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I am a Gabra ritual leader, a dabella, of the Odolla clan. The Odolla clan is the 
second smallest of the five Gabra clans1.  
 
Our families are people who normally live in the yaa, a mobile settlement for 
ritual office-holders in Gabra communities. Mostly we are involved in yaa 
transitions every eight years. My whole family including my three brothers 
and two sisters have roles to play in the yaa, and go in and out of it. That 
involvement with yaa is inherited in my family. 
 
We normally shift every five months. If you stay in one place the grass 
finishes. Everything continues as normal, including the rituals you do, but 
you are in a new place.  
 
I was born half way between Marsabit and Maikona on a small hill with a 
Rendille name, Dakanti. That was 45 years ago. I was orphaned on my 
father’s side when I was two years old; my father was killed by a Rendille. I 
never went to school and was just brought up as a pastoralist child taking 
care of small sheep, goats and camels. 
 
I’m married with three children – two boys and one girl. Two of my children 
attend the mobile school in the village. I want my children to get educated 
                                            
1 The five Gabra clans, in order of decreasing population size, are: Algama; Gara, Galbo, Odolla and 
Sharbana. Each has its own ritual landscape and dabellas make a ritual pilgrimage called jila galaani to a 
sacred mountain (or sacred mountains) every 8 years, to mark the transition into yaa from one 
generation-set to another. According to Molu the Odolla yaa used to make the jila galaani to a 
mountainous place called Abi Mur near El Wak, near Mandera, but the Somali war a long time ago 
(Shifta war of mid 1960s?) caused it to be shifted from there to Ambalo near Sololo on the Kenya side of 
the border. All other clans have their pilgrimage sites on the Ethiopian side of the border. Galbo go 
somewhere near Forolo (marked on E.E. Watson’s map, p205), Gora at Kiti (having shifted because of 
war from Arero), Algama and Sharbana at Gosso (Ethiopia). 



because I am not educated. They should not leave livestock and pastoralism 
but they should be educated so that they can close the gap in learning 
between pastoralist and non-pastoralist children. But it is important that they 
are also learning their culture. They will be staying in the yaa while they are 
small, before they go to school.  
  
How did you get involved in peace work? 
I was called into this peace work when OPA [Oromiya Pastoralist Assoiation] 
visited Marsabit and called Gabra elders including me. From there started a 
process that led to the formation of Shade [Pastoralist Shade Association]. 
 
When I grew up I was told that my father had been killed by Rendille. So I 
lived with the questions, “Shall I kill Rendille for revenge?” or “Shall I not kill 
Rendille?” These questions went over and over in my head, and eventually I 
decided not to kill. The person who killed my father didn’t realise that by 
killing my father he orphaned a child, he cause suffering for a wife, children, 
a whole family. But I realise that pain because I experienced it, and I don’t 
want to bring the same pain that I endured to anyone else. It would haunt me, 
that’s why I chose peace. 
 
What do you want this research to achieve? 
We will talk to many people during this research, not everybody but many 
people. This research will bring things that are hidden in bushes and bring 
those things into the open. Not everyone can attend peace meetings, so this 
research takes us to people to bring out those concealed things. 
 
The research will show us where gaps are in the peace process, showing us 
the way forward and helping peace improvement in this area. If the research 
product is used properly it will change the future of Shade and add value to 
peace in this area. The research, when it is written up, will be read by many 
people in many places who can learn from how we work. We will make this 
research successful so that something good will come out of it. 
 
 
 
The Gabra yaa system* 
 
“The Gabra have a set of ritual office holders who, for the time they are holding office, live in a mobile 
settlement known as the yaa. Each of the five Gabra phatries [clans] has its own yaa, and these yaa 
must stay away from the towns. The yaa move through the land performing rituals according to stages in 
the solar and lunar calendar. Other Gabra visit the yaa for advice and, ideally, no-one should tell a lie 
while in the yaa, making it a place of dispute reconciliation. Every morning at sunrise, and every evening 
at sunset, the yaa leaders (male) pray in a ritual which is said to ensure the peace and well-being of all 
Gabra, animals and the land. Every new moon another ritual is carried out, and “songs of the moon” are 
sung late into the night. At other rituals every member of the yaa, male and female, even those from the 
fora [satellite camp with animals], must return to their own house in the olla [main settlement], 
emphasising or attempting to reinforce the cohesion of the social unit. Through their movements, 
through the behavioural constraints they follow, through their praying according to particular moments in 
time, and in particular directions, the Gabra yaa maintains the world “as it should be”.” 
 
*From p 207, E.E. Watson, A “hardening of lines”: landscape, religion and identity in northern Kenya, 
Journal of Eastern African Studies, Vol. 4, No. 2, July 2010, 201-220. 
 



ADAN SORA (Member of the PSI Board) 
 

 
 
I was born in Moyale, Kenya, in a place called Oda, 76 years ago. I started 
looking after calves and then later cows. I loved my childhood. I remember 
once there was a serious drought and we slaughtered a camel and stored the 
oil in a big 200 litre drum which had been brought by Italian military. The 
Italians were being chased by the British at that time. We used that Italian 
drum for the oil and us children, after playing and herding, would be given 
maize cooked in that oil to eat. 
 
I remember the English people came and the South Africans – tall black 
people with scars on their faces. Those army people gave us biscuits and 
dates, it was the first time we’d eaten those things. Our parents challenged us 
and told us not to eat those things because they might be poisonous, 
eventually they stopped us from rushing to the roadsides where passing 
soldiers would throw sweet things at us.  
 
My mother was killed during that British and Italian aggression. Italians 
entered our village and some of their Somali soldiers killed her. Then we ran 
away into the interior of Ethiopia. When the Italians were removed by the 
British we returned to Kenya. By then I was a big man herding cows. 



 
When I was an adult, after circumcision, I herded livestock and hunted wild 
animals like buffaloes and elephants, but not human beings because the 
colonial government told us not to kill people. But I never wanted to kill 
people anyway. 
 
After Kenya became independent I got a job, called DWD, which means 
people who do road construction. There’s a road from here to Adado, Wajir 
and then Mandera, and I worked on that. After that I worked on another road 
going north from Meru, then I worked in Uhuru Park in Nairobi. Then that 
job finished and I was transferred to the water section. I worked in water until 
I retired in 1982.  
 
I keep goats and cows and I have five camels. Even when I was working I 
kept livestock, I’ve always kept livestock and been a pastoralist. 
 
How did you get involved in peace work? 
Since  I was born I’ve had the responsibility of a leader. Even as a child I was 
in charge of the other herdsboys. I’ve been the head of the fora. Even when we 
moved, trekking with animals, I was always the group leader. When I did 
road construction I was the foreman, when I did the water job I was put in 
charge of the boreholes or shallow wells. On this research I’ve met people I’ve 
trained and led. 
 
Whenever there’s been a conflict I’ve been called, for all the Borana 
communities and even Gabra communities. When there’s been big conflict in 
my area I’ve been arbitrator. Once a senior Gabra elder fought with the 
Sakuye community in Waso, I was the key arbitrator in that case – me, a 
Boran, mediating between  Gabra and a Sakuye. Once someone’s animals got 
lost north of Bubisa and went to Waso. I was in Waso and I found those 
strayed animals, I looked after them and gave them to the Assistant Chief of 
the then colonial government so they could be returned to their owner. 
 
What does peace mean to you? 
Peace means life. The human being is only here because of peace. 
 
Why are you doing this research and what do you want it to achieve? 
When my wife was pregnant with our daughter I was working here in Isiolo 
doing water work. At that time there was serious fighting between shiftas 
bandits] and the army. Five people died from the fighting, it was so bad. 
During the worst of the fighting my wife went into labour, she was in the 
house with labour pains but we couldn’t take her to the hospital because of 
the war outside. And we couldn’t call a traditional midwife. So I was the one 
who was midwife to my wife. And I was really terrified. That is the badness 
of war. That same night eight other women gave birth in a similar situation, 
not in a hospital and with no traditional midwife. That time we really 
experienced the badness of war.  
 



During that same conflict in Isiolo the government eventually put in place a 
curfew. I was very grateful to them because it meant people couldn’t move 
around fighting at night and we could sleep comfortably.  
 
That’s why I’m doing this peace work. I know how important it is, it’s crucial. 
During those attacks I saw a donkey killed in the crossfire, another 
slaughtered by Turkanas and another eaten by vultures. Those vultures tried 
to fly away after eating so much donkey but they couldn’t because they were 
so heavy, they could only walk. One army officer in an andaki [dug-out trench 
for shooting from] died from panic alone; not a single bullet or anything hit 
him, he dies from panic alone. That’s the badness of war. 
 
I expect this research will create a living memory of the previous bad times of 
conflict, expose those things to prevent people from going back to war where 
lives and animals are lost. The research will expose the badness of conflicts 
like those I have seen, and prevent people from starting future conflicts.  
 



DIBA KIYANA 
 

 
 
I was born in Sericho division of Waso in Iresa Naboru location. I was born 71 
years ago and all my life I’ve been a herder.  
 
I was a very good organiser of my age group, a youth leader. My childhood 
was a wonderful time, there was no stress of hunger, war or drought, the 
community was united and it was a very enjoyable time. As a youth leader 
my main job was making sure animals got water, and sometimes for fun we 
hunted animals like elephants and lions with our spears to show our 
manhood. We had big hair and we would put a sharpened stick into it to 
show we were warriors. One day I killed two lions with two spears. People 
knew me very well for being brave. When people lost animals to lions they 
called me and I always got that lion, I was very good with a spear plus I was a 
very fast runner. 
 
My good management meant I was involved in trading and overseeing 
herding. I stopped killing lions unless I was provoked. 
 
I married eleven women and divorced eight, so I have three wives today and 
six children in total. They are already adults with their own children. If I had 
more years in my life I would marry a Gabra woman. Actually I still have that 
interest because I have seen, especially on this trip, how Gabra women are 
strong and look after animals very well. My three wives at home refuse to 
look after small stock, even thought they could get a supply of milk from 
them, so all of them have to be sent to the fora  [satellite camp for livestock 
and herders]. There’s a saying that the instincts and the energies can disagree; 
I don’t have the energy but the instinct in my gut tells me to pick a Gabra 
woman. Maybe when I finish this research I might come back to this area and 
pick one. 
 



How did you get involved in peace work? 
Peace and conflict issues are not only between Borana and Gabra, they go 
way back, and people look to community leaders like me to help understand 
and untangle that, that’s why I was asked to be involved in this research. 
 
What do you hope this research will achieve? 
Through reading and listening to this research people will learn more, it will 
give insights into the peace process and people might borrow a leaf from it. 
Us as elders have been selected to do this work, we are going around talking 
to other elders and other people about peace. We are not leaving any gaps 
and what we hear and learn will be valuable to people. 



TUMAL ORTO GALDIBE   
 

 
 
I am a Gabra of the Odolla clan. My father was a senior dabella, but our family 
also has Rendille roots. I was born around the Torbi area and as a child I was 
brought up as a pastoralist. My father kept camels, goats and to a lesser extent 
cattle. Up to the age of nine I was purely herding goat kids and camel calves. 
At nine I went to school. I started first at Maikona Primary, then I got 
transferred because there was no upper class, to Marsabit Primary. 
 
One of my careers was as a livestock trader and a livestock keeper of goats, 
sheep and camels. I even did barter trading – buying female camels from 
Wajir and swapping them for goats and sheep in Gabra areas right down to 
North Horr. Then I married. I have four children, three girls and one boy.  
 
How did you get involved in peace work? 
During the time of my childhood there was a statement from my father which 
has rung in my mind ever since: “Don’t spill anybody’s blood, because Gabra 
who have killed Rendille or Somali become mad in their old or middle age, 
they lose their eyesight, they limp and become lame.” He would show us the 
examples, physically, of people who underwent that. So I never wanted 
anything to do with that. That’s how the peace process started in my heart, 
through the inspiration of my father.  
 
It was a miracle to me, how Borana and Gabra fought and killed each other. In 
Marsabit we were schooling with Borana, Burji, Meru and Kikuyus. We never 
knew what tribe anyone was, even as small boys we didn’t know we were 
Gabra because of the mix. I thought I was Borana for a while. So the fighting 
was a mystery to me. I thought, “How will these people come together?”  
 
On the day of the Torbi massacre I was in Kalacha. Some people wanted to be 
violent and finish the [Borana] perpetrators off, and I was with some Borana 



colleagues from Marsabit. News of the massacre had spread everywhere, 
people were on standby everywhere, wondering what action to take. So we 
helped them escape the area, driving them to Maikona and taking a back road 
along which they would be safe and would avoid being ambushed in Gabra 
land on their way home. It was in the newspaper that those people perished 
in the Gabra area but that was just rumours, we had made sure they escaped 
with their lives. 
 
What does peace mean to you? 
When there is peace you have peace of mind. You can focus on your life, your 
daily activities whether business or herding or travelling or getting food for 
your children. It’s all governed by peace. When I have peace of mind my 
mind opens up. If not, my head is jammed.  
 
What do you hope this research will achieve? 
This research will expose the hidden information which is under a big rock. 
That rock cannot be lifted up by an individual, only by many many people. 
We are doing this research to expose that information to the world in a record 
that will remain forever. This information will help those who read it, later 
they may borrow the tactics of peace-building to use elsewhere – maybe 
Isiolo, maybe Rift Valley, maybe North Eastern. Maybe government or NGOs 
who’ve been here 20 years don’t know this information, so it will be a tip-off.  
 
We are affecting the peace process in this area too, because we are making 
people remember. And it is like a monitoring process, people are telling us 
what they want, what the gaps are, so we can learn how to strengthen this 
peace process. And people are telling us that it’s a healing process. 
 
 



HUSSEIN BORU UNGITI 
 

 
 
I am from Isiolo, Waso and I am proud to be called a Borana Waso. There is a 
river called Waso so many people called us Waso Boran, to distinguish us 
from Marsabit Boran, Moyale Boran, Ethiopian Boran and other Borans. 
 
I was born in Garbatulla, part of Waso, south of Isiolo. I was a camel herder 
when I was a boy and I went to a Quranic school called Duqsi when I was 
seven or eight, then at nine to Garbatulla Primary School. I loved camel 
herding because I had a camel to ride! At night the camels come home around 
nine or ten so I had one to ride back home. It was called Loy, named after a 
cow because we bought it with cows and not money. 
 
I joined Action Aid in 1979 because my family moved to Gafarsa, 57km north 
of Garbatulla. I didn’t go to secondary school, I helped my parents with 
herding and some crop farming – maize and vegetables. There I got a job with 
Action Aid as a 4K club instructor training youth in livestock husbandry and 
agriculture. Through Action Aid I went to college in range management and 
animal husbandry, that was from 1983-4. Then I grew through the rungs in 
Action Aid and was posted to Maralal in Samburu to manage school-owned 
livestock, training youth in livestock management. I was Senior Livestock 
Instructor in 1985. I joined another agricultural course, adding crop 
husbandry. 
 
How did you get involved in peace work? 
While in Merti there was a conflict between Muslim and Christian 
communities, both Borana, over land for a graveyard. By then I was 
Programme Coordinator for Action Aid in Merti, and I intervened. I brought 
elders and church leaders and Muslim leaders together, they agreed and 
settled the dispute with even land distribution for the two cemeteries.  
 



Then there was a dispute between Merti Boran and Merti Samburu after a 
long drought in 1999-2000. I made sure, with facilitation of elders from both 
sides, that both groups shared and lived side by side amicably.  
 
At the end of 2001 I left Action Aid and went into business – a private 
primary school in Isiolo, a transport company between Isiolo and Nairobi, 
and a regional civil society network I developed to bring together northern 
pastoralists to debate on their issues. Between these things I found PCI and I 
joined them as a cross-border peace and liaison advisor on the Kenya-
Ethiopia border, linking pastoralists in Kenya with pastoralists in Ethiopia.  
 
What does peace mean to you? 
Peace to me is development and prosperity. Without peace there is no life, no 
development, no future.  
 
What do you hope this research will achieve? 
This research I hope will give us a strategy to address gaps, will reveal 
existing gaps and will give us an opportunity to address those gaps. It will 
make us understand the impact of our previous work and give us a chance to 
reflect on that. And we will share it widely, with many actors including the 
government, donors and community leaders.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


