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The Maasai tribe has been 
making beaded jewelry for 
centuries, and the tradition 

is still going strong.  
At a jewelry-making class 
inside Kenya’s Masai Mara 
National Reserve, I learned 

why that matters.
[ by Kaila Yu ]
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For the Maasai, jewelry is much more than decorative; 

it denotes cultural information, like age and social 

status, and commemorates significant life events. 

The Maasai’s handiwork has taken on even more 

significance as a study published last summer found 

that Maasai women could significantly raise their living 

standards by participating in tourism-related business 

activities. Today, throughout Kenya and Tanzania, many 

enterprising Maasai women have set up workshops 

teaching their intricate beading techniques to curious 

tourists from around the globe.

My jewelry class took place inside the delicate 

ecosystem of Kenya’s Masai Mara National Reserve,  

one of Africa’s richest wildlife regions and named for 

the tribe that lives there. After an exhilarating morning 

tracking the largest population of lions in the country, 

as well as muddy hippos and dusty crocodiles baking in 

the sun, I headed to the Masai Mara camp, where seven 

Maasai warriors in crimson tunics encircled with silver 

chains of beads warmly welcomed us. Chanting  

in unison, they performed a traditional dance called  

an adumu.

After touring one of the manyattas—a traditional  

oblong-shaped Maasai hut fashioned from mud, cattle 

dung, woven saplings and leleshwa sticks—we settled 

in for the jewelry workshop. As a former jewelry brand 

owner, I was particularly excited to learn the art and 

technique of a beading practise passed down from 

generation to generation. However, I confided to the class 

that I was not very good with my hands; I would join the 

fun but didn’t expect to have anything worth taking home. 

“Be gentle with yourself,” says Meeri, with a kind smile. 

She wore the engagement necklace her late husband 

gifted her and a wide collar necklace made by her mother 

for her wedding, in addition to bracelets and earrings. 

Among the Maasai, beads tend to be brightly colored, 

often in blue, yellow and red shades.

The history of colorful beadwork didn’t start with the 

glass seed beads we see the Maasai people wearing, says 

Dorothy Mashipei, CEO of the Ushanga Kenya Initiative, 

an organization dedicated to creating beadwork-related 

jobs for pastoralist women. For hundreds of years, these 

beautiful ornaments were made out of grass, sticks, clay 

and seeds, and used to adorn the necks, wrists, ankles  

and even hair. 

Faced with thousands of colorful miniature beads—all 

with hidden meaning—covering the surface in front of 

me, deciding where to start was daunting. The beads were 

too tiny to pick up with my fingers, so Meeri demonstrated 

how to use a short piece of wire to pluck the bead and 

add it to the string. I could only blush at my clumsiness as 

Meeri smiled patiently.

 LIVES

Meeri shares the impact teaching jewelry classes has  

had on her life. She reveals that she’d been married  

off when she was a teenager and widowed just a  

few years later when her husband died of pneumonia.  

The earnings from the workshop have allowed her to 

support her two daughters and send them to school. 

Meeri’s story isn’t unusual. According to Mashipei, 

many Maasai women benefit from beading initiatives. 

She mentions a woman named Naayare Noonkipa 

from Masai Mara, who started beading 20 years ago to 

T
he necklaces spill over Meeri’s décolletage  
in multilayered shades of sunflower yellow,  
pastel blues and cherry reds. As she leans over  
to guide her students’ clumsy fingers, the dozens  

of metal chains dangling from her beaded adornments jingle  
in our ears. This is just one of the jewelry-making classes  
Meeri leads for tourists, who will take home not only an 
unforgettable experience and an education in the Maasai tribe, 
but a tangible keepsake, as well. 
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sustain her family. “She’s able to send all of her 

children to school and has moved from a manyatta 

to a modern brick house,” says Mashipei. She 

also launched a tour company that earns her a 

decent income, and she’s been able to provide a 

comfortable life for her family.

It took more than an hour for me to complete 

my beaded necklace, but time flew as my hands 

eventually began to move in a steady, albeit slow, 

rhythm. When I finally looked up from my work, 

the oncoming sunset splashed shades of pink 

across the baking heat of the savanna. I had  

opted for a simple design: two strands of green, 

turquoise and yellow beads of varying sizes.  

The result was delicate and meaningful, the white 

symbolizing peace, blue meaning energy and 

yellow for hospitality. I knew I would remember 

these principles by wearing the necklace after 

returning home.

As I prepared to leave shortly after finishing 

the class, Meeri removes the vibrant red and 

yellow striped wrap, known as a shuka, from her 

shoulders and places it onto mine. “Your hands are 

more nimble than you think!” she assured me. “I 

hope you will come back and visit us one day, and 

always remember to trust yourself.” The shuka still 

hangs in my closet today and serves as a reminder 

of Meeri’s kindness and hospitality. I pull it out, 

and the necklace, too, whenever I feel like I need 

an extra boost of confidence. It always works. 

T TO W IF YOU  

Ask your travel agent to help you book a class with 

reputable organizations in Kenya and Tanzania. 

They’ll find you experiences that are immersive 

and greatly support the community. Visitors can 

experience the Maasai jewelry class inside Masai 

Mara National Reserve on Abercrombie & Kent’s 

Safari in Style luxury small group journey, which 

offers one-of-a-kind insider access to make your 

beadwork truly come to life.  
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