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rare encounters

‘There may be some blood,’ the samburu elder 
warned me, ‘but not too much.’

There’d been a little too much blood for my liking 
already that day. Just after dawn I had a breakfast 
rendezvous at a remote samburu hamlet where I toasted 
the local warriors with what I’d come to think of as a 
‘samburu shake’. like their more famous maasai to the 
south, the samburu staple diet consists of milk mixed 
with blood that is carefully tapped from the neck vein of 
one of their precious cattle. The resulting blend, like salty 
beef-flavoured milkshake, was a poor substitute for my 
morning cappuccino.

but now things were getting worse. This time it was my 
blood that was about to flow.

I’d come here, to the heart of the samburu National 
reserve, to spend a few days training with local warriors. 
I’d learned to track along the sandy valleys and had a crash 
course in shooting arrows and throwing spears. my respect 
for the samburu’s legendary stamina had increased with 
every mile during a midday run across the lizard-baking 
savannah. It’s said that they can run without pause for  
a day and a night in pursuit of cattle raiders (or during 
raids of their own). In my running kit and adidas trainers 
I’d struggled desperately to keep pace with samburu 

(Left) on a clear morning, a samburu warrior looks 

out on a grand sweep of unspoilt semi-arid country 

to Mount Kenya, 70 miles distant as the crow flies. 

(Below) Mark eveleigh braves a ‘samburu shake’ to fuel 

his search for the elusive black panther

warriors wearing robes, clattering bead jewellery and 
footwear carved out of discarded Pirellis. 

Now a few more drops of english blood were about to 
water the red soil of the Northern Frontier district (NFd). 
I’d volunteered to be scarred for life, and a ribbon of little 
slices was already being stitched across my chest using  
a razor blade and an acacia thorn. I tried not to wince 
under the sting of the blade. Then there was the bite of the 
thorn as it was pushed deep into the fresh cut and the flesh 
was tugged out for the next slice. on and on to create a sort 
of samburu barcode. 

all the while I tried to keep my face frozen – doing my 
best not to allow the pain to show. I hoped the fact that  
I was drenched with a cold sweat was not taken as a sign 
that I was indeed feeling the pain. Intensely.

The NFd, notorious in colonial times as a wild and 
untamed desert wilderness, is far from the danger zone 
it once was. saruni samburu lodge is one of the most 
luxurious lodges in the country and draws increasing 
numbers of discerning visitors who are looking for 
something beyond the often-crowded big Five sightings 
of Kenya’s southern safari hotspots. They come north for 
the spectacularly arid landscapes and for the so-called 
‘samburu special Five’ – rare reticulated giraffe, beisa 

oryx, Grévy’s zebra, somali ostrich, and gerenuk, the most 
elegant of all gazelles. saruni’s expert trackers had shown 
me all of these in the last few days, along with unforgettable 
sightings of countless lion, three leopards and a pack of  
a dozen wild dogs.

Northern Kenya boasts some unexpectedly varied 
landscapes, and samburu reserve contrasted powerfully 
with my previous camp amid the jungle-clad forests of 
the matthews range. This ‘island in the sky’, soaring to 
2 688m above the mirages and dust storms of the plains, 
is one of the best places in the world to catch sight of 
melanistic leopards (commonly known as black panthers). 
I’d spent several nights at the tented Kitich Camp, combing 
the forest trails that offer some of the most exhilarating 

trekking in africa. We tiptoed through a herd of buffalo 
– their chewing clearly audible but their huge black forms 
hidden by thick bush. We crept carefully past browsing 
forest elephants and found frequent spoor of hyena, lion 
and leopard. 

as we squatted among the thick vegetation I could 
feel the hair prickle on the back of my neck as a samburu 
tracker whistled softly: ‘oooh, chui kubwa – kubwa sana!’ 
(Big leopard − very big!)

The spoor was just an hour old and might well have 
been left by the black panther that had terrified Kitich’s 
night watchman a couple of days before. ace bushman 

Being there

Kitich Camp (elewanacollection.com) starts from $468 per person per night (about R5 700), which includes full-board 
accommodation, meals and drinks, guided bush walks, game drives, and transfers from Ngelai airstrip. Saruni Samburu Lodge 
(saruni.com) starts from $460, (about R5 600) all-inclusive (accommodation, meals, drinks and activities such as game drives, 
bush dinner/lunch/breakfast and a complimentary massage). Tribal scars are not compulsory.

blood And 
blAck lEoPARds
Kenya’s rarely visited north extends from the desert shores of Lake Turkana through the 
rolling hills of Samburu territory, to the lush highland forests of the Matthews Range. 
There would be warriors…                                                                             Words MarK eveLeigh 
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Willem dolleman and I spent half the night sitting silently, 
scanning the trail, but the prince of darkness eluded us. 

Like the tribal scarification, the secretive panther left 
nothing but shadowy memories.

after 40 minutes of samburu surgery, the left side of 
my chest was ribbed with a triple row of miniature railway 
tracks. an acacia thorn holds a tiny quantity of poison 
and it is this that causes the scarring. as I’d been warned, 
there was ‘some blood’. Quite a lot of it. so, after the 
operation, I cautiously mopped up with a sterilised swab, 
unintentionally neutralising the acacia poison along with 
any germs.

my ‘lifelong’ samburu tribal scars healed completely 
within a matter of days. 


