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From Broken Lives, Kenyvan Women Build Place of Unity

Socne of the wormen

By MARC LACEY

UMOJA, Kenya — A villageis a
village in this remote part of north-
ern Kenya, each one as nondescript
as the next. Thorn branches are pi}ed
high in a giant circle to keep the wild
animals out. The huts are set up one
next to the other, each made from a
mixture of mud and cow dung that
has been dried in the sun to form a
homemade plaster.

Still, one village around here, a
place the people call Umoja, man-
ages to stand out from the rgst.
There are almost no men living here,
the first village one comes to on the
road leading out of Archer’s Post, t}?e
nearest town. Women run the show in
Umoja, which was fgunded aboug a
decade ago, and that is very odd in
such a patriarchal part of the world.

“We are always under men,” said
Rebecca Lolosoli, who is the leader
of the three dozen or so women who
live in Umoja, which means Unity in
Swabhili. “The men treat us like noth-
ing. You are there to give them chil-
dren. We're like property, and we're
.mistreated.”

Umojatraces its origins not so
much to political protest, however,
cts of sexual violence against

reportedly by British sol-
were raped, some of

There is wide agreement that
rapes have occurred, although some
opportunistic women eyeing a paygff
have also taken advantage of the sit-
uation and falsely claimed that they
were assaulted. Some of those wom-
en have come to the area from other
parts of Kenya with mixed-race chil-

of liaisons with white
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A pocket of feminine
power in a patriarchal
part of the world.
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members the rage tha developed in-

“8lde him when he learmed that his
wifc had been violated. She had been
fetching water from the nearby riv-
er, she had told him. A white man in
an army uniform posineed on her and
tore avway her dress.

Waen hie heard the account from
his sobbing wife, Mr. Kukeler
grabbed aknife and prepared 1o tike
revenge — against her. She had
brought shamoe en the family, ke
siid. She kad exposed tim 10 sexual-
Iy transmitted diseases. It was only
because friends wore around (o re-
strain him that she managed (o os-
cape with her life,

Mr. Kukulet said he Knew that it
was the soldier, not his wife, wha tn-
stigated the act, But that did not mat-
ter. “She brought shame ta me in the
community,” he sald. At maybe
this soldier was sick, She'll get me
sick."”

His wife jolned Umoja, where she
and the other women have gotten on
with life. They make e elaborate
bead necklaces that are a trademark
among Samburs women and sell
them to tourists who pass by on their
way to Samburu National Reserve,

Since coming together, the women
hitve earned enouph to buy new
clothes and send their children to
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Villagers and tourists performing
tractitional dances in Umoja. The
women earn money by selling the
Ixsad necklaces they make.

tell him to go away. You should see
his face when she says, ‘5 don't need
youanymore.' "

The women de not tell their per-
sonal takes to the tourists, 1f anybody
asks why there are virtually no men
around, which dees not happen often,
the women simply say that the men
are out Laking care of the cows,

Although the women say they are
managing just firte without their hus-
bands, they do not completely isolate
themselves from men. A few men
live in Umoja with their wives, whife
others are hired for add Job%, to tend
the catt (e or put up thorn fencing, ac-
tivitics not traditionally performed
by women. !

That s not all, These women are
still women, and they say they still
enjoy the companyof men,

“The women here are not saying
they don't need men at 4ll,” said Be-
‘atrice, alocal schoolteacher who
lives in the village after splitting up
with her hushand. “The women are
human beings and have needs, But
the men wha come fust stay for a

‘boyfriends, That's all.*



