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Our own Father Tony Barrett is a Kiltegan priest and spent more than 30 years working as a 
missionary priest in Kenya. The base for the Kiltegan Fathers in the UK is 20 Beauchamp 
Road, East Molesey, Surrey, KT8 0PA    
 
Please read on to discover more about the work of the priests of Saint Patrick’s Missionary 
Society (the Kiltegan Fathers) in Turkana, Kenya…………………. 

Turkana – the place 

Turkana is a district in the north west of Kenya and at 77,000 square kilometres – about 
33% of the area of the UK - is the largest district in the country. It is in the Great Rift Valley. 
Turkana is hot and dry for the most part of the year, in fact it is one of the hottest regions on 
the planet. Average rainfall in the plains is about 200-300 mm falling to less than 150mm in 
the arid central parts. In some years there is less or even no rain at all. As rainfall is erratic 
and unreliable famine is a constant threat. Turkana has very poor agricultural potential and 
is only suitable for extensive rearing of indigenous livestock. The urban population has no 
real economic alternatives for survival. Due to low productivity of the land and the high 
variation of rainfall, pastoralists are forced to move frequently from one place to another to 
search for water and pastures. Yet this movement has to be carefully calculated and 
monitored due to the security situation. Relatively safe areas in the central parts of the 
district have high concentration of pastoralists as compared to Northern, North-Western and 
Southern areas, which are prone to armed conflicts and cattle raids. Some anthropologists 
believe that Turkana is the cradle of mankind. We all come from this very harsh place but 
our ancestors didn't all leave, many people struggle to survive there to this day. 
 
The Turkana district includes Lake Turkana, formerly known as Lake Rudolph and also 
known as the Jade Sea because of the algae that rise to the surface in calm weather. With 
a surface area of roughly 6,400 square kilometres (about 400 times the area of Lake 
Windermere), it is the world's largest desert lake and the world's largest alkaline lake. The 
River Omo feeds into the lake from Ethiopia. Part of the northern end of the lake is in 
Ethiopia and the central island of the lake is volcanic. The lake is home to thousands of 
crocodiles. Lake Turkana National Park is listed as a World Heritage Site.  

The people of Turkana 

Turkana has an estimated population of about 460,000 people and has borders with 
Uganda, Sudan and Ethiopia. Most of the people in Turkana (74%) are nomadic 
pastoralists. It is difficult for the Kenyan government to get precise figures on the population 
because so many of them are nomadic and indeed criss-cross the borders with Uganda, 
Sudan and Ethiopia. 
Traditionally, men and women both wear wraps, a rectangular garment made of animal 
skins that have been sewn together. These days these clothes are purchased, having been 
manufactured in Nairobi or elsewhere in Kenya. Each sex adorns themselves with different 
objects. Often men wear their wraps similar to tunics, often with one end connected with the 
other end over the right shoulder, and carry circular wrist knives made of steel with the 
blade covered by goat hide or tree bark. Men also carry stools (known as ekicholong) and 
will use these for simple chairs rather than sitting on the hot midday sand. These stools also 
double as headrests, keeping one's head elevated from the sand, and protecting any 
ceremonial head coiffures from being damaged. It is also not uncommon for men to carry 
sticks; one is used for walking and balance; the other, usually slimmer and longer, is used 
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to prod livestock during herding activities. Women will customarily wear necklaces, and will 
shave their hair leaving a central ridge which often has beads attached to the loose ends of 
hair. Women wear two pieces of cloth, one being wrapped around the waist while the other 
covers the top. Traditionally leather wraps covered with ostrich egg shell beads were the 
norm for women's undergarments, though these are now less common in many areas. The 
Turkana people have elaborate clothing and adornment styles. Clothing is used to 
distinguish between age groups, development stages, occasions and status of individuals 
or brands (being that used by a particular group to brand their animals). 

Today about 25% of the Turkana people are Catholic. 

Livestock 

Livestock is an extremely important aspect of Turkana culture. Goats, camels, donkeys and 
zebu (oxen) are the primary herd stock utilised by the Turkana people. In this society, 
livestock functions not only as a milk and meat producer, but as a form of currency used for 
bride negotiations and ceremonies. Often, a young man will be given a single goat with 
which to start a herd, and he will accumulate more via animal husbandry. In turn, once he 
has accumulated sufficient livestock, these animals will be used to negotiate for wives. It is 
not uncommon for Turkana men to lead polygynous lifestyles, since livestock wealth will 
determine the number of wives each can negotiate for and support.  

Agriculture 

The Turkana people rely on several rivers, such as the Turkwell River and Kerio River. 
When these rivers flood, new sediment and water extends onto the river plain which is 
cultivated after heavy rainstorms. These rainstorms occur infrequently. When the rivers dry 
up, open-pit wells are dug in the riverbed which are used for watering livestock and human 
consumption. There are few, if any, developed wells for community and livestock drinking 
water, and often families must travel several hours searching for water for their livestock 
and themselves. Agriculture has been very erratic because of the lack of rainfall but recently 
a focus on improving water storage techniques and digging boreholes is slowly improving 
the water situation. The result is that agriculture is now on the increase which will help keep 
famine at bay. The improvements in water storage techniques and improved agricultural 
techniques have been initiated under the guidance of charities from Ireland, Norway, 
Denmark and other nations. These charities are often encouraged and introduced into 
Turkana by missionaries such as the Kiltegan Fathers. The Catholic Church has 
constructed more than 200 bore holes and hundreds of shallow wells across the Turkana 
desert. Once constructed, local people are trained to maintain them. 

Fishing 

Not so long ago the Turkana people did not fish in Lake Turkana as they relied on their 
livestock for protein, fishing was even viewed as taboo at one time. However, with the 
increasing frequency of famine and the unreliability of agriculture, fishing is growing. There 
are now about 350 fishing boats on Lake Turkana. These boats have been built under the 
guidance of Irish, Danish and Norwegian charities who have trained many local people, 
men and women, in the art of building fishing boats and making and mending nets. These 
charities were encouraged to come into Turkana by Catholic missionary religious, mainly by 
the Kiltegan Fathers, the Ursuline Sisters and the Sisters of Medical Missionaries of Mary. 
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Food 

Traditionally the Turkana rely on their animals for milk, meat and blood. Wild fruits are 
gathered by women from the bushes and cooked for 12 hours. Slaughtered goats are 
roasted on a fire and only their entrails and skin removed. Roasting meat is a favourite way 
of consuming meat. The Turkana often trade with other peoples: Nilotic brothers in Sudan 
and Uganda, the Pokots for maize and beans and the Marakwet for Tobacco. The Turkana 
people buy tea from the towns and make milk tea. In the morning people eat maize porridge 
with milk, while for lunch and dinner they eat plain maize porridge with a stew. Zebu (oxen) 
are only eaten during festivals while goat is consumed more frequently.  Men often go 
hunting to catch dik-dik, wildebeast, wild pig, antelope, marsh deer, hare and many more. 
After the hunt men go out again to gather honey which is the only sweet thing the Turkana 
have. In recent times due to a number of factors such as recurring drought and famine, 
raiding and animal diseases, an increasing number of Turkana people are working on 
fishing, agriculture and handicraft production. Under the guidance of charities from several 
nations agriculture is on the increase. 

The Catholic Church in Turkana 

The Turkana District in Kenya was amongst the last places in Africa to receive the Good 
News of the Christian gospel. On December 8th 1961, two Saint Patrick's Missionaries 
(Kiltegans) arrived in Lodwar to manage a famine camp set up near the town to house the 
thousands of Turkana nomads who were already dying of hunger in this "dry weary land 
without water”. Strangely enough, they came at the invitation of the British colonial 
authorities, who had up to this time declared Turkana a "no-go' area for missionaries.  
Fathers Joe Murray and Ray Murtagh had a difficult task ahead. This once proud warrior 
tribe had been reduced to about 35,000 desperate hungry people. They had no health 
services and no schools, and their monotheistic religion had no real contact with 
Christianity. The next nearest town - if it could be called a town at that time - was Kitale, 
more than 200 miles distant, and linked to the desert by a road that often disappeared into 
the desert sands or was controlled by bandits.  
Eventually the famine situation was resolved, the famine camps were closed, and the 
Turkana people once more went back to their nomadic way of life. The colonial authorities 
now suggested that the missionaries' work was done, and that they should depart. But the 
young mission had already taken root: schools had been set up by the Ursuline Sisters and 
health centres were operating under the Medical Missionaries of Mary and the Mercy 
Sisters. The mission to Turkana was already well under way.  

During its almost fifty years among the Turkana, the Diocese of Lodwar has endeavoured to 
reach out to people in every corner of Turkana, communicating and working with them and 
embracing every dimension of their life. The diocese provides a wide range of services in 
the field of spiritual and human development, with emphasis on sustainability, self-
awareness, human dignity, and liberation from all kinds of deprivation. 

Just one of the things that the missionaries in Turkana have initiated and encouraged is the 
building of schools. The Catholic Church has built more than 100 primary schools in 
Turkana. The first secondary school to be built in Turkana, a boys’ school, was built by 
Kiltegan Fathers. Today there are 10 secondary schools in Turkana, mostly built by the 
Catholic Church. One such school is Turkana Girls Secondary School. The founders of this 
school were our own Father Tony Barrett, Bishop Mahon, Sisters Clotilde, Mary McHugh 
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and Enda. The school is run by Ursuline Sisters and Sister Clare Tobin (see parish write up 
on the Ursuline Sisters’ Missionaries in Kenya) played a major roles in the success of this 
school. Today it is one of the top schools in the North Rift region of Kenya. 

                                                                                                                                          
This is an old photo of Turkana Girls 
Secondary School which gives a feel 
for the very hot and barren 
environment. 
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Pupils at Turkana Girls Secondary School at work and at play. 
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The priests of Saint Patrick's Missionsary Society (Kiltegans), the sisters of the Medical 
Missionaries of Mary, the sisters of the Ursulines and other missionary groups have done 
wonderful work in Turkana for 50 years.  Where there were no schools then, today there are 
70,000 children in school, where there were no hospitals or medical centres then, there are 
now hundreds. Where there was no viable and sustainable agriculture there are agricultural 
projects springing up everywhere. Where access to water has always been problematic – 
and still is today – there are now water conservation projects and very successful well 
drilling projects right across Turkana. Where fishing was viewed as taboo there is now a lot 
of fishing, even to the point of becoming an industry. Where the women had few skills 
beyond basic survival skills they are now involved in boat building and net making, they 
also have a basket weaving industry that is growing. The basket weaving was set up by the 
Medical Missionaries of Mary, especially Sister Kathleen. 

Turkana people putting the finishing 
touches to baskets that they have 
woven. This is a relatively new and 
growing industry that was started with 
the encouragement of missionaries 
such as the Kiltegans  the Ursulines 
and the Medical Missionaries of Mary. 
These baskets are sold throughout 
Kenya and are used as the basis for 
“Fireless Cookers” which are made by 
the girls Saint Columba’s Vocational 
Centre in Kitui, set up and run by the 
Ursuline Sisters. Here the baskets are 
lined with special heat resistant 
material. Partly cooked food still in the 
saucepan is placed in the basket and 

once the lid is put on the food continues to cook. This saves on fuel. 

 

 Our religious communities have cajoled, encouraged, badgered and embarrassed many 
different organisations – including many charities – to get involved in the desert areas of 
northern Kenya. They have led by example and continue their wonderful work today. They 
bring education, health, support and hope to a people that are badly in need of their help. 
They rely on our charity and generosity to be able to continue this great and necessary 
work. Father Tony Barrett always speaks well of the many great individual Kenyans and 
Turkanas without whose help the wonderful work in Turkana could not have been done. He 
also has great respect and thanks for his GOAL colleagues – these are international aid 
organisations like DED (Deutscher Entwicklungsdienst – a German aid organisation), the 
International Red Cross, War Child ( a British aid organisation), Concern Worldwide (an 
Irish aid organisation), Medecins Sans Frontieres, NPA (Norwegian People’s Aid) and 
Trocaire (an Irish aid organisation). These  are just some of the organisations that have 
helped and continues to help in Turkana. These NGOs sometimes had to bend their 
inflexible rules to feed the hungry. 

A region that was literally dying is being turned around and this is thanks, in a very large 
part to the fantastic effort, dedication and self sacrifice of Catholic missionaries such as the 



Saint Patrick’s Missionary Society (Kiltegans) and associated Ministries 
in Kenya 

 

Saint Joseph’s Epsom: Faith in Action 
(Saint Patrick’s Missionary Society – Ministries in Kenya) V1.0 15/02/11 

 

Kiltegans, the Ursulines, the Medical Missionaries of Mary, the Mercy Sisters and other 
missionary groups. They depend entirely on the charity and benevolence of people such as 
us, the parishioners of Saint Joseph's Epsom and the staff, children and parents of our 
parish school. Without this generosity the great work done by these missionary priests and 
sisters would not be possible. 

 

Today, 2011, we have Father Tony Barrett with us here in Epsom. His friend and fellow 
Kiltegan, Father John O’Callaghan carries on the missionary work in Turkana. Father John 
will be our focal point for the Kiltegan Fathers and other orders of priests supporting the 
people of Turkana. One such priest is Father Gregory, Apostle of Jesus, who is parish priest 
in a new parish in Turkana, Saint Dominic’s in Kerio. Father Gregory is being sponsored 
and supported by the Kiltegans in his mission to get the new parish up and running. 

 

Father Gregory and his 3 altar servers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Father Gregory’s house – this is a 
good example of houses in Turkana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To learn more of the work done by our own Father Tony Barrett in Turkana read on...... 
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A report from the Irish Independent about our own Father 
Tony Barrett (the report has had slight modifications made 
here in the parish.) 

 

A red-haired (this was a while ago!!) priest from Mayo has 
changed the lives of the drought-ravaged people of 
Turkana, writes Willie Galvin. (The word “TURKAN” means 
cave. The Turkana region was described by one writer as “a 
frying pan of desolation”.) 

It's not that often that an Irish priest hijacks a plane, but Fr Tony Barrett was tired of waiting 
for help.  

Every day the planes flew in from the south with food and medicines, and every day they 
left again for the north with the same supplies bound for another country and another 
people. His parishioners watched on, bewildered, as the aid passed overhead and their 
children died from malnutrition below.  

For international aid experts, the remote airstrip at Lokichokio in north Kenya makes perfect 
sense. It allows the UN and a collection of aid agencies to deliver relief supplies into the 
heart of south Sudan, an area stricken by civil war and food shortages, from the safety of 
one of Africa's most stable countries. 

Operation Lifeline Sudan, as it's grandly known, is one of the aid world's most impressive 
operations. But for those battling endemic poverty in the area around this airstrip, watching 
planes loaded with food passing through a drought zone, it's nothing short of madness.  

In circumstances like these, the only sane thing to do is to hijack a plane. Figuratively at 
least, Fr Tony decided to do just that. 

``I walked right down to that aid agency compound,'' he explains, ``and found someone 
from Medecins Sans Frontieres, the doctors without borders agency. And I put it up to him 
by asking him what that name meant. There was all this talk about `No borders' and `Aid 
available for all', and yet people were dying just down the road from them and they were 
doing nothing about it.'' 

Confronted by Fr Tony's logic, international aid experts look a little ridiculous. But then, Fr 
Tony is no ordinary Irish priest.  

In 1967, a young redhead from Mayo arrived in the Kenyan capital, Nairobi, fresh out of the 
Kiltegan seminary. ``The bishop, who was visiting in Nairobi at the time, told me that he 
figured I was tough,'' he remembers, ``and that I'd need to be to survive where he had 
decided to send me, north to the borders with Uganda and Sudan, to a place called 
Turkana. Because of the extreme climate it is difficult, even today, for non Turkana Kenyan 
priests to work there with the Turkana. But I went without a word of the language, and I 
survived.'' 

Over 30 years later, Fr. Tony is one of the many Kiltegan Fathers that have worked in 
Turkana. He went to the famous University of Chicago (one could call it the Nobel university 
because of the many Nobel prizes won by its staff) to do a PhD in Anthropology. He worked 
with missionary zeal and completed one of the fastest doctorates in the department’s 
history.  
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And he's the man who came back to Turkana, giving up his post as a professor and Dean of 
the Catholic University in Nairobi to devote the remainder of his missionary life to the 
poorest people in Kenya.  

Ask the Turkana people if they know who Fr Barrett is and they'll look askance. To them, the 
Irish priest is Apa Loreng (Lotimarengan), ”Father with the red ox”.  

``In Turkana culture, the ox is everything,'' Fr Tony explains. ``Every man must have at least 
one ox, and if he has a few, then he'll have a favourite one. When I arrived for the first time 
in Turkana, they always asked me what colour my ox was, because they simply couldn't 
believe that a man could exist without an ox. I didn't understand what they were talking 
about, but they decided that it must be red, because of my red hair.''  

The ox is everything in this culture because it symbolises life. At a time when the Turkana 
were facing an unprecedented crisis, their livestock decimated by drought, the “Father with 
the red ox”, the foreigner who speaks their language, symbolised hope. 

``The Turkana are nomadic pastoralists,'' explains Fr Tony, ``and their coping strategy in 
previous droughts would have been to move across the border into Sudan or Uganda in 
search of water and grazing areas for their cattle. When I came here first, a man carried a 
spear as a weapon, and borders were loose lines on a map. Now a man carries an AK-47, 
and a border is not a place you can cross with your herd in search of grazing land. The 
Turkana are locked into northern Kenya, and I know some men who have watched all their 
animals die as a result.'' 

Fr Tony's fight for the Turkana brings him out of the remote settlements of north Kenya to 
the US and elsewhere, where he gives talks and lectures on missionary work and 
anthropology. These activities allow “Apa Loreng” to bring the plight of these people to a 
wider audience. One figure points the way forward, just 12 per cent of Turkana children 
finish primary school and increasing access to education is Fr Tony's formula for long-term 
change.  

Building schools across the territory, using local materials and community labour, comes 
relatively cheap. In a drought like this, however, when tens of thousands of people are 
starving, even a professor's talks and lectures are inadequate. Fr Tony needed outside 
help; fortunately, he found another Irishman in Kenya who spoke his language. 

``It was hard to believe at first,'' admits Norman Sheehan, a Corkman working with the Irish 
aid agency GOAL. ``Tony was telling us that we had all the UN and international aid 
agencies here, all focused on the situation across the border in Sudan, and that none of 
them knew about the suffering on their doorstep. But I travelled out with him to the Turkana 
settlements one day, and I was shocked at the levels of malnutrition I saw. The men had 
gone off with what cattle they had left, looking for pasture, and the women, children and old 
people were left behind with almost nothing to support them.'' 

Sheehan, with 15 years of experience in aid work, recognised that the Turkana's plight was 
serious, and he knew enough people to do something about it. 

``It sounds crazy, but most agencies working out of Lokichokio were in the same situation 
as GOAL we're here for south Sudan, we don't have funding for anything else, and we can't 
send any of our Sudan supplies to communities in Kenya. But when we appealed to the big 
agencies, and put it up to them by describing the conditions we'd seen, they tried to find 
something from other, unrestricted budgets a few tonnes of cereal, a few hundred litres of 
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oil. Gradually, Tony got a relief shipment together.'' 

A similar appeal to a local airline company resulted in the offer of two free flights deep into 
Turkana, and the food was delivered to a desperately needy people. With help from the 
persuasive Cork man, Fr Tony had finally managed to talk a plane down on the Kenyan side 
of the border.  

GOAL backed Fr Tony's plan for a school and feeding kitchen in one of the settlements, 
meeting both short- and long-term needs of a small group of children. And the agency has 
also just finished a nutritional assessment in the area, in an effort to attract international 
attention to the suffering and, hopefully, the donations that can make a difference. ``We're 
small,'' admits Sheehan, ``and there's a very limited amount that we can do on our own 
without donor funding.'' 

A few planes of food makes a difference, but Turkana's suffering is far from over, and so, Fr 
Tony continues to beg. ``It's tough, but it's amazing who helps, and what teams come 
together,'' he says. ``A mobile phone company in Nairobi has given us a donation of food 
this month and again with Norman's help we've been given a loan of three trucks from the 
Red Cross to bring this up to Turkana. Everything counts in a situation like this.''  

Watching the decline of his people, sheltering and suffering in miserable roadside 
settlements, Fr Tony grows angry. ``Turkana is the cradle of mankind,'' he says. ``Some of 
the earliest evidence of mankind's existence has been found here, and so in that sense we 
all have an interest in the Turkana.'' 

But this anger is tinged with a sense of resignation at how one of the oldest peoples on 
earth can suffer so much because the world around them has changed beyond recognition. 
``Man makes his own history, but not as he pleases,'' he says. Irish priests don't ordinarily 
quote Karl Marx with such ease. Then again, watching the work of Fr Tony Barrett the 
professor and linguist who talks planes from the sky it's clear that ``ordinary'' is not a word 
that exists in his vocabulary. 

Fr. Tony has written many books on the culture of the people of Turkana and also wrote two 
dictionaries on the Turkana language.  

 

Report by Shane Hickey – appeared in the Irish Independent in September 2000. 

 
 
  

 

 


