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Lekoko Ole Sululu’s father at his home in the Ngorongoro
Conservation Area, Tanzania

This book is dedicated to my father,
Charles Pergola, who inspired me to love life,
to understand how healing makes our hearts
happy, and, to treasure all the lessons in life
that make us grow and blossom.
And to the Maasai, who entrusted me
to find a way to share their rapidly
disappearing indigenous knowledge
so their enduring wisdom can
help heal a troubled world.
I humbly hope that I have met
your expectations.
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“Don’t gain the world and lose your soul.
Wisdom is better than silver and gold.”
—Bob Marley

1.
Setting the Stage
THE BIRTHPLACE
I have a heart for indigenous people. When I meet someone who
has a deep connection to her ancestral past and a direct line into the
earth, something sparks between us. We connect on an elemental
level. The voice of Mother Nature speaks through us, even while
we are dressed in human costumes.
On a bright Sunday more than a decade ago, I found myself in
a primordial forest at the bottom of Ngorongoro Crater in
Tanzania, accompanied by elephants, eagles, and Maasai warriors
who have been at home in that remarkable region for many
millennia. As I looked at the high canopy of trees surrounding me,
their leaves began to shimmer, to sparkle, and an overwhelming
sensation came over me. Everything was profoundly alive. And I
sensed that I had come to a place on planet earth that could teach
me wondrous things.
As a social anthropologist, I was aware, of course, that I was
only steps away from Oldapai Gorge—ancient terrain where our
human ancestors took their very first steps. Yet something else
about that place drew me in as well, pulling at my intellect as well
as my soul. My brain twitched. My heart danced. I was filled with
delicious anticipation, and I sensed that whatever I was about to
learn would be so unique, so important, that I would be compelled
to share it with members of my own tribe.

On the crater floor, Ngorongoro, Tanzania
On that singular Sunday, I simply and very powerfully knew
that what I would learn there would be a kind of antidote to the
stresses, challenges, and many enigmas of our complex
contemporary lives. I was about to take an extraordinary journey
back to my roots—to the roots of us all. In equatorial Africa, I
would re-learn what it means to be human, and would discover a
wonderful medicine for healing ourselves and our communities
using the eternal forces of nature.
What a journey! And what remarkable lessons I learned
beginning that day! I’m eager to share them with you.
MY GLOBAL ROOTS
I was born in Connecticut, not far from New York City. My
father’s family had emigrated from Sicily in the 1920s. My mother
was born in what is now Azerbaijan and was raised in northern

Italy. So, I was born a global girl, and my bloodlines and the
cultural influences inside my childhood home were deliciously
mixed, often making for excellent culinary experiences—from the
homemade ravioli we would have on special Sundays to the exotic
piroschki I would take in my lunchbox to school.
Yet when it came to gaining clarity about some of life’s biggest
questions—Who am I? What do I want?—I was often met with a
flood of perplexing answers. The prevailing belief in Fairfield
County, Connecticut in the 1980s was that, in order to be
successful, a young woman should go to university, do well, and
continue paving the way for other women that first was cleared by
the women’s movement of the 1960s. Having been born with a
pioneering spirit, this plan seemed reasonable.
But my father, who as a good Sicilian had originally hoped I
would be born a boy, spoke to me as if I were his son, and he
plainly enjoyed criticizing the feminists he knew and, by extension
therefore, me. Deep down, however, I knew that by biological and
sociological default I was necessarily a “feminist,” and the cultural
buffet of sometimes conflicting ideas from my earliest days
certainly did provide many interesting meals on my life’s plate.
A born peacemaker, when disparate ideas come my way I
instinctively start building bridges. On a practical level, I think
nothing of serving Italian wine with a Russian meal; and on more
spiritual and philosophical levels, I have often found myself
seeking the common ground between my Muslim, Christian, and
Jewish friends. A born optimist, I try to seek out the good in
everyone and everything, and create combinations of the best of
two or more worlds.
Perhaps inevitably, at university I abandoned the majors my
father had chosen for me—marketing and advertising—for
anthropology and sociology. In those departments I truly fell in
love with reading and learning for the very first time in my life. As
I read about the bushmen of the Kalahari, I delighted to imagine
what it would be like to live life in a manner so different from my
own. In my social psychology classes I freed my mind to explore
the vast realms in which society and culture co-create self and

identity. I discovered that we are who we are because of our
relationships with those around us. And as each of us acts and
reacts to the world we encounter, we make changes—individually
and collectively.
I was hooked, and I dove in deeply enough that I eventually
earned a Ph.D. in sociology at one of the most exciting places I
could have been at the time, the University of Washington in
Seattle. 1990s Seattle was the talk of the nation, if not the world.
With its contribution to music—the grunge rock of Nirvana and
other great bands—the technology revolution spurred by local
behemoth Microsoft and dozens of lesser companies that spun in
its orbit, and the coffee craze that was initiated by a hometown
roasting company called Starbucks, Seattle and the Pacific
Northwest were ground zero for an emerging new world. The city
of Seattle launched one of the first extensive recycling programs in
the country; Bastyr, one of the first natural medicine universities
was located in Puget Sound, and the region was a national leader in
“new age” religion. My friends and I liked to think of ourselves as
“post-modern” folks, living with our fingers on the pulse of, well,
we weren’t entirely sure, but we knew at the very least that people
around the world were awfully interested in what we were saying
and doing.
But with this onslaught of creativity came traffic jams and a
quickening of the pace of life that felt a little unnatural. It
sometimes felt like my fellow urbanites and I were skating on ice
not yet hard enough to support us. I remember one evening in 1998
talking with a university colleague about the very risky decisions
of several friends we shared to max out multiple credit cards with
no real plan to pay them off, as well as buying houses they clearly
could not afford.
The two of us came to the conclusion that the American
economy was a kind of “vapor,” capable of being clearly seen for
what it is from a bit of distance, but which disappears when you’re
inside of it. We guessed the economy would roll along recklessly
for about ten more years, and then it would encounter some
monumental challenges. And with all the extraordinary advances in

technology, financial growth, and health care, were we not
forgetting some basic, even elemental aspects of our humanity? So
many people appeared to be running around like headless chickens,
and people’s physical and mental health seemed to be getting
collectively worse rather than better.
Trained as a pharmacist in the 1950s, my father loved trying to
help family and friends get well and stay well, and I remember
many conversations with him about which medicines really could
cure pain and suffering. He told me that he and his classmates at
the University of Connecticut had been required to study botany,
but that later botany had been dropped from the curriculum, and
how delighted he was to learn that botany was being taught again
to pharmacy students. Plants, he was certain, held many benefits
for human health.
There was a small closet in my childhood home that held
dozens of samples of pills and potions my father obtained at
pharmaceutical conferences and the trade events he attended—
although that closet was seldom opened. My sister and I rarely got
sick, neither did my parents, and I now understand that a primary
reason for our collective good health was my mother’s insistence
on serving fresh, homemade Italian meals. She was raised with the
belief that “food is medicine,” and that if you ate well, other
treatments were rarely needed. Inspired by my now-deceased
father, who understood the efficacious qualities of plants, and by
my mother’s dedication to creating delicious and healthy food, I
realize today that I was nurtured by them and was perfectly poised
for the leap into the waters of nature healing that, unbeknownst to
me, I was about to undertake.
AFRICA CALLING
I had a phone in my hand and was about to call and cancel my
booking with the American travel company that was organizing my
journey to Tanzania—the trip that would take me to the summit of
Mount Kilimanjaro, on a wildlife safari, and then to the exotic
island of Zanzibar. Lately I had become afraid that I just didn’t

have the energy to get myself half way around the world and up a
19,340 foot mountain.
I was not well—on all levels, physically, emotionally, and
spiritually. For almost two years, I gradually had been getting
sicker. When my father died in 1997, I had failed to truly grieve his
loss in my life. Instead, I followed a rather more common
American strategy by filling the void I felt with intensive careerfocused work, completing my doctoral thesis while working fulltime as a consultant for a start-up firm that was capitalizing on
Americans’ rising interest in holistic health and wellness.
Imagine the irony: my job was to help companies capitalize on
people’s growing fascination with eating and living more
healthfully, and in the process I was making myself less and less
well. Yet even though I was truly exhausted and about to call and
cancel my trip, I ultimately hesitated and put down the phone. I
don’t know why.
A few days later, however, the travel company called me,
explaining that a large family group had cancelled its booking,
meaning that the journey I was scheduled to be part of would have
to be cancelled. But the travel consultant wondered whether I
would be interested in joining another group, one scheduled to
depart for Tanzania a few weeks after the original date of my
booking.
I considered: this was my chance to get out of the whole thing
and not lose a dime in deposits, because the cancellation wasn’t my
fault. But instead of doing exactly that, I astonished myself by
merrily announcing, “Sure! No problem, sign me up for the later
departure.”
In retrospect, it’s clear: something beyond my rational mind led
my exhausted self to the airplane that ferried me to East Africa for
the first time. Whatever it was, I am blessed that I can now share
the story. It’s a story that goes far beyond the stark headlines of
disease, death, conflict, and poverty in Africa. It’s a tale, rather,
about life, wellness, co-creation, and riches. I received a second
Ph.D. in Tanzania—but this one did not involve reading books or
taking classes or writing a dissertation.

Yet it did involve many profound lessons and an array of very
difficult tests—trials of the mind as well as of the heart.
PLANTING SEEDS
My African adventure may have begun on the summit of Mt.
Kilimanjaro, but the real journey began when I returned to the
United States. I arrived back in Seattle in early October 1999, and
in more ways than one, I was out of sorts. What a case of poor
planning I had done: two days before I’d been sunning on the
beach in Zanzibar, and now here I was, waking wrapped up in a
down duvet and listening to the rain steadily fall on the roof of my
Seattle home.
Dressed in wool and fleece, I headed over to the University of
Washington, where I was advising students in the Environmental
Studies program. On the way to an appointment, I stopped at the
university bookstore, hoping to find some comfort in old, familiar
surroundings. I studied a wall of books written by authors
scheduled to speak in Seattle in the coming weeks. Every other
title seemed to have something to do with “individual freedom,”
“self-help,” or “becoming independent.” My sour mood worsened
when I thought, “What’s so great about working hard enough to
survive completely alone in this world?” Sure, the foundational
values of freedom and liberty that are forged into the American
psyche are important, but had we gone too far? What were we
freeing ourselves from? Was it making us any happier?
Later that day, one of the co-directors of the Environmental
Studies program overheard me sharing with a student some of my
experiences with wildlife management and traditional communities
in Tanzania and he stopped and asked, “Tanya, are you going to
listen to Wangari Maathai speak this evening?”
“What? She’s here?” I replied. And the day instantly began to
improve.
I had been a big fan of Wangari’s work with women in Kenya
for some time. A number of the books I had read on the
environmental movement and ways to curb radical climate change

mentioned the organization she founded, The Greenbelt
Movement. Wangari had left her position as a professor at the
University of Nairobi to work at the grassroots, helping to
empower women, psychologically and economically, and had
brilliantly focused on planting trees as the primary means to do so.
(Twenty-seven years and thirty million trees later, Wangari and the
Greenbelt Movement would be awarded the Noble Peace Prize in
2004.)

Wangari Maathai and I in Arusha in 2008, three years before she
passed away
But in 1999, what in the world was this wonderful woman
doing in Seattle? The University of Washington wasn’t known to
be particularly strong in the field of African Studies at the time.
But my colleague explained that Wangari was also participating at

a workshop on African issues on nearby Whidbey Island the
following weekend. He was on the board of the organization
hosting the event, he said, and he would be happy to inquire
whether I could attend as well. I’d be delighted, I told him. It
would be lovely to be in the presence of such interesting people—
and to connect to Africa again as the long and rainy Northwest
winter commenced.
I hadn’t truly had a role model since I was twelve and Nadia
Comaneci, the young Romanian, had been the first gymnast ever to
receive a perfect score of ten in the Olympics—something an
aspiring gymnast like me believed was a super-human
achievement.
When Wangari Maathai walked into the room at the university
that evening, it was as if Mother Earth herself entered. Her face
glowed and her eyes had the intensity and sparkle I remembered
seeing in many of the people I recently had met in Tanzania.
Wangari had been the first East African woman to receive a Ph.D.
Her own bloodline was Kikuyu-Maasai, and she spoke phrases
similar to those I had been using in my Environmental Studies and
Social Change courses: “We don’t need any more research. We
know what is wrong. We need to act.” That evening, Wangari
seemed to cut down all the ongoing debates on development aid,
foreign policy in the Third World, and ways to heal from
colonialism with a scythe and got right to the point. We simply
needed to plant more trees. It had been a very long time since I had
been so inspired.
I walked up to Wangari after her talk and began a conversation.
We connected immediately. I was very weary of writing an endless
string of papers suggesting better local and global policies for
environmental conservation practices. My pilot light, my RussianItalian passion flame, by now flickered very low as a result of
over-thinking any number of problems. Yet this African earth
mother gave me new clues on how to re-ignite it. She invited me to
return to East Africa, to see how things really were on the ground,
to put theory into practice—and to learn from her people.
And I couldn’t help but answer her call.

MY GUIDE
Following the end of my first wildlife safari in Africa, I found
myself at Gibb’s Farm in Karatu, Tanzania, where I met with Ole
Sululu, a Maasai born just a few kilometers away on the rim of
Embakaai Crater in the Ngorongoro Conservation Area.
Sululu estimated that he was born in 1956, one of eleven
children of the first wife of his father. Most of his full brothers and
sisters—his father had seven wives—had chosen to leave their
traditional Maasai village and pursue modern livelihoods as
doctors, nurses, miners, and in positions in tourism and
development. Many of his half-brothers and sisters, however,
remained in the rural village. I wondered if his mother had
encouraged her children to take up lives in the outside world, and it
seemed that the entire extended family would certainly be an
interesting study in the “nature versus nurture” debate. I asked
Sululu about his journey from herding cattle as a boy to leading
expensive, high-quality safaris up Mt. Kilimanjaro and into the
Serengeti.
In almost perfect English he explained, “As a child, I stayed
with a missionary from Europe in Ngorongoro who taught me the
Western things—how to speak English, how to drive and cook.
The missionary helped sponsor most of my brothers to go to school
and sponsored me for tour guiding school, where I received a
certificate that gave me the ticket to a job in the growing tourism
industry in Arusha. Since 1980 I worked as a safari guide in
Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, and Zaire, meeting people and seeing
the land. It was a very challenging time because our culture was
being disturbed. In the 1970s, there was a drought in my home area
that led to a lot of cattle dying and people starving. So I was happy
to get the opportunity to spend time with the missionary. It seemed
better to start to think about getting out of the area at the time
because there were no rains, no water, no food. There was no
school there. The missionary gave me food and taught me a lot, a
lot, a lot.”

One day, when Sululu was grazing his father’s cows, a vehicle
drove by that seemed lost. It was a tourist group looking for
Oldonyo Lengai—the Mountain of God, in the Maa language—
and had taken a wrong turn. Sululu pointed out on the map where
they were and in which direction they needed to go to reach their
destination. The tour guide was very impressed with Sululu’s map
and English skills and asked him to come to town to interview for
a job with their company. A month later, Sululu made the three-day
walk to Arusha. He passed an exam with flying colors—knowing
all the birds and wildlife species on the test, and his driving skills
were excellent. “So, the company gave me a car to drive for
groups, and that is how I started to work in tourism.”
Sululu’s full name is Lekoko Ole Sululu. Sululu is his surname
and Ole means “son of” in Maa. The word “Sululu” literally
translates as “swamp,” and Sululu explained that it also means
“hope,” because a swamp “is a place that never comes dry,”
something vitally important in an arid land where people’s wealth
depends on the survival of their cattle. “Lekoko” means “son of
grandmother”—a name he was given because children are often
named after ancestors.
As we spoke, Sululu remembered how the missionary tried to
teach Sululu and his people about Christianity. “That is what all the
missionaries tried to do. They have this very strong religion. We
just let them talk. And when they finished talking, we thought,
okay, that is good. Many people in my village listened but never
followed much of anything the missionaries said about religion.”
Sululu remained drawn to the traditional way of the Maasai,
moving in search of green pastures to graze their cattle. The
traditional rhythm of life—grazing cattle, becoming a man through
initiation, protecting the community—was wonderful, he said, a
precious way of living. But as time marched on, it had become
difficult to find good land on which to freely graze cattle. He knew
that with climate change, more droughts could very possibly
devastate the Maasai communities. And it was important for people
to gain skills other than livestock raising.

I knew I was asking Sululu too many questions, but I was
fascinated. He seemed to be a wonderful combination of bushman
and modern Maasai. How was it possible for him to be both, I
asked. “I see many people who left our Maasai community to study
in other parts of the world. And they have come back. They have
kept their culture,” he said.
From that first meeting, Sululu and I became great friends, and
he ultimately became my guide on a decade-long psychologicalspiritual journey. Over the years, our conversations about bridging
indigenous and modern wisdom have never stopped. Together, we
established a visionary organization that put into practice the
concept of honoring traditional knowledge, while assisting
communities to develop people’s lives for the better—leading
people-to-people safaris designed to share all we have discovered
with travelers from the West.
Sululu is, in a very real sense, the co-author of this book. Many
of its parables are results of experiences we shared together, inside
Maasai villages and while traveling in the United States as well.
He has listened to me for hours as I tried to make sense of the
events I was experiencing, feeling many times as if my brain was
unraveling, or as if I was looking up at my own culture from below
and seeing its underbelly. Sululu has been as patient as a hartebeest
as he has listened to thoughts coming from my often over-analytic
mind. He has shared his insights with me, told me when he
suspected I might be wrong about something, and has cheered me
when I’ve made a breakthrough in understanding.
I know I have been blessed many times in my life, but it was a
special blessing to meet Sululu and be invited by him to travel
deep inside an indigenous culture, to have been accepted by his
fellow tribespeople, the Maasai of East Africa, and to have learned
some of their amazing ancient gems of wisdom. In return, I have
made a promise to them to translate this rapidly disappearing
knowledge into a form understandable to modern peoples; and to
share this with my “tribe,” whom the Maasai call “the paper
people.”

The Maasai don’t do monologues. Ideas and plans emerge from
inside of rich conversations. In fact, when you listen to a group of
Maasai speaking together, it is as if they are singing, and the
person speaking always receives assurance that his or her words
matter. “Yes, we agree . . . right on, eh, eh.”
In that spirit of Maasai sharing, here are some vignettes and
conversations. Listen to how the gems of wisdom emerge through
the singing.

Sululu on his mobile phone
INTRODUCTION TO MAASAI COMMUNITY
The game drives in the renowned wildlife parks in Tanzania’s
Northern Circuit ignited my mind with thoughts about
environmental conservation in ways that were very different from
how I had considered the subject in graduate school. Wanting my
eyes to be as open as possible to new understandings, I had asked
my guides to bring me into the villages, to meet the people who
lived in and around the parks. At first they refused, telling me that
mzungus, white visitors, should not go to the villages because there

was too much poverty in them. But I insisted that I wanted to truly
see how the Tanzanian people lived—how the majority of the
people on this planet live—and eventually they consented and took
me to the villages.
I learned about community and wildlife conflicts and the ways
in which international organizations were working to distribute
more of the revenue earned from photographic and hunting safaris
to the local people. I learned of the deforestation of indigenous
forests as people cut down more and more trees for fuel and to
make charcoal. I learned that the government of Tanzania was
unable to bring electricity in any form to the rural and even semirural areas of the country, where eighty percent of its citizens live.
So many of the theories I had been teaching in my
Environmental Sociology classes back home were sorely tested in
real time in East Africa, and I couldn’t help but be moved by the
disparities between what I “knew” and what I now saw. Surely
there was a way I could help, I believed—some way in which I
could really get in there and support Tanzanian development, yet
maintain its incredible natural beauty. “Sustainable development”
was the term of the moment in my professional circles, and I was
certainly passionate about getting involved in the thick of it. But
even with Sululu’s help, I wondered if I could find my way in with
respect, understanding, and compassion.
The answer, it turned out, was finding a way to connect with
people on a spiritual level. During one of our game drives, my
guide asked me what my religious denomination was. It seemed to
be a common question among people in that region, heavily
influenced by the work of Christian and Islamic missionaries. At
first I chose not to answer, thinking the question was too personal
to ask of a “stranger.” But it wasn’t inappropriate at all from his
point of view. He persisted, and eventually I told him a few things
about my background and beliefs.
In that case, he said, “You should visit my people, the Maasai.
You will be like a sister to them,” assuring me that they and I
shared similar beliefs about a universal God or creator who can
most easily be experienced in nature. Like virtually all indigenous

peoples, the Maasai had a strong belief in the power of nature and
its connection to the human spirit, he said.
According to Maasai oral history, their people originated from
the area of Egypt, along the Nile River and migrated south through
Sudan, Ethiopia, and Somalia around the fifteenth century,
ultimately moving into Kenya and Tanzania between the
seventeenth and late eighteenth centuries. It has always been
challenging for the Maasai to maintain their traditional seminomadic pastoral lifestyle, no matter where they have traveled.
During my first visit to a Maasai homestead, I talked with the
people I met about health care, culture, medicine, and the natural
environment, and I came away amazed. How could these people
have such wisdom, without any formal education? I was
overwhelmed, and I knew I clearly had something to learn from
this community. In contrast to all the dancing around the edges of
“what is wellness?” in America, the work I was doing with the
alternative medicine boom, and in environmental conservation, I
actually felt I was getting close to some answers here in the remote
villages of East Africa. I wanted to learn more, and perhaps
become a teacher and a student at the same time.
I was given a name, Namelok, meaning “Sweetie,” a woman
with a sweet heart. Unlike many of the previous researchers and
international development workers who had come to their villages
and asked many questions, I just sat and listened. And apparently
the Maasai appreciated the difference. “When people asked you
who you are,” Sululu explained to me, “you spoke slowly, and
from the heart. They believed you were very interested in them,
open to hearing everything they said, not for any specific target.
That is why they love you.”
THE BIG EXCHANGE
We made a pact. I would help several Maasai communities address
some of their most basic needs—poverty alleviation, clean water,
modern education—and they would share with me the ways in
which they healed their bodies, minds, and communities. The

Maasai, like all indigenous communities I have spent time with,
practice a giving and receiving cycle on a grand scale. They
engage in simple, short-term exchanges when someone trades a big
bull for two heifers, yet they also enter into long-term agreements
when one person agrees to donate cattle for a family member’s
wedding with the understanding that he will similarly be repaid
years down the road. When you are part of a tight-knit community,
this can be both a curse and a blessing, depending on how your
own balance sheet adds up.
Fueled by my years learning about social and economic
development, knowing what I knew about modern lifestyles in the
West, and with new insights I had gained from Wangari, I was
adamant about not simply responding to requests from the
communities for boreholes, classrooms, and health clinics. I
wanted to collaborate, to find a bridge between the good old ways
and the good new ways.
If we were going to build classrooms, then we were going to
provide computers with Internet access. If we were going to build
health clinics, they were going to be based on integrated medicine.
I found myself explaining that the West was not always best, while
agreeing that some major improvements were necessary to help
move people out of abject poverty.
In a Maasai community in Tanzania in 2001, we negotiated
something along the following lines: the Maasai would teach me
some of the secrets they had for maintaining emotional and
spiritual wellbeing, and share with me the plant medicines they
used for healing. In exchange, I would help them become more
modern by building schools, cultivating medicinal plant nurseries,
and connecting them to the world through information technology.
I knew I had the experience, expertise and contacts, and that I
could harness these resources to bring real change into the Maasai
world. And I was passionate to learn what they had to teach me. It
would be an extraordinary exchange—and it would transform my
life.

One of Terrawatu’s first computer labs at a school in Tanzania,
2005

Sululu and I giving a plant to a women’s network leader for their
tree nursery in Mkonoo Village, Tanzania

KEEPING THE FIRE BURNING AT HEARTH AND HOME
Most of my friends and family were shocked that I actually
planned to rent out my lovely home in Seattle and live virtually
full-time in East Africa—and I was often surprised by their
reactions. We all had spent so much time criticizing the current
state of American society and talking about how unsatisfied we
were to work longer and longer hours only to make more money to
pay for the increasing cost of housing, health care, car
maintenance, food, et cetera. I had made the decision to
temporarily step off the national treadmill of production and
consumption and check out another way of living, to be in a place
that was just starting to be influenced by globalization, where
people were hungry for American know-how. Didn’t my Seattle
friends think the idea was kind of cool?
I was committed, and it certainly seemed easier to close one
file and open another, instead of trying to keep two lives going at
the same time. Many people who have had a similar urge to
expatriate and completely change their lives have sold all their
worldly possessions and jumped ship to a new, completely
different location. Yet it seemed right for me to be a bit less
dramatic. I wanted to explore the landscape between two worlds,
two cultures, and discover a bridge connecting them. Instead of the
clash of civilizations, I wanted to choreograph the dance. It must
have been the romantic Italian in me.
My friends kept the fire burning in my house in the village in
Seattle over the years. The upstairs remained my bedroom, bath,
and yoga room. When I returned occasionally, we would share the
kitchen, dining room, and sitting room. We called it “the village
house.” When friends from East Africa came to visit, the doors to
the unofficial “Tanzanian Embassy” would swing open and we
would provide home-cooked meals of Pacific salmon, nyama
choma, Swahili-style roast meat, polenta, an Italian version of
ugali, the staple food of East Africa, and Maasai-style chai.
I combined foods and flavors of many regions of Tanzania,
knowing the traditional food of the Maasai would not be too

satisfying to my tribe in Seattle. I served both Italian and South
African wine. And we would share stories—long conversations
around the outdoor fire-pit that lasted long into the evening just as
they did in Maasailand, stories about politics, economics, and
family. I always felt I brought a piece of Africa with me when I
returned to America. And I always enjoyed catching up with the
current news and trends from the United States to take back with
me to my villages in Africa. The Maasai have a word, oloipung’o,
which means to travel away from your home and explore another
piece of the world and then turn back and share it with your
people. I loved the rewards of my oloipung’o experiences, and I
shared them on both continents as bridges between the two.
Just prior to the collapse of the real estate market in the United
States, I sold the village house in Seattle and downsized to a one
bedroom flat in Miami, where the weather better suited my clothes
and it was a slightly shorter hop across the pond. I still visit the
village in Seattle, share African stories in person there when I can,
and stay in close touch via the Internet. My mom now lives in
southern California and always has a bed ready for me there. I
carry my keys to my American home with me wherever I go, as a
Maasai woman does when she sets out on safari. Knowing I have
such special nests to fly to makes the whole oloipung’o experience
more comfortable, and special.
MEDICINE FOR LIFE
This book began as one about the traditional medicine of the
Maasai people in East Africa. But it ended up being a book about
life. The information it contains was imparted to me largely via
oral histories. I was fortunate to hear many, wonderful stories, and
on the following pages I cull gems of wisdom most useful to us
modern Westerners and weave them into parables familiar to us,
stories that make it easy to understand how profound and timeless
the indigenous ways are.
All indigenous cultures share similar worldviews. Known by
some as “indigenous consciousness,” this way of being in the

world is innately holistic. Every individual is entirely woven into
her natural environment; her mind and intellect shape and are
shaped by those in her community. Her soul is the same soul as
everyone else’s; she simply wears her own costume while on earth
during the time we know her physically.
Something that has fascinated me since back when I trained as
an anthropologist and social psychologist is how science
increasingly presents evidence that demonstrates the intrinsic value
of what indigenous people have always known. Modern
communities are springing up all over the globe that believe in
universality, collective soul, and heart-lead businesses. Some
people think this phenomenon means we are coming full circle,
back to where we began. I think a better metaphor is a spiral, and
that we are circling as we head higher up on an evolutionary flight.
What remains constant is our connection as human beings to
universal truths—verities I personally learned most clearly through
working and living with the Maasai.
In many ways, my dozens of trips over a decade commuting
from America to Tanzania were very much spiritual journeys.
During the process, I learned amazing things about myself and my
own ancestors. Living in such profoundly different environments
allowed me to take a step out of both of them and have a bird’s eye
view of what was happening on the ground, and why. I became a
witness to the sources of suffering in this world and could see why
it is so difficult to alleviate. And, I learned from some beautiful
earth-based people how to find health and happiness in some of the
most unlikely places.
Tijing’u! Welcome inside!

