
Turkana Blog Wk #1 
 

SATURDAY JULY 9, 2016 
Michelle Bounkousohn 

 
The humid peace of Ileret is so different from the bustling streets of Nairobi. After about 19 hours of 
flying, we came from San Francisco to Nairobi about 2 days ago, and from Nairobi, we took yet another 
2 hour plane ride northward to Lake Turkana. For someone who has never left the country, the past two 
days have been filled with so much flying. 
 
I’m still in denial that I’m in Kenya; the people, weather, customs are different, but everything I’ve 
experienced over the past few days seems like an extension of the home I know in California. We’ve 
experienced kindness, corruption, friendship, pushy salesmanship, warm hospitality, and in interacting 
with others, I’ve become hyperaware of my identity as an Asian American student tourist visiting Kenya. 
I have tried to come to terms with my privilege as an American traveler visiting a still-developing Kenya. 
I feel frustrated when my minimal understanding of Swahili and other local languages stops me from 
being able to adequately engage with others, and nervous when I recognize the seriousness of the work 
we will be doing in the next 8 weeks. 
 
Every day is a challenge in its own way, but I muddle through every jet-lagged hour with the optimistic 
foresight that this trip will change my life in unfathomable ways. As an anthropology major who plans 
on becoming a lifelong student and educator, I can already see the reverberations of this trip into my 
future. I am so grateful that I have a professor who is willing to bring me to another country and include 
me directly in some of the most advanced archaeological research. As we prepare to leave for Buluk, I 
am nervous about the gravity of the work we will do and what we might find, but extremely grateful that 
I will be involved in these scientific endeavors. 

 
SATURDAY JULY 9, 2016 

Viana Roland 
Today I arrived at the Turkana Basin Institute by plane and I am still in shock. Leaving Nairobi, we flew 
over Kibera, the largest slum in all of Africa, and I was overcome with emotion. Its extremely difficult to 
grasp the absolutely impoverished conditions that these hundreds of thousands of people must live in 
everyday with inadequate housing, lack of access to clean water, nutrition and the many of debilitating 
factors that I will never experience. I have truly won the birth lottery by being born in the United States.  
Upon arrival at the Turkana Basin Institute, we were greeted by a group of children and young adults 
who live here and in surrounding areas. These beautiful people with their intricate and colorful beads 
and clothing were surprised and overjoyed to use to my camera and take ‘selfies’ on my phone. 
Although I had researched images of Turkana Basin Institute and the Turkana area before, I could not 
have anticipated the overwhelming beauty of it all.  
 
While flying over the area, I felt my eyes water and my heart beat faster while reassuring myself that this 
is real and that I am actually here. As I suspected, no amount of research would have prepared me for 



this. After lunch we drove down about 4 miles to the Lake Turkana and went for a swim. We all joked 
about how difficult it is to accept that we are swimming in this magnificent lake in Kenya, just around 
30 miles or so from the Ethiopian border. I would have never imagined while growing up in Santa 
Maria, California that I would be granted this once in a lifetime opportunity. I’m not sure if it’s possible 
to express how grateful and honored I am to be able to experience this.  
 
Yesterday we visited the National Museum in Kenya and I walked around in almost a dream-like state as 
I observed the famous fossils of the ancient human ancestors that Richard Leakey had discovered. To go 
from reading and learning about fossils of primates such as australopithicus afarensis, to actually seeing 
them in person was mind blowing. I am looking forward to tomorrow when the work begins! 
 

SATURDAY JULY 9, 2016 
Vincent Gomez 

We landed in Ileret on a dirt runway strip barely visible from the sky. I felt like I was in a movie scene 
ready to embark on a harrowing adventure. When I got out of the plane, I was greeted by wonderful 
smiles. The local children of Ileret saw the plane landing and they were curious to see who we were. 
They were shy at first but when we got closer, they were eager to introduce themselves. Nairobi was 
gloomy and cold while in Ileret the sun beat down on us without any mercy. I was already perspiring 
profusely looking for any shade possible in the first ten minutes we were on the ground. We said 
goodbye to the local children and made our way to the Turkana Basin Institute lodges and settled in. 
Water. We needed water. I never knew how much water my body could lose until spending the first day 
in Ileret. I’ve been drinking water non-stop since I got here and it feels like I can’t really fully quench my 
thirst. I’ve had to constantly reach for my water pack or my flask every couple of minutes. I know that 
once we leave TBI and go fully into the desert, it’s only going to get hotter. 
 
I'm excited to see what lies ahead for our team. The first couple of days in Kenya have been amazing 
and such welcoming, kind-hearted people have surrounded me. My short time in Nairobi has been jam 
packed with fun exciting new memories that I’m going to cherish for the rest of my life. I’m excited to 
test my physical and mental capabilities as we leave Ileret and go “off the grid”. I’m overall excited to 
just be surrounded by people who love the work they do. It’s going to be tough, but I think I’m ready. 

 

Saturday July 9, 2016 
Chris Mayes 

We landed in Nairobi two days ago and I could not have been more excited. On the first day we visited 
the local mall to exchange money and get groceries for dinner. That night, we spent the rest of the day 
exploring the local area. When we returned to the hotel that night Viana cooked a really good curry 
dish.  
The next morning we went to a place called The Giraffe Centre. The Giraffe Centre is a 120-acre 
conservation specifically designed for giraffes. While there, we fed giraffes and learned about different 
types of giraffes in the area. We learned that the Rothschild giraffe was an endangered species and that 
the overall goal of the conservation was to replenish these giraffe’s numbers in the wild. Later that day, 
we attended the national museum of Kenya, where the hominid department blew me away. I learned 



about ancient primates prior to this trip, but being in that museum and seeing some of these fossils and 
tools up close gave me a feeling that you can't get from a book. The other that stood out to me was the 
bird section. The museum has a catalog of nearly every bird found in east Africa and I learned that this 
region of the world is the most diverse when it comes to bird species.  
Today we flew into Turkana from Nairobi and when we got off the plane, the local children greeted us. 
We took pictures and talked with these children briefly before heading to camp. When we got to camp 
we ate lunch and than headed to lake Turkana for a swim. The lake resembled a beach and we swam 
for about two hours before heading back to camp. When we got back to camp we ate dinner and now 
we're preparing to go to sleep. Tomorrow we head to the site were we will be digging and I actually 
can't wait to get to work. 
 


