


THE NEGOTIATING KICKS IN

ANDING AT THE WRONG

airstrip is excusable in the chartless desert of Kenya's North­

ern Frontier. After banking steeply around 01 Donyo Saba­
chi, a sandstone peAkwhere wild elephants roam, Rick the

bush pilot drops his Cessna 210 from the dry blue sky,kick­
ing up clouds of pink dust on the short runway. I begin to
worry when no vehicle appears to be waiting for us. Climb­

ing out of the cockpit, my friend Anna Mason, a safari guide
and equine therapist, looks around at the vacant hills and

decides we should probably be elsewhere. The pilot radios

for directions. Sure enough, we are just shy ofSereolipi, one
degree north of the equator between the trading post of
Isiolo and the Ethiopian border. Our journey into the Ke­
nyan bush will begin there, as Mason and I head off to meet
a collective of Samburu tribeswomen.

I credit my fascination with handicrafts to faulty DNA:
I belong to a creative gene pool but can't draw a straight
line. (Imagine being the child of artist parents with a stu­
dio full of supplies, and having no clue what to do with

tubes of Winsor & Newton oils.) To compensate, I collect.
My taste tends to wearable trophies, and I also have been

interested in supporting female artisans in Kenya, India,
and elsewhere.

Think of women's collectives as a global quilting bee. In
remote societies that share no obvious cultural denomina­

tors, women are gathering together and employing tradi­
tional craft skills to sustain their communities' welfare.

'Whenever other tasks-herding goats, fetching water, nurs­
ing babies-can be set aside, the women in these collectives

create one-of-a-kind baskets, rugs, bracelets, shawls, pottery,
anything that can be made by hand, for small sums that off­

set daily expenses such as medicine, food, clothing, and
school fees.The only drawback when a family's breadwinner
happens to be a woman, rather than a husband, brother, or
son, is surmounting-or circumventing-hidebound con­

ceptions about who holds the purse strings. These self-im­
provement initiatives have also started to afford some mem­

bers certain freedoms that women in the West largely take
for granted (such as choosing their own husbands).
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