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Nice Leng’ete is a human rights activist from Kimana, Kenya. When she was eight years old, she defied cultural convention and fled from female genital cutting. Nice is the first woman in Maasai history to be bestowed with the Black Talking Stick, known as esiere. The stick is a symbol of leadership and allows Nice to engage in conversations with men and the elders, a right usually denied to Maasai girls. Nice advocates to end female genital mutilation and replace it with Alternative Rites of Passage. Through her work with Amref Health Africa, she has helped save an estimated seventeen thousand girls from the cut and forced childhood marriages. Nice created A Nice Place, a leadership training academy and rescue center, which is a sanctuary for girls at risk for circumcision and early marriage, and a place for them to realize their full potential.


Elizabeth Butler-Witter lives in Decatur, Georgia. A former attorney, she now works to help people tell their stories. A mother of two, she feels privileged to work with women like Nice, who are making the world a better place for her children.









About the Book


Born in a remote village in Kenya, Nice Leng’ete saw the young girls she grew up with receive the cut, the rite of passage into female adulthood in Masai culture. Every girl got the cut, and once you did, you’d be married off to a man triple your age. You might be his second or third wife. You’d have children in your teens.


This is exactly what happened to Nice’s sister. To resist the cut meant becoming an outcast in Masai culture. Yet Nice managed to avoid it and stay in school. It was not an easy time. She was shunned. At the age of 21, Nice moved to Nairobi to work for Amref Health Africa, an organization spearheading the campaign against Female Genital Mutilation. Though she was still considered an outcast in her village – even an entapai (someone who brought shame to her family) – young girls began to look up to Nice. They saw the life they could have, not the one chosen for them.


Eventually, thanks to a combination of incredible instincts, excellent training and leading by example, Nice Leng’ete developed a platform for convincing women across Africa to forego the cut. First, she won over her village elders. It spread from there. Kenya outlawed the cut in 2011, and the Masai people abandoned it in 2014.


To date, Nice and Amref Health Africa have collaborated to help more than 16,000 girls avoid FGM in Kenya and Tanzania.









To my parents: I hope I have made you proud
and that the bravery and strength I saw in you,
the joy, compassion, and commitment that you
taught me, I have been able to share with others.


To the girls who have been mistreated and
forgotten, and who dare to dream: I hope this
serves as an inspiration that your dreams and
hopes will always be bigger than your reality and
that you can achieve anything.


To my sister, beloved family, friends, and all who
have walked this journey with me: thank you.


To the girls in A Nice Place Rescue Center and
Leadership Academy: you are the future!
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Names


When I was born, people said I had smooth skin and bright eyes. My parents gave me the nickname Karembo, meaning beautiful.


I still like to tease my older sister, Soila, that when she was born, no one called her Karembo. My mother said that when she came out, her skin was wrinkled and her head ended in a sharp point. Even those who looked with the most loving eyes had to admit that she looked a little like a conehead.


We were wanted and loved, coneheads or not. To a Maasai, no man is wealthy unless he has many cattle and many children. As soon as a baby is born, the father hosts a large party. There is tea and roasted meat for everyone, and people bring presents for the family. My father liked to show us off to his friends. He brought a coworker, a white English speaker, to my celebration.


“Isn’t she a pretty one?” he said, watching me smile. “Nice baby, nice baby,” he cooed.


“I like that,” said my father. “We will call her Nice.”


He also named me Retiti, after the oretiti tree that grows in our part of Kenya. It spreads by sending down shoots that form new trunks, and after many years, walking beneath a single tree can feel like walking through a massive grove.


Some people use oretiti bark for medicine. The wood is strong, good for making sticks to help herd animals. The tree produces figs to feed animals and people. It offers shade in a part of Kenya that is often dry and dusty. In the days before most of us converted to Christianity, people would pray under the branches of the tree and make offerings of cow or sheep blood in times of trouble. Some still pray there; the many trunks of the oretiti can feel as cool and sacred as a cathedral.


The oretiti, people say, has many branches. It is a single tree, but it can support many people.


When I was young, the children would tease me for the name. “Ret-tet-tet,” they would say, like a bird drumming on a hollow log. I hated the name and I picked a new one—Nailantei—instead. It was a traditional girl’s name with no special meaning; I chose it because it sounded nice.


My aunty Grace says the old name suits me better. Like the oretiti, she says, I have grown to hold many people in my arms. I have sent down roots not just in my hometown but all over the world. People depend on me, Grace says, and if I fell, many people would weep.


It is hard for me to think of myself that way—in my heart, I still feel like a simple village child—but Aunty Grace has a point. I have devoted my life to saving girls from female genital mutilation (FGM), a brutal and sometimes deadly procedure. I have traveled throughout the world, met kings and celebrities, given speeches and received awards. I have helped save thousands of girls. I am still rooted in a small Kenyan town, but I have spread my branches wide.


It is fitting that I was named for a tree because it was a tree that saved my life when I ran away from FGM. Without that tree to hide me, my family would have cut off my clitoris. I might have literally died from FGM, but even if I had survived, I would have experienced a different kind of death. I was a young girl, but after the cut I would have been considered a woman, and I would have been married to an older man. I would have dropped out of school. I would have worked myself to exhaustion every day caring for my husband and children. Instead, because of that tree, my life has branched out into something entirely different. That tree gave me my life, the one I have now, the one that my father could not have dreamed of when he held me in his arms and called me Nice.









A Maasai Girl


I grew up in Noomayianat, a Maasai village near the town of Kimana, close to the border of Kenya and Tanzania. It is an area of plains where elephants, wildebeest, and giraffes graze on grass and the occasional spindly tree. Baboons and vervet monkeys will sneak into human homes to steal sugar or honey—like us, they have sweet tooths. Where water runs, plants are thicker, and animals gather to drink and to hunt one another. Mount Kilimanjaro looms, and at the end of the day, when the sky is clearest, the sunlight glints pink off its icy summit.


My town was small then, though it has since grown much larger. It was just a couple of streets of simple one- and two-story cinder-block buildings. Perhaps five thousand people lived in the town, though many of these, my family included, lived in homes far from the city center. The Maasai own cows, sheep, and goats, so we need plenty of space for our animals to graze.


In the center of town, there was a rickety market, and on Tuesdays people would walk from miles away to display, on upturned crates, their freshly slaughtered goat and lamb, tomatoes and onions from their small gardens, and handmade traditional clothes. Back then, the route from Nairobi was unpaved, so you needed a strong backside to ride the washboarded road. When tourists came, they usually arrived on small airstrips and bypassed our town entirely. The locals got around on motorbikes or their feet. Groups of Maasai women would cross the plains carrying loads of water or firewood. Maasai men, their bright shukas spots of color against fading paint and dusty plants, gathered on corners or under trees.


It is a dry place, and everywhere there is dust. Great funnel-like clouds of it move through the plains. The animals and people walk past, hardly noticing.


The Maasai have lived in this area for centuries. Unlike some of our neighbors, we never hunted. We raised cows and goats and lived off their meat and milk. These are still our favorite foods. We ate very few vegetables or plants. One of my uncles brags that he has never tasted chicken.


Families lived close together in a mixture of traditional hand-built structures and more modern concrete-block homes. Traditional homes are circular structures coated with a mixture of dung and mud. Two small beds made of stretched cowhide, one for the parents, one for the children, are the only furniture. The homes are quite small and dark, little more than shelter during the night. Most of our time was spent outside.


In our towns, someone you knew was always in earshot, and children ran in and out of one another’s houses, not bothering to knock. I made friends easily—I still assume I will like every new person I meet—and there was always a friendly face.


It is still my home, though there are more buildings, more people, and definitely more cars than when I was a child. I have traveled around the world, but this area, these people, call to me in a way no other place can. I love our traditions: the bright cloth of the shukas we wear; the many voices, each singing a slightly different tune, blending in rich harmony in our music; the generous spirit with which we share with our families and neighbors. But I want to change much about our lives: the poverty, the lack of education, and, most of all, the position of women.


Change does not mean giving up what is good in ourselves. It means keeping what is best while accepting the need to grow. We can herd cattle while carrying cell phones. We can wear traditional clothes some days and pantsuits on others. We can eat our simple meals of meat and milk and also enjoy a spicy chicken vindaloo or a cool, fresh cucumber salad. We can maintain strong family bonds while our women get educations and bring money into the family.


I am Maasai. I am part of the community, and it is part of me. My life began here, and so did my mission.









Making Mischief


My early childhood was one of love, safety, and happiness. The sound of my mother’s voice singing a hymn. My grandmother lulling us to sleep with stories by the fire. The feel of my father’s warm hand enclosing mine as we walked together. My sister, Soila, stroking my head when I woke up from a bad dream.


Maasai mothers are loving but tough, and my mother was no exception. Since I was always getting in trouble, I saw that tough side a lot.


“Let’s make chapatis,” I said to my younger brother one day when I was about four. Soila moved so quickly around our home, cooking and cleaning in a rhythm with my mother, that she made the work look easy. I had watched her and my mother make the soft flatbreads that Kenyans love dozens of times. How hard could it be?


We stole into the house and took a few scoops of flour, and then mixed it with runoff water from a pipe (and a lot of stray dirt).


When the dough came together, it was much redder than I had expected chapati dough to be, and it was dotted with stray stones.


“It does not look right,” my brother said.


“You are just afraid to try it.”


My brother was no coward, so he took a big bite. I could not let a younger brother show me up, so I took a bite too. I managed to choke a bit of the dirty paste down, but there were tears at the corners of my eyes. My stomach did not feel so good.


A bowl of precious white flour was ruined. Every inch of skin, and even our mouths, was covered in mud.


My mother’s lips got thin and tight when she saw us. She put her hands on her hips. “Look at you,” she said, “playing the fool with our family’s food.”


I hung my head at her words, but she was not finished. She gave each of us a few hard smacks on the bottom. When she was done, she sighed and told us to go wash ourselves.


That night, when she gave soft, white chapatis to my siblings, my brother and I each got a simple bowl of stew. “You have already had your bread for the day,” she said. I knew from her tone of voice not to bother begging.


We never stole flour again.


My sister, Soila, did not get in that kind of trouble, at least as far as I remember. She was three years older than me, and she seemed impossibly mature, tough, and courageous.


When Maasai children are very young, an adult heats a coil of wire over a fire until it is orange and then uses it to burn a circle on the child’s cheeks. Some people say the scabs from the wounds lure flies away from children’s eyes; most say the circle is a special symbol to mark us as Maasai. People say that Soila was so tough she did not even cry.


“It doesn’t hurt that much,” the adults told me. “Thinking about it is worse than the burn.”


I had heard the children screaming when the hot metal touched their cheeks, and I wanted no part of it. The first time I saw my mother heating the wire for me, I ran into the fields and hid behind some bushes. I stayed away until bedtime. My mother spanked me, but I knew it was better than being branded. I did the same thing the second time, and the spanking got a little harder. The third time, my mother made Soila hold me while she heated the wire, but I slipped away as soon as her grip loosened.


The next morning, my mother looked at me and sighed. “You know what you want, stubborn girl. Just like your daddy. No marks for you, then.” I am not certain, but I think I caught just a tiny bit of a smile.


I still have no marks.


Soila could take care of our home almost as well as our mother. When I tried to wash a skirt, it would somehow end up dirtier than when I started. As for my cooking . . . let’s just say that everyone turned to Soila when they were hungry.


When she saw my work, Soila would sigh and roll her eyes, and then she would help me straighten a wrinkled blanket so that it would dry evenly, or she would scrape the burned bits I had left in a pot. No matter how many times she taught me, my tea would be bitter, my porridge lumpy, and I would leave messy handprints on everything I touched.


“Nice,” she would say, “you are completely hopeless.” But her voice was not angry. She would help me redo whatever I had “helped” with and then send me out to play.


She brushed the dust from my skirt when I became unpresentable. She braided my hair and called me a tender head when I complained about the pulling. I noticed that she was always more gentle when I cried, though, no matter what names she called me.









Games and Work


The boys and girls from my town spent our days running and playing in the land surrounding the town. We did not play games like soccer and cricket. We pretended to be little adults. We took sticks to herd imaginary cattle or scare away wild animals. We jumped as high as we could, just as the young warriors, the morans, did, bouncing straight up to show how strong we were. We sang our own versions of adult songs. We dared one another to jump across the creek without getting wet. Unlike the other girls, I did not like to play at being a mother; fighting off lions and hyenas was a lot more interesting. When we were not making up our own games, we worked for our mothers, gathering sticks or bringing water, and we laughed together as we walked.


Some of the children liked to race, and we picked goals as we went: first to the tree, first to the termite mound (though never on top of one: you never knew what animal had moved in), first to the stream. Soila could beat all the girls and most of the boys. I would trail behind and find her leaning on a tree, pretending that she had fallen asleep waiting for me. “Move those lazy legs, girl,” she would say, but she would be smiling.


My life was not that different from that of any child growing up in a rural setting; that setting just happened to be Kenya. Tourists come from all over the world to see our wildlife. Everyone has seen photos of the herds of elephants roaming in front of a single tree in a sea of grass, with Mount Kilimanjaro a beautiful backdrop. Majestic. Wild. Magical, they think. When foreigners visit, they gape at the giraffes, and it baffles me. They were just the animals who slowly walked away when we came too close. We would stay clear of the lions and make jokes about the warthogs, silly animals who would run and, fifty meters later, forget what they were running from. Mostly, though, the animals were background. To me, raccoons and opossums are exotic creatures; giraffes are as normal as squirrels are to North Americans and Europeans. It is beautiful here, no doubt, and I appreciate that beauty. But southern Kenya is not some wild, majestic place to me; it is my home.


Childhood was not all play. Like most Maasai women, my mother left school as a young teen when she married my father, but she valued education and made sure we attended school and did our homework. My father, who left school after he finished his elementary education, felt the same way. First my elder brother, and then Soila, went off to school. “You will get the education we did not have,” my parents said. “You will be the hope of the Maasai.”


I was about three when Soila began school and left me home with my mother.


When she returned home after the first day, I followed her. “What was it like? Can you read now? Will you read me a story?”


“We learned some songs. And I can write three letters,” she said. “A, B, and C.”


“Show me, please,” I said.


Soila picked up a stick and slowly traced the letters in the dirt.


“What do they mean?” I asked.


“They make sounds,” she said. “There are more.”


I nodded, and then I picked up a stick and copied her letters.


Every day after that, when she got home, I would beg her to show me what she had learned. When she was not too busy, she would teach me.


When she was gone during the day, I would imagine myself in a fancy school uniform going off each day to learn about mysterious things like letters and numbers until my mother shouted for me to pay attention.


When I daydreamed during my work, I might get yelled at by my mother or Soila . . . or I might get yelled at by any member of the community. A boy who disrespected an elder might get a slap from any nearby adult. A girl who stood talking with her friends instead of collecting wood might get a talking-to from her mother . . . or any mother who saw her loafing. I did not fight or steal or disrespect my elders, but I knew that if I did, I would get caught and punished.


My family would be watching me the most closely, and family, to the Maasai, is a much broader term than in Europe or the United States. Like all Maasai, my father was part of an age-set. When he was about twelve, the elders in his community decided it was time for him and all the boys close to his age to become men. There are no set rules for how many boys are initiated, or how often the initiation occurs. They could be as young as my father or as old as their early twenties. There could be five boys or fifty. I am not sure how many were initiated with my father, but the group must have been fairly large because every day a boy seemed to stop by to join my father for tea, and even today, men introduce themselves to me as age-mates of my father.


The boys in the age-set spent months preparing, learning from the older men how to butcher meat, use a spear, start a fire with just sticks, minister to cattle when they fell ill. The men taught the boys how to treat their wives and children. They even taught them how to kill lions, the only animals Maasai men hunted. When they had learned what the elders had to teach, the boys were circumcised together. My father was brave, so I knew he would have stood still and silent while he was circumcised. There was no anesthesia, and he was expected to hold still and stay silent. Afterward, the boys lived together in a small village of their own for a few months. There was no fence to protect them, and in my area hyenas and lions roam at night. I imagine they sat by the fire late in the evening, making jokes and talking about women to avoid thinking about the fear and the pain.


When they were all healed, the boys were initiated into manhood together and became morans, or young warriors. They also became lifelong friends and family. Age-mates helped one another herd cattle, loaned one another money, shared their food and sometimes even their wives. When a man visits an age-mate, he might sleep with his friend’s wife (if she is willing), and because they are all tied to one another, it is not considered shameful for the woman or the men.


A man’s age-mates are his brothers. When I visit home, I sometimes see men walking together, holding hands, and I think of my father and how he would walk with his friends the same way.


When my mother married my father, she became a member of his age-set. In a way, she became mother to all the group’s children as well. I remember my younger brother and I walking far from home one day, pretending we were hunting lions. We stopped to rest near a stream, and both of us realized it was afternoon. Our feet were sore, we were hungry, and home was several miles away. A group of men stood talking nearby, and I recognized one from when he had shared tea with my father. My brother and I approached, heads bowed.


“Nice?” he said. “Why so far from home?”


“I am sorry. We were walking, and we are hungry.”


“Yes,” he laughed. “Your father tells me you are always hungry.”


He gestured to the left. “Walk that way until you see my home. My wife will fill your greedy little bellies.”


We thanked him and ran. My feet no longer bothered me because I knew there was food nearby.









Visiting


My grandparents on my mother’s side lived fifteen kilometers from the nearest road, so we would hike through the brush to visit them.


The first visit I can remember was when I was around four years old. The journey felt endless. “Pick me up!” I whined at my mother. My little brother had a comfortable seat—he was tied to her back—but I had to walk, and my feet were sore. “You are big enough to carry yourself, Nice,” she said.


Soila let me ride on her back for short bursts, but never for long. She was only seven, after all.


When I had convinced myself that we would wander in the wilderness for forty years, we arrived at a great circular fence built out of thorns and brush. It kept the livestock in (along with their flies) and other animals out. Like the people in the other small settlements we had passed on our hike, we were absolutely alone out there. I had heard stories of hyenas dragging children away in their sleep, but when I looked up at that giant fence, I knew I would be safe with my grandparents.


When we arrived at the gate of the enclosure, which was open in the daytime, my mother called out to her parents. They shouted back and then came out to greet us. My grandfather began to sing a song welcoming us, and then his oldest sons joined in. The women, led by my grandmother, started singing next. Each sang a different note, but the voices blended in a deep, joyful song I could feel vibrating in my chest.


Small homes, built by the women out of mud and dung, lined the fence in a circle, and the animals stayed in the center of the enclosure. Each home had two small rooms, one for the mother and father and the second for the children. Each room was about as wide as an adult’s arm span. Each contained a tightly stretched cowhide that served as a bed. The homes were dark and cool—I have seen a toad or two take up residence inside—and mainly for sleeping. Most of our activities—washing, cooking, eating, playing—took place outdoors.


My grandfather slaughtered a goat to welcome us. Women were not welcome at the fire, but I could smell the roasting meat, and I realized that I was hungry.


We sat outside in a circle when it was time to eat.


First, my grandfather walked around our circle, carrying the goat’s liver and a knife. He stopped before each of us and cut off generous slices. I closed my eyes while I chewed, losing myself in the rich flavor.


Next came the meat, which had been charred over the flames. The meat was seasoned with nothing but salt and fire, but the animal had been healthy and ate nothing but local plants, so it needed no fancy seasonings in order to taste delicious.


Finally, there was soup. We each received a small tin cup. It was a simple dish that used the rest of the animal plus wild herbs—some for flavor, some for health reasons. I didn’t like the fatty, strong flavor, but I saw my mother staring at me so I drained my cup. “Drink your broth,” Maasai women always tell their children, “if you want to live a long life.”


The next morning, my mother, Soila, and my grandmother went to gather firewood.


Before they left, my grandmother showed me how to fill the cow’s trough. Looking back, I realize that she and my mother probably wanted to walk and talk without a small, whining girl in the way, but at the time, I felt very important.


My grandmother left some porridge inside the house and told me to eat it once I had watered the cows.


When I returned to the house, I walked around the outside, looking for a door, but there wasn’t one. The home had no windows either. As far as I could tell, there were no openings.


Unable to get into the home, not to mention hungry and cranky, I sat down and cried.


When the women returned, I was lying on the ground, dust clinging to the tears on my face. “There is no door!” I screamed before they could even ask me what was wrong.


My grandmother looked at me, turned sideways, and slid into the house. There was no door, but the house was not a perfect circle. The front wall extended about a foot in front of the wall behind it, giving the house the shape of a snail shell. Somehow I had missed this fact the evening before and in the morning. I was used to our home, a blend of Maasai and Western; we had mud and dung walls and a dirt floor, but we also had a wooden door and windows. After I followed my grandmother inside, she laughed and called me emeeki, our word for a non-Maasai.


She still embarrasses me by telling that story today. I was only four, I tell her. “Sounds like an emeeki excuse,” she says, laughing.


Everyone in that small circle of homes was family. My grandfather had several wives, and I am not even sure how many children. When we were done with our morning chores, I watched them play. They screamed and laughed and ran, and I knew none of them. I stood behind Soila, glancing at them from behind her skirt.


At one point they started dancing and singing together. Something about their song seemed familiar, but I could not place it exactly. Then I remembered the previous day. They were singing the welcome song—sort of—and I was the one being welcomed. I ran out from behind Soila and we spent the rest of the day playing.


Every day during our visit, the younger children followed my grandfather, watching him inspect the cows, and I followed along. He was tall and carried a long walking stick with him, and he was wrapped in a traditional red shuka. His earlobes were long, with large holes he had made by stretching them out with larger and larger objects over the years.


As he did his work, he kept up a running monologue.


“I need to keep an eye on this cow’s hoof. It might become infected where that stone lodged yesterday,” he might say to himself.


“I must remind the women to repair the houses before the rains come.”


“The fence is wearing down on the western side. I need to tell the children to collect brush to patch it.”


At the time, I thought he was simply talking to himself, but I realize now that he was teaching his children and grandchildren how to take care of the animals and themselves.


“Come, sit with me,” he said to us one day, stopping under a tree to rest.


“When I was younger,” he said, “my grandfather taught me that all the cattle in the world belong to us. God gave them to the Maasai. So if you saw a cow with some emeeki, it was fine to take it. What do you think about that?”


No one answered. Obedient Maasai children are taught never to contradict or question an elder. But I knew that in the Bible other people owned cattle, and I knew they were not Maasai. I also knew that stealing was wrong.


My grandfather laughed. “You all know better than to steal another man’s cattle.”


We laughed too. Of course my grandfather would not steal.


“But my grandfather was not wrong,” he said.


I wrinkled my forehead.


“You see, God did give us Maasai cattle. And he gave us the responsibility to care for them. If water or grass is scarce, we have to find it for our animals. If a mother cow needs help giving birth, we help her. And in return for our care, the cows give us what we need. At one time, we were the only herders in Kenya, maybe the world. So when we saw an emeeki with cattle, we knew it was stolen.”


We nodded. It made sense. The Maasai were not stealing—just taking back what belonged to them.


“Always remember, children: we are people of the cattle.”


My grandmother was pretty and neat, like my mother, even though she was old. At the time, I thought she was ancient, but I now realize she could not have been more than fifty.


Like any Maasai wife, she was in constant motion. She fetched wood and water. She cooked. She washed the clothes. She repaired her home. And she did so while smiling. “I have the best grandchildren in the world,” she’d say.


One day Soila and I stood behind her while she made ugali. She had brought a pot of water to a boil over the fire.


“You should never rush it,” she said, shaking in a tiny bit of cornmeal and stirring the pot. She handed the bowl of cornmeal to me.


“Do you like lumpy ugali, Nice?” she asked.


I shook my head.


“Smart girl. So add it bit by bit.” I tilted the bowl, but just a bit. No more than a spoonful went into the pot.
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