
TribeTHE REMOTE NORTHERN 
SECTION OF THE SERENGETI 
NATIONAL PARK IS ONE OF 
THE LAST PLACES ON THE 
PLANET WHERE YOU CAN 
SENSE THE INCREDIBLE SCALE 
AND SOLITUDE OF AFRICA AT 
ITS WILDEST. IT IS HERE, ON 
THE BOUNDARY OF THE PARK, 
THAT THE KURIA TRIBE ARE 
STRUGGLING TO KEEP THEIR 
TRADITIONS INTACT.  
TEXT & PHOTOGRAPHS  
BY MARK EVELEIGH

body from my clan would 
ever kill or harm a zebra,” 

Serengeti guide Amos Marwa 
explained. “They are protected spirit 
animals. But if a farmer from my clan 
finds a piece of zebra skin lying near a 
kill, he will often take it and bury it in 
his field as protection from hailstones.”

The zebra we were looking at had 
skin that was unlike any of the 
hundreds in the herd around him. 
Instead of the usual vivid black stripes, 
this astounding creature was shaded 
with faint gold. If zebras were sacred 
animals to Amos’s clan, then the albino 
zebra I was framing in my camera’s 
viewfinder was almost a deity. 
Albinism in zebras is extremely rare, 
and until recently, naturalists were not 
even aware that such animals were able 
to interact within the massive wild 
herds that roam this part of Tanzania. 
The shots I captured were among the 
very first of a blonde zebra taking part 
in the great Serengeti migration.

“NO

TheInvisible
Over 1.3 million  
wildebeest migrate 
between Tanzania’s 
south Serengeti and 
Kenya’s Masai Mara 
National Reserve  
every year.
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Moreover, snares are notoriously 
indiscriminate killers, and along with the 
Kuria’s desired prey, thousands of the 
beloved zebras also got strangled in the 
wire traps. The national park laws had a 
dramatic impact on the way the Kuria 
operated. They were forced to hunt at 
night, and hence, became adept at finding 
their way through the bush even on 
moonless nights without torches. In the 
darkness arrows were hard to aim 
however, and harder still to retrieve when 
they missed their target. While the poison 
was incredibly effective (bringing down a 
full-size buffalo in about 10 minutes), it 

could not work fast enough to save the hunter from a 
leopard or lion attack. But it was not the rangers or the 
predators that the Kuria feared most. Back in the ivory-
poaching days of the 1970s and 1980s, heavily armed gangs 
(many from Somalia and the Turkana desert of northern 
Kenya) also patrolled the Kuria region, executing any 
bushmeat poacher who witnessed their activities.

Guns were too expensive and bullets too noisy for the 
Kuria, so they typically killed with their spears or the long 
traditional sword that they call umuhio. In time, they 
developed a skill that is probably unique in Africa: an agile 
athlete could kill a buffalo armed only with his umuhio. Like 
African matadors, they ran and swerved, dodging the horns. 
Many died but some, who became local heroes as leaders of 
hunting gangs, could dispatch dozens of animals (wildebeest 
or buffalo) in a single night, and they hired teams of up to 50 
porters to carry the meat back to the villages. William 
Chacha is now 43 and vividly recalls those nights hiding or 
running from rangers, or carrying great carcasses through 
the dark bush with hyenas sniffing at his trail. 

These days, the Kuria earn a scant livelihood mostly 
from growing millet, maize, and cassava, or from raising a 
few precious cattle. A few of the oldest Kuria houses are 
made of wood, packed mud, and natural thatch. Known as 
inumba, these now rare traditional houses are much cooler 

For generations, Marwa’s tribe, the Kuria, has shared its homelands 
with one of the greatest wildlife populations on our planet, yet the tribe 
has remained almost as unknown as its sacred golden zebra. We had 
spent the last week exploring the national park with Marwa’s fellow 
Kuria tribesman William Chacha.

The Serengeti was named after a local word meaning ‘endless 
plains’, and even today, the national park encompasses 14,750 square 
kilometres (about a quarter the size of Sri Lanka). While the central 
Serengeti has become world-famous as a safari destination, the far 
north remains one of the greatest wildlife secrets on the planet. This 
area, where the celebrated Mara River runs into Tanzania, is also the 
traditional homeland of the Kuria tribe.

“Traditionally, our people hunted with bows and poison-tipped 
arrows,” Chacha told me as we drove out of the luxurious Serengeti 
Bushtops lodge on our first morning together. “We took only what we 
needed to eat. Then, the Serengeti was declared a national park in 1951 
and we were suddenly told that, almost overnight, we’d ceased to be 
considered traditional hunters. Now we were outlaw poachers.”

In his book My Serengeti Years, Myles Turner (legendary head-ranger 
in the early days of the national park) described the anti-poaching 
campaigns his teams waged against the Kuria poachers. In 1969, he 
reported “the heaviest year of poaching ever recorded in the Serengeti, 
with 364 prisoners captured and nearly 3,000 wire snares confiscated,” 
yet Turner’s writing often betrays a guarded respect for the wilderness 
knowledge of the tough Kuria hunters.

“Snares were effective,” Chacha admits, “but they had a great 
disadvantage: you must check your snare-line every day, otherwise 
hyenas would take your kill... so the rangers could catch you with your 
own snares by simply waiting in ambush.”

THE SERENGETI WAS NAMED 
AFTER A LOCAL WORD THAT 
MEANS ‘ENDLESS PLAINS’. 

EVEN TODAY, THE NATIONAL 
PARK ENCOMPASSES AN 
AREA OF 14,750 SQUARE 

KILOMETRES.

The Serengeti has  
a large population 
of Maasai giraffes.
Opposite: Hyenas 
follow the migration 
looking for signs of 
weakness or injury 
among members  
of a herd.
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Clockwise from above: 
Daniel Chacha Muaka, 
14, says he enjoys  
practising English  
with visitors; a young 
bull flaps his ears in 
warning; Amos Marwa 
has racked up almost  
a decade of experience 
as a safari guide at 
Bushtops Camp; a rare 
albino zebra takes a 
break;  family and 
friends accompany a 
teenage boy on his 
25-km march home 
after his circumcision 
ritual; the Serengeti-
Ngorongoro ecosystem  
is home to 3,500 lions, 
Africa’s largest  
surviving population  
of the species. .  

SOME LODGES AND SAFARI 
CAMPS ARE HIRING KURIA 

PEOPLE—MANY BUSH-WISE 
EX-POACHERS AMONG 
THEM—AS GUIDES AND 

TRACKERS. THE ONLY HOPE 
FOR THE TRIBE LIES  

IN TOURISM. 
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amassing by the scores to witness the Great Migration. But 
here in northern Serengeti, we hadn’t seen a tourist vehicle 
for several days. 

Wildebeest are living proof that the grass really is always 
greener on the other side: after all, two million of them can’t 
be wrong. The great herds were halfway through one of the 
most spectacularly challenging journeys undertaken by any 
animal on earth. Each year, as many as two million 
wildebeest, 3,00,000 zebras, and another million gazelle and 
antelope trek over a winding 1,000-kilometre trail from 
southern Serengeti to Kenya and back again. Their chances 
of survival are such that one in four could fall prey to 
predators, fatal injury, or drowning by the end of their trek.

Almost half a million wildebeest are born each year 
within a couple of weeks (around February), and each is 
faced almost immediately by the prospect of a nightmare 
forced march to Kenya. By the time they turn southwards 
again to start the river crossings into the Serengeti, only a 
few of the fittest and fastest youngsters will be left—proven 
veterans of the migration.

The countless wildlife documentaries that focus on these 
desperate life-and-death dramas invariably present the idea 
that this is Mother Nature at her most flawlessly coordinated. 

The Great Migration, we’re told, is a finely 
choreographed and orchestrated dance 
across a vast stage, set with swaying 
savannah, shadowy forest, and dramatic 
gorges where crocodiles wait in the wing like 
cloaked villains. The reality is very different. 
Seen at first hand, the Great Migration 
appears to be total mayhem. We were 
witnessing the early stages of the 
southbound Kenya-Tanzania migration 
(which tends to take place around 
November). I had won the first prize in what 
many animal photographers and nature 

than their corrugated iron and breezeblock replacements. “There’s no 
building material left on the community land,” an old lady explained to 
me in a Kuria village. “The only wood and thatch is in the park, but even 
if we go just to cut grass, they’ll say we were poaching.”

“Several years ago, I wrote all the traditional remedies I could 
remember in a book,” her husband interrupted. “The book was stolen, 
and now I can remember only a few. Anyway, we’re no longer allowed 
to go into the park even to collect herbs, so, along with our houses, our 
traditional medicine is also almost lost.”

With an expanding community occupying more land, the only 
hope for the Kuria people on the Serengeti boundary lies in tourism. 
Fortunately, some forward-thinking lodges and safari camps in the 
area have focussed on hiring Kuria—many bush-wise ex-poachers 
among them—as guides and trackers.

“We feel that it’s vital to hire guides and trackers from among the 
people who live on the park boundary,” says Premo Brar, whose great-
grandfather emigrated to East Africa from Punjab in 1898. The Brar 
family now owns several of the most spectacular camps in Tanzania, 
including the luxurious new Nimali Mara tented lodge in northern 
Serengeti. “Nimali showcases the natural wealth of the Serengeti and 
is instrumental in conserving it,” he says. “All over Africa, people are 
realising that a key to doing that is to work with local communities 
that can function as a buffer-zone on the park boundaries.”

Once avoided as a poaching centre, northern Serengeti is becoming 
known as one of the most idyllically uncrowded wildlife hotspots on 
our planet. For the last week, Marwa, Chacha, and I had had front-row 
seats to the greatest wildlife show on earth. One afternoon, we sat in 
the Serengeti Bushtops Landcruiser, watching a herd of wildebeest 
amassing on the opposite bank of the Mara River. I knew that just a 
few kilometres to the north, in Kenya’s Masai Mara National Reserve 
(little over one-tenth the size of the Tanzanian giant), cars would be 

ALMOST HALF A MILLION 
=WILDEBEEST ARE BORN 

EACH YEAR WITHIN A 
COUPLE OF WEEKS, AND 

EACH CALF IS FACED BY THE 
PROSPECT OF A NIGHTMARE 

MARCH TO KENYA.

The rivers and 
waterholes are 
home to a huge 
population of 
hippos.

KENYA

DODOMA

Serengeti National Park
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An estimated 
30,000 wildebeest 
hurl themselves 
into the Mara River, 
one of the biggest 
obstacles in the 
migration course.
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“Once, when I was still a hunter, a lion 
got caught in a snare and we killed it with 
spears,” Chacha admitted. “Despite the 
danger, a dead lion was valuable because 
farmers bought the fat to smear on posts 
around their fields as a deterrent to 

elephants. Healers mixed the fat with honey and special 
herbs to cure tuberculosis.” 

The lions’ mating marathons also spawned a belief that the 
pelt of a lion enhances sexual prowess, and there’s a tradition 
in local communities of such a skin being rented out by the 
night. It was a poignant reminder of how things are improving 
for the better in northern Serengeti, that Chacha was also 
present on the afternoon they tranquillised this big male and 
freed him from certain death in the tangle of a snare line.

The appeal of the Serengeti lies in its wildlife, but for a 
real understanding of this unique wilderness, you should 
take time to see it through the eyes of the people who called 
the area home for generations. There are hopes that through 
tourism, the Kuria will become protectors of the wilderness 
that they once dominated as hunters. 

buffs consider the greatest wildlife lottery in the world: the migration had 
started later than usual, and because of erratic rains, the wildebeest were 
plodding across an area that was far to the west of their usual route. 
Moreover, it seemed to me that a fair number of them were accidentally 
heading north again, hundreds passing within sight of my tented suite at 
Serengeti Bushtops safari camp. Out on the trails, we’d see scattered 
bachelor herds galloping unerringly southwards, only to meet up with 
similarly decisive northbound wayfarers. Then, like a gaggle of boy-
scouts with compass issues, they’d mill around in utter confusion until 
some dominant bull would decide that everyone should make double-
time towards the west. Backtracking, indecisiveness, panic, and general 
lack of coordination will mean that many of these animals will cover more 
than double the distance necessary, yet eventually, by something akin to 
sheer magic, every wildebeest that survives the trek somehow eventually 
finds its way back to the calving grounds in southern Serengeti.

The herd that we’d been watching that afternoon had covered many 
unnecessary miles wandering up and down the riverbank looking for 
the safest crossing place. Fearful of the river with its swift current and 
voracious crocodiles, the wildebeest needed time to work up their 
courage. Finally, the first animal made the decision to leap into the 
water and started a stampede of flailing hooves and, as they entered 
deeper water, bobbing horns. The crocodiles moved swiftly, and as I 
watched through the viewfinder, one huge dragon-like reptile hauled an 
ill-fated wildebeest under the cappuccino-coloured current. It seemed 
that it was all over when, after a long few moments, the wildebeest 
raised his head above the water again and finally miraculously freed 
himself from the vice-like jaws to scramble up the bank. He was cut and 
bleeding, but he might well have survived… unless the local hyena clan 
smelled the blood and singled him out for a kill.

The migration is a time of plenty for the Serengeti predators. We saw 
hordes of frantically giggling hyenas and spent an hour within a few 
metres of a sprawling leopard while he stretched out, waiting for the night 
shift to begin. As we sat in our open vehicle among one of the largest 
prides from the Serengeti’s estimated population of 3,500 lions (the 
world’s largest), we watched a big male who bore the scar of a snare 
around his waist. Until recently, the Kuria people were among the many 
predators who saw the migration as a moveable feast. Marwa and 
Chacha’s knowledge extended far beyond that of formally trained guides 
into the intricacies of bush-survival, tracking, and medicinal herbs. 

GETTING THERE
Fly into either Kilimanjaro International 
Airport or Arusha Airport on one of several 
international connections. A lighter aircraft 
can take you to the Kogatende airstrip from 
either airport, and a short drive will connect 
you to your camp of choice.

STAY & GAME DRIVES
Serengeti Bushtops takes luxury tented 
accommodation to new levels with some of the 
most spacious canvas suites in Africa. Situated 
among the pristine hills of northern Serengeti, 
Bushtops is perfectly located for wonderful 
wildlife sightings, with the migration frequently 
passing within 100 metres of the tents. Prices 
from ̀ 58,420 per person per night for full-
board accommodation and game drives; 
bushtopscamps.com/serengeti
Nimali Mara is northern Serengeti’s  
newest luxury lodge and offers wonderful 
accommodation in one of 10 specially 
designed tented suites with glass picture 
windows that emphasise the endless 
Serengeti landscapes. Nimali hire Kuria staff 
and can also arrange guided visits to the local 
communities. From ̀ 80,969 per person per 
night; nimaliafrica.com

TOURS
East Africa experts Gamewatchers Safaris 
can organise a six-night flying safari, 
combining stays at Serengeti Bushtops and 
Nimali Central Serengeti. From ̀ 3,03,105 per 
person, including full-board accommodation 
and game-drives; porini.com.

 SERENGETI SOJOURN
 The annual migration is a spectacle in 

itself, but it’s insightful to see it with the 
Kuria, the original people of the land.

ONCE AVOIDED AS A POACHING 
CENTRE, NORTHERN SERENGETI IS 
BECOMING KNOWN AS ONE OF THE 

MOST UNCROWDED WILDLIFE 
HOTSPOTS ON OUR PLANET.

A balloon safari 
with Serengeti 
Balloons, including 
champagne 
breakfast in the 
bush, offers a 
unique viewpoint.
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