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We arrive in Nairobi on December 27th, the day of
national elections, the first in five years. Kenya’s 

transition from a British colony, to an independent state
(1963), to a multiparty democracy (1990s) has not exactly
been trouble-free, but optimism abounds in the country
about the prospects of a fair and peaceful election, widely
expected to lead to a change in government.

Our initial hosts, the Asiyos, are proud and prominent
members of the Luo tribe (the third largest in the country),
which dominates the population of western Kenya, includ-
ing the cities of Kisii, Kisumu and the surrounding villages
and farms. The Luo are a close-knit community in which
arranged marriage and polygamy are still practised, though
these customs show signs of diminishing among younger
generations. 

Most Luo in this area are faithful Seventh Day Adventists,
a Christian sect that both worships Jesus and embraces
much of the Old Testament; like Jews, they celebrate Sab-
bath on Saturdays. Our family accompanies the Asiyos to a
packed church service where we are warmly welcomed and
even invited to speak. The service is conducted entirely in
the native Luo language.

I am struck by the patience and evident discipline of a
dozen children under the age of ten who sit quietly on wood
benches for some four hours in the sweltering heat of the day.

Kenyan children in many areas are able to speak three
languages, often before beginning school. Swahili and 
English are the country’s national languages, encountered
virtually everywhere, while tribal or regional tongues, such
as Luo, Maasai or Kikuyu, are spoken locally.

By any measure, this is slated to be the family journey of a lifetime. For edu-
cational and recreational reasons, we set out to explore a small part of rural

Kenya, and for more than three weeks, my wife Susan, our 14-year-old daugh-
ter Kaitlyn and I were steeped in the physical beauty, the traditional cultures,
and the turbulent politics of a fascinating society. Our experience left us hum-
bled, haunted and hopeful.

Why Kenya? In 2003, York University awarded an honorary doctorate to
Phoebe Asiyo, a former Kenyan member of Parliament, in recognition of her
impressive human rights work. I learned at the time that Ms. Asiyo’s family pro-
vided major support to Wikondiek School (located near their home in western
Kenya), many of whose students were AIDS orphans. Through York’s new inter-
national internship program, the Faculty of Education sent several students on
three-month assignments to Wikondiek. They returned with compelling, life-
altering stories about their experiences with the students and families in the
Wikondiek community.

I wanted to see the setting for myself, as did Susan, a medical doctor with an
interest in global education, and Kaitlyn, who had her own Kenyan connection.
She had recently participated in a Free the Children project at her Toronto school
through which she and her classmates raised some $5,000 to support a Kenyan
village. I discovered from Craig Kielburger that Free the Children (which he
founded in 1995 when he was 12 years old) was now facilitating family ‘work-
ing’ trips to one of their three educational sites just inside the Masai Mara. We
signed on and planned, as well, a safari and a visit to the idyllic Lamu Island. ‘Vol-
untourists’ all, we headed overseas in late December 2007.
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placing some 200,000 people from their homes and com-
munities. The international media leaves the false impres-
sion that the entire country is ablaze. This fuels the fear of
our own Toronto families, who are desperately worried
about our safety.

The government suddenly suspends all live radio and 
television news coverage and deploys police throughout
the country to keep order. It appears to my inexpert eyes
that the immediate cause of the political crisis is President 
Kibaki’s refusal to acknowledge electoral defeat and resign.
Still, the rapid recourse by some of his adversaries to brutal
violence, from which the country has been relatively free in
recent years, is ghastly and heartbreaking.

In the meantime, I meet with the headmaster and prin-
cipal, respectively, of the Wikondiek primary and second-
ary schools. Together the schools serve 450 students with a
total of 12 teachers. There is no electricity, no library, and
not a single computer. On the headmaster’s desk sits an
ancient Underwood typewriter. The only daily meal many
of the students receive is a school lunch provided in large
measure by the Asiyo family. Orphans and the younger sib-
lings they care for are permitted to sleep in the school. Dur-
ing weekends and school breaks they rely on local families
for basic provisions. The poverty is pervasive.

EN BREF Il s’agit indéniablement du voyage en famille de toute une vie. Par
intérêt éducatif et récréatif, nous avons entrepris d’explorer une petite région
rurale du Kenya. Pendant plus de trois semaines, ma conjointe Susan, notre
fille de 14 ans Kaitlyn et moi avons plongé dans la beauté du paysage, les cul-
tures traditionnelles et la politique turbulente d’une société fascinante. Nous
avons visité, entre autres, les écoles primaires et secondaires de Wikondiek,
où 12 enseignants s’occupent de 450 élèves. Pourtant, la « gestion de classe »
n’est pas un problème ici. La scolarisation, maintenant obligatoire et gratuite
au primaire, est très importante pour ces enfants. Nous sommes aussi allés
au centre Free the Children, près de Narok, où des bénévoles et des tra-
vailleurs locaux œuvrent pour éliminer les entraves qui empêchent encore les
enfants de fréquenter l’école régulièrement et de trouver des emplois pour
les diplômés. Les problèmes du Kenya, comme ceux d’une grande partie de
l’Afrique, sont énormes, mais l’expérience a été une leçon d’humilité et d’e-
spoir qui nous marquera à jamais.
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A fourth, the language of politics, dominates conversa-
tions during our visit. The Luos’ favourite son, Raila Odin-
ga, leader of the Orange Democratic Movement (ODM), is
poised to oust his former ally, Mwai Kibaki, President of
Kenya and leader of the ruling Party of National Unity
(PNU). Kibaki has held power since 2002. A Kikuyu, he is
admired for his genial personal traits, and his introduction
of educational reform, but criticized increasingly for per-
mitting corruption to flourish.

The Asiyos and their neighbours are riveted to transistor
radios and cell phones, anxiously awaiting election results,
which are painfully slow in coming. Two votes are being
held, one for legislative seats and one for the presidency. 

By December 29th, the ODM has a commanding lead
over the PNU in the parliamentary race: 95 to 33 in a 210-
seat House. But the presidential election results, curiously,
are much closer. Odinga’s 400,000 vote lead at 2:30 p.m.
shrinks to a 40,000 vote advantage by 6:30 p.m. The head
of the Kenyan Election Commission, which is responsible
for overseeing the election and reporting results, admits
that some constituencies have cast more votes than there
are residents, and at least one returning officer has disap-
peared along with ballot boxes. In a raucous press confer-
ence, the commissioner promises final election results as
soon as possible. 

Not soon enough for some angry Kenyans. Violence erupts
in Nairobi and Kisumu (where we were the previous day);
shockingly, some 50 Kikuyus, including women and chil-
dren, are burned to death in a church in the town of Eldoret
Street; and house fires are set elsewhere, reportedly dis-

ORPHANS AND THE YOUNGER SIBLINGS THEY CARE FOR ARE PERMITTED

TO SLEEP IN THE SCHOOL. DURING WEEKENDS AND SCHOOL BREAKS

THEY RELY ON LOCAL FAMILIES FOR BASIC PROVISIONS.



rivers or wells to their homes (mostly mud huts). Family
survival depends upon their labour. Free the Children’s
school sites now include simply constructed reservoirs,
which collect and filter rainwater that children take home
at the end of the school day. They then have a major incen-
tive to return to class the following morning, and increas-
ingly, they do.

What about the systemic problem of postgraduate
unemployment? There is a limit to what Free the Children
can do to address this challenge, but one of its innovations,
now in an early phase of implementation, appears promis-
ing. Through its ‘alternative income’ project, Free the Chil-
dren facilitates women’s cooperatives, self-sustaining enti-
ties whose members’ weekly contributions (however mini-
mal) are pooled and used to purchase something of value
– a goat, for example – at the end of each month. Individ-
ual co-op members redeem such goods on a rotating basis.

Once the co-op is thriving, it can access instruction in
‘financial literacy’ (training in goal setting, price analysis,
profit and loss etc.). Ultimately, the group is able to secure
a micro-financing loan from local lenders to start a busi-
ness such as bee-keeping, chicken-raising, or a retail shop.
These businesses, entirely Kenyan run, could well generate
employment opportunities for youth and adults, including
men, too many of whom are idle even as their wives and
children toil on the farms. It’s early days yet, but the project
merits careful scrutiny, and possible replication, elsewhere. 

Community engagement and respect for local practices
are the cornerstones of Free the Children’s developmental
work. We learn much about the community from our

And yet, as their attentiveness in church suggested, the
children are devoted students. ‘Classroom management’ 
is a non-issue at Wikondiek. Schooling, now compulsory
and free at the primary level, matters immensely to these
children. Drawn from British educational conventions, 
academic instruction is rigorous. The principal dismisses
politely but firmly the concerns expressed by our own
interns that high school exams are “too hard”. He proudly
shows me Ministry of Education examination results, and
Wikondiek students are doing well.

While a number of Wikondiek secondary school gradu-
ates are headed for college or university, others, unable to
afford the prohibitive fees, will languish in the community
with little work and virtually no prospects for advancement
or even mobility. For Kenyan youth, education is a neces-
sary but insufficient requirement for a promising future.

We leave the warm communality of the Asiyo home for
our next destination – the Free the Children Centre near
Narok – and we witness first hand the country’s political
tensions: street fires, armed riot police, a burning house
and car, and distant gunshots. Delayed for a time in the
town of Bomet – a centre of violent conflict – we are never
threatened directly. Quite the reverse; the Asiyos, Free the
Children, their drivers and the police collaborate to secure
our safe passage.

We enter the Centre through an impossibly rugged road,
navigable only by skilled and experienced drivers. Employ-
ing local labourers, suppliers, and successive brigades of
Canadian high school students (through its sister organiza-
tion, Leaders Today), Free the Children has built 500 school
facilities world wide, 44 of which are in Kenya. Seven sites
are located in the Masai Mara, serving the children of the
Maasai and Kipsigi ethnic communities.

Free the Children appears to appreciate what veteran
travel writer Paul Theroux describes in Dark Star Safari
(2002): Aid agencies working in Africa are “at best useless
and at worst [cause]... serious harm” Too many high pro-
file, one-off projects simply fall apart once the funding
ends, leaving recipients to purchase goods and services
from ‘donor’ nations instead of developing their own
capacity, production and plans for sustainability. As a num-
ber of studies have demonstrated, foreign aid too often
lines the pockets of local politicians and businessmen with-
out ever reaching the hungry, sick and dispossessed. 

Free the Children’s Africa Programs Director, Kenyan Peter
Ruhiu, explains to us the organization’s approach to com-
munity development. Now that Kenyans widely embrace
primary and secondary education, the challenge is to sur-
mount the remaining obstacles keeping students from
attending class regularly. For example, rural African girls
spend much of their days hauling water from the nearest
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FREE THE CHILDREN’S SCHOOL SITES NOW INCLUDE SIMPLY 

CONSTRUCTED RESERVOIRS, WHICH COLLECT AND FILTER RAINWATER

THAT CHILDREN TAKE HOME AT THE END OF THE SCHOOL DAY. THEY
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MORNING, AND INCREASINGLY, THEY DO.
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guide, Nabaala Leitato, a 22-year-old Maasai ‘warrior’ who
seems wise and experienced beyond his years. If there is
such a thing as a ‘modern’ Maasai, one of Africa’s most
exotic and caricatured peoples, Nabaala personifies it. A
natural teacher, he speaks six languages, knows the Latin
name of every plant and animal we encounter, and has an
encyclopaedic knowledge of Maasai traditions to which he
remains committed. But he leaves behind his conspicuous
clothing – bright red garb and blanket – when he attends
language classes in Nairobi, where prominent Maasai dis-
plays are not especially favoured. 

How, we ask, does one become an exalted warrior? Fol-
lowing a public circumcision, the Maasai male, until recently,
was assigned the daunting task of bringing home a lion’s
tail from the Mara. In other words, he had to kill a lion
using a combination of spear, conga and machete. But the
lion kill is now banned in Kenya because of its threat to the
species. So how does the Maasai man now attain warrior
status? By completing high school – a striking, if unusual,
example of the reconciliation of old and new cultural norms.

Circumcision – male and female – is a major rite of pas-
sage in Maasai and other ethnic cultures. Males who flinch
during the ordeal – that is, who show any signs of discom-
fort – are shunned and marginalized by the their tribe.
Nabaala says this happens about ten percent of the time.
Females, who are circumcised in preparation for marriage,
are expected to flinch since the procedure is more complex
and longer. Here too, change is in the air. 

Female circumcision is now illegal in Kenya, but every-
one admits that it is still widespread, and the government
does virtually nothing to enforce the law (unlike its
approach to lion-saving). However, at a lunch with three
Kenyan ‘Mamas’ and the community nurse, we were told
that more and more families are opting for the symbolic
clitoral ‘cut’ rather than the full clitorectomy. It appears
that Africans will employ their own ways of altering and
adapting the circumcision ritual, however repellent out-
siders find it.

Other traditional customs may also endure, and in a
curious way, help to sustain Kenyan rural society through
turbulent times. Loise (pronounced ‘Joyce’), the elder
among the women we met, expresses contentment with
her two mud huts, one for the family and one to protect
her precious animals at night from predatory hyenas. She
has little expectation of – or even interest in – running
water and electricity although, like most Kenyans we meet,
she owns a cell phone. What would she like in the future?
A (manual) sewing machine to help her family earn income
during difficult harvests.

We finally get around to working ourselves, justifying
the volunteer component of our ‘voluntourist’ adventure.
We spend two half-days mixing cement and helping lay the
foundation for the walls of a new teachers’ residence. We
enjoy the exercise, feel virtuous, and understand the mere
symbolism of our ‘labour’.

On the other hand, Free the Children’s high school dele-
gations are more than symbolic; they do make a difference.
The students work for up to three weeks with local labour-
ers and foremen constructing school buildings from base
to ceiling. They interact with families in the community,
undoubtedly enriching their own cultural and global
awareness. Like the interns at Wikondiek, they serve as

unofficial Canadian ambassadors, and are received enthu-
siastically. “We love Canada,” I hear more than once. None
of this is to romanticize or overstate the potential impact of
such modest international collaborations. Kenya’s prob-
lems, like much of Africa’s, are monumental: a dismally low
average lifespan (under 50 years); the continuing devasta-
tion of HIV AIDS; the lack of sufficient clean water; and too
many cases of things just ‘falling apart’. 

When we leave, Kenya is still on political tenterhooks
with the post-election crisis unresolved. As one Kenyan
woman wistfully observes, “We are not as far ahead politi-
cally as we thought.”

That said, we are uplifted by our extraordinary experi-
ences, grateful for the privilege of spending so much time
with so many, and cautiously optimistic, or at least hopeful,
about the future. I will encourage our own Faculty’s contin-
uing educational involvement in the region, provided that
peace is restored and endures.

Did I mention that we went on a safari where we observed
lions, leopards, elephants, baboons and a dozen other rare
species? Enthralling as this was, we gained far more knowl-
edge of Kenya from the ‘Mamas’, the teachers, the children
and the workers – Kenyan and Canadian – who, one day at
a time, are changing their worlds and ours. I
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