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MAASAI WALK: MT MERU TO LAKE NATRON TANZANIA 1981 
PART 1 

 
PART 1 
I am at the home of David and Thad Peterson; whose father is a Lutheran 
missionary and pastor in Arusha at the base of Mt Meru. Both were raised here 
and knew the bush and spoke Ki Swahili and Ki Maasai. They invited me to join 
them for several weeks hiking across the African grasslands and bush 100 miles 
from the base of Mt. Meru to Lake Natron on the Tanzania/Kenya border. We 
discussed the route which they knew well and would camp some nights and stay 
in Maasai bomas when we could. We only had to purchase food. While planning, 
William, their cook came in and announced he had just killed a highly venomous 
green mamba snake just behind the house. The Maasai market was our best 
source for food: bottlebrush twigs for teeth brushing, tomatoes, and dried and 
smoked fish. It was both difficult and expensive for canned goods to be imported 
so they are a rare commodity. A can of tomato sauce cost $5.20, and food that 
could last was difficult to find as none of the stores stock much of it. We also 
purchased lots of ground corn flour, millet, pepper, and bean and packed in 
plastic bags. It was still the rainy season and it continued to rain heavily. 
 
We finished purchasing all our bread and food and returned to their home. 
Thoroughly enjoyed my weekend stay with the Peterson’s, who were extremely 
hospitable and loved to garden. They had developed a low fuel consuming stove 
that would help the people here to not have to harvest so much wood to heat 
their water and cook their food, part of the deforestation problem locally. Shared 
in a wonderful Sunday service with them. The Peterson’s are incredible people 
who love God and show that love giving to the surrounding villages. 
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I was excited to be able to walk with two affable and knowledgeable Christian 
brothers who grew up here. Dave and Thad understood the bush and the 

 
Exploration of Northern Tanzania 1981 

 
Maasai walk from Mt Meru lower right near Arusha 160 kilometers (100 miles) to Lake Natron 

 
Maasai. Our hike would be long and hot during the day, and we needed to carry 
a lot of water on our backs. The country we would cross on foot was wild, in 
contrast to the Serengeti where I had spent an African introduction for three 
weeks as a guest of Lindblad Expeditions, but it was a commercial safari seeing 
wildlife from a mini-van. This wilderness area is seldom visited by tourists and is 
inhabited only by a few Maasai families. While in the Serengeti, I had the 



 3 

 
Great herds migration in the spring in April when they start migrating north through Moru Kpjes 
and Seronera area from shortgrass plains 
 

privilege to observe the great herds that had just migrated south from Kenya in 
March. The short-grass plains were green with new growth and it was in the 
middle of the rainy season in Tanzania. We had driven an hour and a half 
through almost two million grazing wildebeest, a comically built animal. It is said 
by the Maasai wildebeest are put together by God with spare body parts of other 
animals. They not only appear comical, but also sound funny, vocalizing like a 
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herd of giant bullfrogs. These great herds also were also mixed with impala and 
zebra along with wildebeest were spread across the Serengeti as far as the eye 
could see, from horizon to horizon. 
 
I was concerned about encountering lions on this trip, on foot, with no weapons. 
We had seen many lions in the Serengeti, some on recent kills. The lion prides 
there are somewhat territorial, hiding out on large Kopje’s, granitic boulder 
formations, islands of rock within the vast sea of grass. And they appear docile 
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while resting and when not stalking and dispatching their prey. I recalled the 
excitement of seeing my first lion pride sitting in a Land Rover with four other 
passengers and no one else around, observing a beautiful alert lion male with 
long shaggy mane. He must have gone over 200 kilograms (450 pounds), with a 
face and hide scarred from battles with rival lions, or from the hooves of 
defending zebra and wildebeest killed for food. Nearby lay the carcass of an 
adult wildebeest killed the night before. Around him, well fed and yawning, four 
lionesses with their cubs lazed in the short green grass. The large male was only 
8 meters (25 feet) away, but we were safe, provided we all remained in the Land 
Rover. Panting in the late afternoon heat, this male lay looking at me with eyes 
that glowed like brass reflected in firelight. 
 
I observed two cubs that licked and nibbled the wildebeest's hindquarters, the 
ragged strips of meat in the hollowed-out cavity showing bright red under the 
black skin. Nothing else remained of the animal except the back hooves, 
hindquarters, and a few scattered bones. I took pictures from the roof hatch, 
using it to support my bulky 400-millimeter lens. Inside, other passengers 
observed through binoculars, while my guide Charles kept an eye on things.  
 
I ran out of film and dropped through the roof hatch to fetch another roll from my 
rucksack, but accidentally dropped several exposed rolls outside the window of 
the land rover. I quickly opened the door to retrieve them on the ground, stepped 
out, retrieved the film, stepped back in and then shut the door. Immediately, the 
drowsy, indifferent expression went out of the male's eyes and focused on me 
with absolute concentration. Now, with its stare still fixed on me, it grunted out of 
one side of its mouth, gathered its forepaws into itself, and raised its haunches. 
The magnificent beast snarled at me, then continued to stare. The long, 
black-tufted tail switched in the grass, and resumed his indifference after making 
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a noise like a man clearing his throat. The big male settled down again, although 
his tail continued to sweep back and forth. 
 
I asked Charles nervously if the lion might have gone after me and possibly 
jumped on the roof to get at us. "Could have, but he wouldn't have," Charles 
replied, a smile cracking across his rough, ruddy face. "That was just a 
demonstration, to let you know the rules. Of course, you had no way of knowing 

that." 
 
Still reflecting on the Serengeti, I 
remembered that shortly after the male lion 
had settled down, the females, with the cubs 
in tow, moved off towards the grassland. 
They made a fine sight in the golden 
afternoon light, walking slowly through the 
green and dun-colored grass with 
movements that suggested water flowing. 
The large male remained behind to eat his fill 
of the wildebeest before the jackals and 
hyenas got to it. As the sun lowered, we 
heard a series of throaty grunts from the 
male lion, which Charles said were a call to 
the females and cubs to return. As the lions 
padded silently through the grass, we left. It 
was growing dark. 
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During those first three weeks of my four-month African journey, my experiences 
with lion were from a vehicle. I reflected on those lion encounters and wondered 
about their unpredictability. This segment of my exploration of East Africa was a 
challenge: to walk where were lions hidden in the bush, along with the 
unpredictable hyena. How would my own nerve hold up in the bush? We had no 
weapons, except for prayer. I was anxious about encountering lion on our walk. 
The lions of the Serengeti are known to be somewhat sedentary, like the Elsa 
experience in 'Born Free', different from the lions I had read about in Tsavo, 
Kenya north of Mt. Kilimanjaro. I remembered seeing the 3-D movie ‘Bwana 
Devil’ in 1952 as a 6-year old boy. The memory of that Metro-Goldwin Meyer lion 
attacking a railroad laborer in the train car still is fresh. The illusion created was a 
lion that jumped right through the screen at me. I responded immediately with a 
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Ngorongoro Crater 
yell, then hid behind the seat in front of me in the theatre. My father reassured 
me everything was okay. The movie was based on a true story of the man-eating 
lions of Tsavo that had killed numerous laborers. The British were building the 
railroad from Mombasa on the coast to Nairobi in the interior. John Patterson’s 
The man-eaters of Tsavo account was in my father's library. This area of Kenya 
that had given birth to the two most infamous man-eating lions in history. East of 
the Serengeti and north of Mt. Kilimanjaro, the Tsavo area today still harbors 
lions with a proclivity to hunt man: Only two years ago, a cattle herder had been 
killed and devoured by a lion not far from where the lions had killed a century 
before. 
 
The area we were to hike in had lions, but not many, and they are dependent on 
smaller game. Tsavo National Park is the largest in Kenya, with an area of 8,034 
square miles. It is the Africa that's all but vanished from the rest of Kenya's 
national parks and game reserves, which have become vast outdoor zoos, 
except that the animals are free while the visitors are caged in minivans. But the 
area I am to walk is also still wild. I wanted to experience that part of Africa, a 
preparation for the even more remote Selous Game preserve west of Dar es 
Salaam where I will spend the final month in Tanzania. 
 
Tsavo had a dark history that's centuries old. Its name means "Place of 
Slaughter" in a local language, a reference to intertribal massacres committed by 
Maasai warriors in the distant past. Ivory traders told intriguing stories about men 
who vanished from their midst when their caravans stopped at the Tsavo River 
for water and rest. The traders blamed the mysterious disappearances on evil 
spirits. The region's forbidding reputation spread worldwide in 1898, when two 
lions literally stopped the British building a railroad from Mombasa on the coast 
through Nairobi to Kisumu. The two lions killed and devoured an estimated 140 
people, most of them workers building a railroad bridge over the Tsavo River, in 
what was then called the East Africa Protectorate. The predator's reign of terror 
lasted nine months, until they were hunted down and shot by the British Army 
engineer in charge of the project, John H. Patterson. 
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Working as a team, the lions sneaked into the camps at night, snatched men 
from their tents, and consumed them. Patterson had considerable experience 
hunting tigers in India and devised ingenious traps and ruses to extirpate the 
lions. I read that the lions outwitted him time and again, and the contract laborers 
from India building the tracks believed the ancient legends about body-snatching 
demons, adding their own spin to the myth. They believed the lions were the 
incarnate spirits of African chieftains angered by the building of a railroad through 
their ancestral lands. The author wrote the workers laid in their tents at night, 
listening to the beasts roar in the darkness. When the roars stopped, the men 
would call out to each other, "Beware, brothers, the devil is coming!" 
 
In 1907, lieutenant colonel Patterson published a book about the ordeal, The 
Man-Eaters of Tsavo, which is widely regarded as the greatest saga in the 
annals of big-game hunting. While lecturing in the United States, 17 years after 
the book's publication, Patterson sold the lions' skins and skulls to the Field 
Museum of Natural History in Chicago. A taxidermist turned the hides into lifelike 
mounts and they were put on exhibit. I saw them as a young boy, and remember 
two maneless lions, poised on a replica of sandstone, one crouched, the other 
standing with right paw slightly raised, both looking intently in the same direction.  
 
 Patterson's account of their raids reads like a gothic novel. He describes his 
discovery of the remains of his Sikh crew leader, Ungan Singh, who had been 
seized by one of the lions the previous night: "The ground all round was covered 
with blood and morsels of flesh and bones, but the head had been left intact, 

save for the holes made 
by the lion's tusks. It was 
the most gruesome sight 
I had ever seen." Singh 
was one of the lions' 
early victims, and his 
horrible death sent 
Patterson in avenging 
pursuit. Construction 
camps were scattered up 
and down the railroad 
right-of-way, and the 
lions would strike at a 
particular camp one night 
and Patterson would 

stake it out the next, waiting with his .303 rifle. However, the intelligent cats 
always seemed to know where he was and would attack elsewhere. 
 
The workmen surrounded their camps building high thorn bush bomas, protective 
fences made from thorny Commiphora shrubs. The attacks stopped for a while, 
until a few workers assumed it was safe to sleep outside their tent but inside the 
boma. One of the lions forced its way through the fence and, ignoring the stones 
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and firebrands that the workers threw, grabbed a man and dragged him out 
through the thorns. It was joined by its partner that both devoured the man. 
 
Patterson finally got the upper hand in December 1898. He lashed a partly eaten 
donkey carcass to a tree stump as bait, built a shooting platform for his 
protection, and waited. When the lion crept in, it ignored the bait and instead 
began to circle Patterson's rickety perch. Patterson blazed away into the brush; 
the lion's snarls grew weaker and weaker, and finally ceased. The next day, the 
first man-eater's body was recovered. It measured nine feet, eight inches from 
nose to tail tip, and was so heavy it required eight men to carry it back to camp. 
 
Patterson stalked the other lion for two weeks, and finally managed to wound it. 
He and his gun bearer followed the bloody spoor for a quarter mile until at last 
they spotted their quarry. Patterson took careful aim and fired. The lion charged. 
A second shot bowled it over, but it rose and charged again. Patterson fired a 
third time without effect. He then joined his terrified gun bearer in a nearby tree, 
from which he finally dropped the lion with a fourth slug. When he climbed down, 
he was stunned to see the lion jump up and charge him again. He pumped two 
more rounds into it-one in its chest, another in its head and the huge cat went 
down for good. The reign of terror was over. 
 
A team of researchers from Chicago's Field Museum believed there may be 
some lions with a genetic predisposition to prey on humans, even when strong 
and healthy enough to bring down a zebra or a buffalo. Conditions in a lion's 
environment, as much as changes in its physiology, can drive it to hunt people in 
contrast to the lions of the Serengeti. Most Tsavo males are maneless, and 
larger than the Serengeti males, which measures 36 inches at the shoulder and 
weighs between 385 and 410 pounds. Tsavo lions are up to a foot taller and can 
tip the scales at about 460 to 520 pounds, giving you a cat the size of a small 
grizzly. And there are behavioral differences. Within the Serengeti plains the 
adult males mate and protect the pride, leaving the hunting to females. Tsavo 
predators have less prey available which has caused smaller-sized lion prides, 
and males share in the hunting. They're total opportunists that will attack and eat 
even small African hares. They're also more cunning than pride lions, often killing  
from ambush instead of stalk and spring.  
 
One of the Tsavo man-eaters Patterson killed had a severely broken canine 
tooth with an exposed root. The tooth was well worn and polished, and the entire 
skull had undergone "cranial remodeling" in response to the trauma, indicating 
that the injury was an old one. The partner was in prime health, and it is 
speculated by researchers that an epidemic of rinderpest disease may have 
played a role in the lion's change of eating habits. In the early 1890s, the disease 
all but wiped out buffalo and domestic cattle. With its usual prey eliminated, the 
starving lion had to look to villages and construction camps for its meals. 
Another, more disquieting, explanation lies elsewhere-with the elephants of 
Tsavo. 
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Dr. Chapurukha Kusimba, an anthropological archaeologist and an associate 
curator of African anthropology at the Field Museum, began working with the 
Tsavo lion research team in 1994. Studying the traditional caravan routes from 
the interior to the coast, Kusimba learned that the caravans carried elephant 
ivory and slaves. The Tsavo River was an important stop, where traders rested 
and restocked their water supplies. However, historical records indicate that they 
disposed of unnecessary cargo first: Captives slaves too sick or weak to travel 
farther were abandoned there to die. With so many corpses left behind, 
predators in the vicinity would have had an abundance of people to feed on. That 
may explain the myths about "evil spirits" the men who mysteriously disappeared 
from the caravans' campsites had been seized not by devils but by lions. The 
slave and ivory caravans had passed through Tsavo for centuries. Panthera leo 
is a social animal, capable of adopting "cultural traditions" that are passed on 
from generation to generation. If a lioness is hunting people, her young will grow 
to regard them as a normal part of their diet and pass that knowledge on to their 
own young. Not unlike grizzly bears in North America. These lions most likely 
came from a man-eating lineage that an appetite for human flesh was ingrained 
in them.  
 
This is theory only, but I could imagine on this trip being in a tent in lion country 
that I would wake up at two in the morning and hear the pad of a lion's paws in 
every rustle of wind or disturbance from a small animal outside; to picture a lion 
creeping up on the thin canvas that separates you from him; and to know that he 
isn't there out of curiosity or because he smelled the food in the cook's tent or 
because he is stalking a zebra herd beyond camp and is only passing by. It is 
because he's scented you and you are what he's after; the kind of supposition to 
make you imagine the horror of what it's like to feel him bite down on your ankle 
or shoulder with his strong jaws and then drag you out and run off with you.  
 
But this was my vivid imagination, and it certainly had given Thad and Dave 
some concern, such a contrast to my Serengeti experience that was as 
captivating by this pride of lions as Joy Adamson had been by Elsa in the movie 
'born free.' My imagination was short-circuiting. What kind of lions would we 
encounter on this cross-country walk? With all this background information 
floating around in my memory, I shared my concern with Dave and Thad. They 
too were anxious about lion, but there was not sufficient game to support many 
of the larger predators. This was not really assurance for me. This trip was in the 
Lord's hands, not mine. 
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