille obtain pots from Dorobo 

hunter/gatherers, and Samburu are also known to have obtained pots from the El Molo up 

until recent decades (Scherrer 1978).Turkana obtained pottery from both Dorobo potters 

near Mt. Ng’iro and from Pokot (Best 1993; Broch-Due 2000); pastoral Pokot obtained 

pots from sedentary agricultural Pokot (J. Brown 1989a). Gabra have, at least in the past, 

gotten pots from a hunter/gatherer group known as the Waata (Kassam 1986; Kassam and 

Bashuna 2004). Somali pastoralists obtain pots from neighboring agricultural groups 

(Ahmed 1986). As far as I can tell, every pastoralist group in northern Kenya 

incorporates, or has incorporated, pottery into their domestic and ceremonial lives.  

  
5.1.1 A Note about the Semantics of Saying “Samburu” Pottery 

 “Samburu” pottery is, to be clear, made by Dorobo women. I will continue, 

however, to reference pottery in this region as “Samburu” for a number of reasons. This 

dissertation’s major focus is on the use of pottery by Samburu pastoralists, and referring 

to their pots as “Samburu” must be done here for ease and simplicity. Another reason I 

am comfortable calling Dorobo pottery “Samburu” is that most Dorobo, at least now, 

consider themselves to be fully Samburu. They consider their pots to be “Samburu” as 

well. Dorobo potters indeed make identical pots for themselves and for the herding 

sections of Samburu society, with the exception of a few forms that no longer exist. 

Finally, “Samburu” pots, as made by Dorobo, share a number of stylistic traits that make 



 
 

160 
 

them easily identifiable, to an outsider, as coming from the Samburu region. Other groups 

such as the Rendille and Turkana have certainly exchanged for or purchased this pottery 

from Dorobo as well. Material culture created and circulated at the edge of ethnic 

boundaries is itself an interesting topic, and will be discussed later on in this chapter.     

 

5.2 The Origins of Samburu Potting 

 
The historical origins of craft production by Dorobo populations in Samburu are 

sadly and completely unknown. Most Samburu claim no knowledge about the history of 

their pots other than to say that they were given by God. When asked how Dorobo first 

learned to pot, both Dorobo and Samburu women tend to tell the very same story:  

A woman must have needed a pot to boil meat, because when roasting meat it 
would lose too much fat, but she had no vessel suitable to put on the hearth. She 
gathered some clay and shaped it into a pot, but it would not keep its shape and 
hold the soup. She kept experimenting, and eventually figured out how to harden 
and blacken her pots in the fire. That was how potting started. Thanks be to God. 

I love the idea that this story relates, simply, how potting in Samburu must have began. 

There are no origin myths about potting, there are no stories passed down from 

generation to generation about the very first potter. Potting must have been invented by 

an industrious woman who found herself in need of a pot. Whether or not potting was 

actually an original invention in Samburu we might never know. Routledge and 

Routledge’s (1910) photographs of Kikuyu material culture from the early 1900s show a 

small pot that one might say looks “Samburu.” Stock images from the 1930s in the Getty 

collection also show Kikuyu pots with globular bodies, constricted but fairly straight 

necks, and vertical handles on either side. Dorobo may have learned to pot from Kikuyu 

farmers. It is also entirely possible that Dorobo in Samburu knew how to pot long before 
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any contact with agricultural groups. Complicating the issue, of course, is the fact that the 

history of Dorobo themselves in Samburu is still very much up for debate.      

What we do know is that potting skills have long been passed down in Dorobo 

families from mother to daughter, although any girl who expressed interest in potting 

would have been welcome to learn. J. Brown (1989b) reported that the “tuition” fee for 

potters near Wamba was two strings of beads. 

 
5.2.1 On the Lorroki Plateau 

For all of the words that have been written about the historical and 

anthropological significance of exchange relationships between pastoralists and 

hunter/gatherers or pastoralists and agriculturalists, few have been devoted to discuss 

how these types of relationships may or may not evolve over time. The history of 

exchange between the Loliin hunter/gatherer community and Samburu herders on the 

Lorroki Plateau, for example, is to me less than abundantly clear. I do not know when it 

began, nor do I know the many forms it has most likely taken. Loliin elders all say that 

there used to be a time, long ago, when their families lived in the rockshelters and caves 

of the forested Kirisia Hills while Samburu and Laikipiak Maasai herders lived out on the 

plains. Only sometime around the 1930s did Loliin move their homesteads out of the 

forests and onto the plains. Before that time, one elder told me, the Loliin would only 

make pots for their own use. They had no interaction with their enemies out on the plains; 

they would not exchange with them for milk, or skins, or anything else. Pots, and honey, 

never changed hands. It is certainly possible that there have been times of tension and 

violence between Loliin and surrounding herders. Larick’s (1986b) work on 

blacksmithing in Samburu indeed speaks to a history of intense intergroup raiding and 
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conflict among Maa-speaking pastoralists, hunter/gatherers, and craftspeople that was 

particularly strong from the 1820s to the 1890s but continued throughout the twentieth 

century. No one today now remembers a time when Samburu would go into the forests to 

obtain pots from Dorobo potters. Oral traditions in reference to the exchange of pots on 

the Lorroki Plateau instead tend to begin once potters and their families had moved to the 

plains.  

 
5.2.2 Taboos and Social Stigma 

The strictest potting taboo recorded in Samburu was and still is adhered to by the 

Dorobo near the Kirisia Hills, and that is the prohibition of potting by any woman of 

childbearing age. Symbolic associations between potting and human reproduction are 

seen widely among sub-Saharan African societies (Herbert 1993); this Samburu case is 

typical in that the fertility of women and the creation of pots threaten each other. 

According to Neng’iro Lepilale, a Loilien potter from near the Karisia Hills, a pot feels 

the following: “It hates that regular thing [menstruation].  It hates small children, [the 

pot] smells the baby there, and it [the baby] dies here… They say it [the baby] is kereet 

[meaning “unclean”]… It [the pot] is proud, that thing.  It hates kereet. It hates a young 

woman” [April 8, 2009]. A young woman, Neng’iro explains, can handle a finished pot, 

but cannot participate in gathering of clay, the shaping of pots, or their firing. Men are 

discouraged from either witnessing or participating in this process as well, although they 

may go with women while they collect clay for protection from wild animals. It is not 

simply that pots will break if these rules are neglected, but that harm will come to people 

as well. Pokot potters, similarly, use secluded rockshelters for pottery production to 

isolate themselves from pollution (J. Brown 1989a).  
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What seems surprising about Samburu potting is that, at least at present, taboos 

vary greatly in detail and scope among various Dorobo groups. Jean Brown, an 

ethnographer, reported the following in 1973 after visiting Suiei potters in Wamba: “A 

potter will not pot if she is menstruating. There is no objection to men being present 

during the making or firing of pots. The only bad omen to look out for is if the ndiru bird 

(a woodpecker with red on it) is seen on the potters [sic] left (it is a bad omen for a hunter 

if it is seen on the right) for it would undoubtedly result in pots cracking up” [card on file 

with the National Museums of Kenya]. As Rhoda Lenaimado, a well-known Suiei potter 

from Wamba, explained to me, she and her fellow potters used to make unfired pots 

when they were kids, to practice. They started making real pots when they were still 

young, about when they each had two kids.  There is no such belief that young women of 

childbearing age are not supposed to make pots. She had never heard of such a thing.   

Why the discrepancies from place to place and/or potter to potter? It seems both 

futile and ethnographically misguided to attempt the reconstruction of an original 

“Samburu” system of beliefs about who can and cannot make pots. It seems likely to me 

that Samburu potting taboos have from the beginning been locally modified and adapted 

as social and economic contingencies have dictated. General attitudes about potters and 

potting can apparently evolve as well: Near Mt. Ng’iro, one middle-aged Samburu 

woman (who, for what it is worth, was not identified as Dorobo by either herself or the 

local community) had learned to pot years before and had become locally admired for 

making enough in revenue to pay her son’s way through school. She seemed genuinely 

baffled when we asked about a prohibition against young women potting. Anyone, she 

said, could make pots. Indeed an ancient woman from Kurunga near Mt. Ng’iro 
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confirmed this, and said without any trace of irony that pots are like milk containers, 

anyone who is knowledgeable can make them. It is like when a calf is born, and it can 

grow up to be the leader of a herd. It is the same with people. A knowledgeable person 

can be born, and can make pots without learning from anyone. It’s a very good thing. 

 

5.3 Production Techniques 

 
Although potting taboos vary from place to place, potters across Samburu follow 

roughly similar (but not identical) methods in terms of ceramic production. I will only 

briefly discuss the chaîne opératoire of Samburu potting, as I did not have an opportunity 

to witness an entire sequence myself. By the time I arrived in Samburu in 2009 no 

potters, as far as I could tell, were still making pots on a regular basis. The only pots still 

being produced, in many places, were those made for curious white people (including not 

a few anthropologists). I myself commissioned a dozen or so pots from Loliin women in 

an effort to promote potting as an income-generating activity. I kept several of those pots, 

and many others were to be offered for sale to women from the local community. As a 

younger woman I was kindly asked to distance myself from observing and participating 

in the process. The potters feared, in part, that my presence might somehow risk the loss 

of those pots. I did not push the issue, and the potters ultimately let me and several elder 

men witness a firing session. Much of the information presented here has been gathered 

from interviews with potters, as well as from watching a video of Mpejo and Neng’iro 

making pots taken by Carolyn Lesorogol and Bilinda Straight in 2005. Other accounts of 

past Samburu potting in Wamba and the Ndoto Mountains can be found in J. Brown 

(1989) and Clarfield (1989).  
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5.3.1 Earth 

The clay in Samburu belongs to everyone, and is said to have been given by God. 

There are no restrictions as to who might use it, and no limits as to how much of it one 

might take. My elder neighbors did once voice the opinion, though, that Dorobo are fairly 

secretive about clay sources, never wanting others to visit the clay because, my neighbors 

presumed, the pots made from that clay would then break. All of the clay sources in 

Samburu are found in the hills, in the banks of stream beds. There are (at least) dozens of 

clay sources in Samburu, including near Mt. Ng’iro, the Kirisia Hills, the Mathews 

Range, and the Ndoto Mountains30. The only other demand for clay in Samburu used to 

come from the blacksmiths, who lined iron-smelting furnaces with the same clay from 

which pots are made. There was never apparently any competition between blacksmiths 

and potters for clay or for land near clay sources. 

Potters in any given area often seem to think that clay sources elsewhere are 

highly inferior. As Mpejo said of pots made at Wamba, “Those aren’t pots.  That’s not 

clay!  They don’t know how to make pots! I don’t even want to look at those pots.”  

During that particular interview another woman chimed in (somewhat more charitably) 

that if a person from Naibor Nkeju went to Wamba, people from Wamba would ask for 

pots from Naibor Nkejo because the clay in Wamba is not good enough. It cracks very 

easily, she explained. Of course people in Wamba would say the same things about pots, 

potters, and clay from anywhere else. All of this despite the fact that most often potters 

had never personally seen any of those lousy pots made elsewhere.   

                                                 
30 Clay from termite mounds is readily available on the plains. Children sometimes practice making pots 
with termite mound clay, but those pots are said to break easily. A potter in Ngurunit told me that potters 
from Loisamis near Marsabit once made pots from anthill clay, although again those pots were apparently 
prone to cracking. 
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Clay is quarried from the sources by the potters, and sometimes other women and 

children she might bring to help. They carry the clay back to their homesteads in leather 

bags or rice bags, where it is then laid out to dry. After all of the moisture has evaporated 

the clay is pounded and ground, using an upper grindstone on a leather hide. Stones and 

any larger particules are removed. Mpejo once mentioned using dried donkey dung, 

mixed in with the clay at this stage, to temper her pots. Zebra dung can serve as well, 

otherwise no temper is used. 

 
5.3.2 Water 

Water is added to the dried clay, and the reconstituted mixture is kneaded until it 

becomes a workable lump. A cone-shaped piece of clay is first created to stabilize the 

incipient pot in the potter’s lap, and a pot is then built upwards from the cone following a 

coil method. Thick coils are added to form the walls, and these are thinned and smoothed 

with a round piece of a gourd and the potter’s hands, which she re-wets throughout this 

whole process. The neck is added to the globular pot with a separate coil, and finally the 

clay cone at the base is trimmed off. Handles are added by making indendations in the 

pot, affixing the handles, and smoothing them onto the pot. Finally, small bands of clay 

are applied to the pot as decoration. Depending on the individual potter’s style the bands 

of clay might then be further decorated with impressions from acacia thorns or small 

twigs.  

Pots can be made in both the dry and rainy seasons. If rainy, potters will generally 

wait for a break in the rains before starting to make pots, as it rarely rains unremittingly 

for weeks or months on end.There are three steps in the process that are affected by the 

weather. Clay has to be dried out after collection, so that impurities and large inclusions 
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can be removed. When it is sunny, this takes one day. When there is no sun, this can take 

from between one to three days. After the potter shapes a pot, it then has to be dried 

before firing. This drying process takes between three and four days if sunny, four if it is 

cloudy or raining. The pots require a fair bit of attention, as they have to be rotated 

periodically to ensure even drying. If it ever starts to rain, a potter will bring her pots 

inside. A good potter, Mpejo told me, could make two pots a day during the dry season. 

In the rainy season it takes a bit longer. Potters from Wamba reportedly averaged twenty 

to thirty pots per month (J. Brown 1989). 

 
5.3.3 Fire 

Firing is always done away from the houses, outside of the settlement fence. All 

pots are open-fired, although specific methods vary from region to region. Brown (1989) 

reports that potters in Wamba fired their pots in depressions or hollows in the ground 

created for that purpose. The Loliin potters near Kisima fire their pots on a flat surface. 

Dried cow dung is the preferred fuel; one Samburu woman surmised that firewood would 

make a blaze too hot for the pots, which then might crack. Acacia bark can be used if no 

dung is available (see, for example, Figure 5.1). The number of pots fired at a time can 

vary. Four pots were fired in the open firing that I observed. If a pot cracks during firing 

it is generally discarded. Occasional attempts are made to repair minor cracks with wet 

cow dung. The fire is constantly monitored, and more dung or barks can be added if holes 

in the structure appear. Leather-hard pots are a light brown color before firing, and as 

they fire they will gradually turn black and then red. Parts of the pot not properly fired 

will remain black, and those pots will be less durable. Potters can judge whether or not 
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pots are adequately fired by both color and sound. A finished pot will sound like mabati 

(iron roofing) when tapped. Fence poles are used to remove these pots from the fire. 

Immediately after firing, cooking pots are always then smudged to make them 

black. The smudging process involves 

putting leaves, either lgilai or 

lakirding’ai, inside the pot. Leaves are 

also rubbed on the outside of the pot, 

which will turn it deep black (Figure 

5.1). Potters and the women who buy 

pots all say that if the pots are left red, 

they will not be strong enough.31 More 

fundamentally, though, a non-black 

cooking pot is simply not a pot as pots 

should be. Black is the color of 

death,32 and cooking pots are created 

specifically for the occasions on which 

livestock will die. Indeed livestock can 

only be said to die an acceptable death 

when pots are available to prepare their meat and bones in appropriate ways. Cooking 

pots have to be black. Kikuyu cooking pots are always brown in color, and are thus 

                                                 
31 Experimental studies of Kalinga pots demonstrate that smudging can reduce permeability and improve 
heating effectiveness (Longacre et al. 2000). It may also provide resistance to abrasion. In Longacre et al.’s 
Kalinga sample, however, smudging did not improve vessel strength as claimed by both potters and 
consumers.  
32 See Rainy (1989) on the complex symbolism of colors in Samburu. Particularly important are black, 
white, red, and green.   

 

Figure 5.1  Smudging pots with lakirding’ai  leaves,  
note pots being fired in the background 
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considered improper substitutes for the real thing. Tellingly, the one type of Samburu pot 

that is not smudged is the moti lekweshi. Moti lekweshi hold meat, so they must be made 

out of clay. Yet they are not placed over fire, they do not cook the meat themselves, and 

thus they do not have to be black.  

Pots, milk containers, and numerous other types of Samburu material culture must 

be ceremonially prepared in certain ways (a-ipok or a-ilish are to ritually cleanse or 

purify, to make something ready to use). Carved wooden milk containers, for example, 

must be washed out with blood before they can be used for milk. For pots, several things 

must be done. Wet cow dung, smelly and green, is applied to the outside of pots after 

firing. Sheep or goat brains can be used instead, although (I can tell you from personal 

experience) brain-smeared pots are a very good magnet for flies. The chyme from a 

goat’s stomach must then be boiled in the pot. Donkey dung could also be used, boiled 

with water and leaves. After boiling the stomach or dung the mixture is poured out, and 

animal fat will be smeared on the pot’s interior surface. Only after this has been done can 

the first meat be cooked, which women will eat.  

 

5.4 Trade and Exchange 

 
I would like to recount, briefly, how potters on the Lorroki Plateau remembered 

personally interacting with members of the surrounding community. When people 

married, Mpjejo told me, they should have a pot. So people would come to her. When she 

was making pots, a woman could just come and see the pots being made. Mpejo would 

then fire one for her. So there was never a time when she had many pots lying around her 

house.  If she had three or four pots in her house, that is when she would make more. 
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People would just come to her, so no markets were needed. She only remembered taking 

pots for sale to Maralal once. Many Samburu women from herding families would in fact 

reminisce about having friends who were potters, to whom they would go whenever they 

needed a pot. A long time ago, Mpejo said, people exchanged pots for milk. For a big 

cooking pot, she would be given the milk that fits in a large wooden or gourd milk-

storage container. They would just exchange for milk, she said, and not for the containers 

themselves. Occasionally they would exchange pots for blood, animal skins, or for 

livestock, but not often. Milk was usually available, and sometimes they could exchange 

pots for ghee. I have to point out that Loliin potters seem to have routinely gotten the 

short end of the stick compared to other potters in Samburu. Elsewhere, potters claim that 

pots were worth entire goats and not just a small bit of milk. Only after sometime around 

the 1950s, Mpejo said, did people sell pots for money.   

 

5.5 A Few Words about Style 

 
I have briefly described the technological processes by which potters in Samburu 

typically shape and decorate pots. I would now like to turn, briefly, to a discussion of 

ceramic style. My motive for doing so is only to expand upon Hodder’s (1982) ideas 

about the homogeneity and conservatism that characterizes a great deal of utilitarian 

material culture made and/or owned by pastoralist groups in north-central Kenya. He 

writes of the Njemps of Baringo, for example, that although there may be localized 

variability in artifact styles, tribal-wide similarities in material culture result from a 

“more or less conscious desire for conformity” (1982:53). One might argue for a similar 

situation in Samburu: Nearly all cooking pots look alike, and have since anyone can 
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remember. If a desire for conformity exists, then, how has it arisen in Samburu, and how 

can we best understand the development of regionally-specific ceramic styles? How do 

Dorobo potters themselves conceptualizewhat a pot should look like and be? How do 

other Samburu women understand “Samburu” pots vis-à-vis pots from other groups?  

First, however, let me describe in very basic detail the differences in Dorobo-

made pottery throughout the broader Samburu region. Figure 5.2 shows four distinct style 

clusters, corresponding with Dorobo groups living in various locations throughout the 

hills. Although individual potters do develop their own ceramic styles, the potters from 

any given area do tend to make broadly similar pots. A pot made by any of the Loliin 

potters near Naibor Nkeju, for example, is easily distinguishable from a pot made by 

Suiei potters near Wamba. Given the specialized and small-scale nature of craft 

production in Samburu these localized styles are perhaps to be expected. Consider also 

the relationship between marriage patterns and stylistic patterning of material culture, 

which in this case is fairly complex and varies from place to place (and potter to potter). 

Although members of Samburu society generally follow patrilocal patterns of marriage, it 

seems that Dorobo women more often stay in their home areas. Women may learn to pot 

either before or after being married, often from their mothers and grandmothers but 

sometimes from their mothers-in-law or other women. The famous Deetz-Longacre 

model suggests that local microstyles often develop when women potters follow   

matrilocal patterns of marriage (Deetz 1968; Longacre 1970), but see Herbich and Dietler 

(2008) for a discussion of other salient factors in the development of regional styles. I 

would point out that the time depth of specific regional styles in Samburu is unknown. 

All of the pots shown were made since the 1960s-70s, and little seems to have 
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changed in these areas besides the fact that many potters have in fact stopped potting. 

Right now I can suggest that the regional styles depicted in Figure 5.2 go back at least 

one or two generations. Only archaeological research, I think, might provide further 

insight into the development of local Dorobo potting traditions.  

 

Figure 5.2  Common forms and decorations of pottery from locations throughout Samburu: (a) Mt. 
Ng’iro pot, with wide and tall straight neck, parallel vertical bands on neck, horizontal bands around 
rim and shoulder; (b) Ndoto Mountains pot, similar to (a) but with shorter, slightly tapered neck; (c) 

Wamba pot, with flared rim and flattened handles, very globular body, isolated applied vertical 
bands on neck; (d) Naibor Nkeju pot, with straight tapered neck, horizontal band around rim, 

hatched applied designs on neck extending to shoulder, rounded handles. 
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I am talking about ceramic production when I talk about local style clusters, but 

of course the other important point to consider is the consumption of such pottery and its 

distribution across the Samburu landscape. With very few exceptions, pots bought from 

one Dorobo group typically stayed in that general region. Samburu women got pots from 

the nearest and most convenient place to their homes – pots from the Loliin near Naibor 

Nkeju, for example, were bought or exchanged for by women living on the Lorroki 

Plateau. They were also bought by women from the lowlands who lived just on the other 

side of the Kirisia Hills. Those women use donkeys even now to transport goods to and 

from shops in Kisima. But families from the lowlands rarely brought their homes and 

their cattle across the hills to the Lorroki Plateau - in this sense, the circulation of goods 

such as pottery in Samburu followed paths outside established patterns of residential 

mobility. Generally speaking, however, the relatively localized ways in which families 

moved along with their herds rarely resulted in pots being transported all over the region. 

Vehicular transport has begun changing this pattern. Women I spoke to in Siambu, for 

example, had purchased pots at the market in Wamba. Kikuyu pots are now often brought 

from Maralal or from Nairobi to places throughout the region.    

I took a series of photographs (which can be seen in Appendix 1, Figures I-C 

through I-L) at the Nairobi National Museum of the "Samburu" pottery in the 

ethnographic collections. I showed these photographs, at the conclusion of interviews, to 

Dorobo and other Samburu women, as well as any men who might have been hanging 

around. I asked everyone where they thought the pots had come from, who had made 

them, and what they were most likely used for. To my surprise, only pots from Naibor 

Nkeju (for example) were recognized by residents of Naibor Nkeju as "Samburu" pots. 
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The Naibor Nkeju pots were good pots, the right shape, with the right decorations. Other 

pots were inferior for various reasons. Residents of Naibor Nkeju had not seen pots from 

Wamba or anywhere else, and in many cases people could not name other locations 

where potters once worked. They knew that the other pots were not their own. Beyond 

that, they had no idea. Older women and younger women were equally baffled. 

I might propose several reasons for the general lack of knowledge among potters 

about types of pots other than their own. The first is the relative geographical and cultural 

isolation of Dorobo communities. Rarely had potters traveled outside of their own home 

regions; no one I spoke to had ever met another potter from anywhere else. Why, then, do 

even Samburu women from ostensibly mobile herding families seem to know so little 

about pots from across the region? One might assume that the greatly reduced residential 

mobility of recent decades has led to younger women becoming less aware of people and 

places and pots from beyond their own home areas. Even much older women, however, 

had little idea that various potting communities existed throughout Samburu. As 

mentioned, even when families were highly residential mobile they rarely moved beyond 

large but fairly circumscribed zones. Which brings me to another point: Even if women 

had moved long distances and interacted with other peoples, there would have been little 

reason for them to pay close attention to the subtle stylistic details of pots made and/or 

owned by other women. Pots occupy a much different cultural space than milk 

containers, spears, ornaments, and other objects that are by and large designed for the 

public eye. Milk containers, for example, are (similarly to pots) functional and utilitarian 

objects, but they are also intentional and highly visible markers of both a woman’s 

identity as “Samburu” and of her life stage and status within the community. The designs 
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of such items are, in part, meant to convey information (see Larick 1986a), and each 

cowrie shell on a wooden container and each beaded necklace says something about the 

woman who owns it. Pots, on the other hand, are part of a woman’s private and domestic 

domain. They are brought out for ceremonies, yes, but there is nothing about a pot that 

might signal to an observer anything of import about its owner in terms of age, social 

status, and so on.  

Throughout Samburu it seems there is less stylistic variability in milk containers 

and other types of containers than there is with pottery. Herbich and Dietler (2008) 

discovered a similar pattern during their fieldwork with the Rendille, although they focus 

on milk containers and mention very little about the clay pots bought from Dorobo. 

Wooden and gourd milk containers, and most other types of containers, are made by all 

Samburu and Rendille women rather than just specialists in fairly isolated areas. Herbich 

and Dietler thus ascribe the homogeneity of milk container design across Rendille to a 

number of factors including the relatively high degree of mobility among Rendille 

herders and the strong network of connections between craft producers. Another critical 

factor is the very long use-life of containers in Rendille, as in Samburu. Mothers make 

milk vessels for their children, and those vessels are expected to last a lifetime. There is 

little chance for the “rapid formation and transformation of distinctive local styles” 

(2008:243), as they saw with Luo pots. The regional styles seen with Dorobo pottery in 

Samburu have most likely developed slowly and with few dramatic transformations, but 

they have developed nonetheless. Certainly more research is needed on the local histories 

of Dorobo communities, the specific histories of their potting traditions, and their 

relationships with the pastoralist groups that surround them.  
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Let me return to pots briefly and discuss one particular example from the Lorroki 

Plateau, pictured in Figure 5.3. The handles, nearly everyone noted when showed a 

photograph of the pot, were “wrong:” 

They are oriented horizontally rather 

than vertically. It is so inconceivable 

that a Samburu pot should be shaped 

like this that a group of elder men near 

Barsaloi needed to take a very long and 

close look at its photograph to confirm 

that it was, in fact, a clay pot. One 

common response to this photograph 

was to laugh heartily at what must have 

been a pot made by a “learner.” Every other person who was shown this photograph 

believed that the pot must have been made by some other tribe. It is not ours, they would 

say, it must be Maasai. Or, others guessed, Kikuyu. Or Akamba, or Kisii. Or maybe 

Turkana. Anyone but Samburu. Interestingly, most of the groups named as possible 

sources for the pot do, in fact, have potting traditions. Those pots, by and large, are 

entirely unlike the pot shown here. To be fair, the “learner’s” pot in the picture was over 

forty years old. Some women did look at pots unlike their own and suggested that 

perhaps those pots were made by Samburu a long time ago, before potters figured out 

how to make them correctly.   

In the mind of each potter in Samburu there is, I think, a “correct” way to make a 

cooking pot. As Mpejo once told me, pots have not changed. Ever. There is only one way 

 

Figure 5.3  “Learner’s” pot from the Lorroki 
Plateau, source of much amusement and confusion 
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that Samburu make pots. But ceramic style in Samburu is not, necessarily, a reflection of 

some “desire to express conformity with particular identity groups,” as Hodder found in 

Baringo (1982:45).  Pots are not styled with two ears, black bodies, and simple designs in 

opposition to pots found somewhere else, for people to intentionally distinguish 

themselves as “Samburu” in relation to other tribes. Potters have no idea what other pots 

look like, nor do the Samburu women who buy them. Rather, Samburu pots are 

“technologies of the self” (Foucault 1988), used by women as they try to live properly 

Samburu lives. Having a two-handled black cooking pot is (or once was) both necessary 

as a means to cook food, and using it during ceremonial occasions was and still is 

considered a most propitious way to live a respectful and fruitful life.  

 Samburu have maintained a reputation as highly conservative and resistant to 

change, and here at the end of my discussion on style I would like to address this point in 

terms of clay pots. Holtzman (2003) explains, “From the earliest colonial encounters, 

East African pastoralists have garnered the reputation of being resistant to change, an 

image that received substantial elaboration throughout the colonial period and persists 

today within nationalist and development discourses.” An underlying implication behind 

these discourses on conservatism in pastoralist societies, including Samburu, is that they 

maintain a stubborn resistance to “modernity” out of some inbred obstinancy and pride in 

their more “primitive” ways of life. Lesorogol (2008) has refuted many of these ideas in 

terms of land management and ownership, and Holtzman (2003) cogently explains the 

dynamic and selective adoption of newer commodities, including tea, in Samburu. His 

discussion is likewise germane to social processes behind the adoption of household 

goods such as metal cooking pots and plastic containers.  



 
 

178 
 

 It is not simply that potters in Samburu cannot or will not make different styles of 

pots. Potters in some areas have tried to incorporate new forms and ideas, such as 

pancake pans and lids, into their repertoires. And on one of my last days in Kenya one of 

the Loliin potters slipped me a pot. It was black, yes, and decorated as all other pots are. 

But it had an unusual shape – it was a jug, with a long, narrow neck and only one handle. 

To this day I have never seen another pot like it. It is quite beautiful, I think, which (dare 

I say) is unusual for a Samburu pot. It is perfectly proportioned, perfectly balanced, and 

the potter somehow thought that I might appreciate this jug more than I would a cooking 

pot with two handles. And I do. The type of pot that Samburu view as functionally and 

culturally appropriate for their own use – in cooking soups and other “pastoralist” foods –

is two-handled and always the same. 

 A tendency towards conservatism in ceramics made by mobile peoples has been 

observed by archaeologists before, and ecological arguments have been offered as to why 

this might be the case. In the Great Basin of the American West, for example, prehistoric 

pots made by more mobile groups of hunter/gatherers were more finely potted, with 

thinner walls and more standardized rim shapes, than pots made by more sedentary 

groups (Eerkens 2003). Eerkens explains, “The need for a reliable technology in marginal 

environments probably led to less experimentation and strict adherence to a proven 

system” (p. 735). He is referring to pottery production and potential losses that might 

occur when things go wrong during firing or other production stages. He might as easily 

be writing about pottery consumption and the fact that mobile groups might want the pots 

they know are least likely to break. Additional ethnological research will be needed to 

determine if conservative attitudes to the invention and/or adoption of new technologies, 


