
Where have all the free spirits 
gone? Julia Chaplin finds them alive, 
well, and haute-camping in Kenya. 
Photographed by Liz Gilbert
Freedom game: (From left) Anthony Russell, with 
guitar, near the Shompole eco-lodge he started 
with Masai tribesmen; the author; her friend, 
photographer Daniele Albright; photographer Liz 
Gilbert (Russell’s girlfriend); Ngatia, an ex-poacher, 
now a conservation partner of Russell’s; Naju, the 
dog (“hairy one” in Maa, the Masai language)
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 I 
watch the sun rising over Africa’s Rift 
Valley from a groovy Barbarella-esque 
round bed. My room, in southern  
Kenya’s Shompole eco-lodge, is bare-
foot chic in extremis. It’s like a tree 
house designed by a yogic, guitar-
strumming John Lautner. Although 
the service is five-star, it’s hardly fussy 

luxury. There are no air conditioners 
and, well,  no walls. The only thing 

separating me from the roaring-lion-and-
hooting-baboon surround sound is a cliff.

But I am not in Kenya to spy exotic ani-
mals, however beautiful. I’m on the trail of 
the Gypset (gypsy + jet set), an emerging 
group of glamorous, seminomadic artists, 
designers, surfers, and adventurers who 
have crafted the perfect high-low, work-is-
play, free-spirit life.

I’ve traveled from Ibiza to Topanga Can-
yon to José Ignacio, unlocking their secrets 
for my book Gypset Style. But the missing 
piece of the puzzle was Kenya—a sort of 
Gypset cradle of life with its abundance of 

polyglot, multipassport eccentrics, à la 
Peter Beard. My trek will take me to three 
main nesting grounds, beginning here in 
the bush, where their safari tents tricked out 
with found bones and votive candles 
abound, then on to Nairobi, Kenya’s high-
land capital, and finally to Lamu, an Indian 
Ocean isle that epitomizes escapist bliss. 

Happily, my guide is photographer Liz 
Gilbert, herself one of these untethered  
international citizens. Her boyfriend, conser-
vationist Anthony Russell, co-owns Shom-
pole with a Masai tribe. These warriors are 
staff, rangers, and vested caretakers. To get 
here, we chartered a five-seat single-engine 
airplane. (Note: Gulfstream Vs landing on 
airstrips are jet set, but a Cessna landing on 
dirt is Gypset.)    

After a few days of divine fresh food and 
sunrise walks through tall grasses to spring-
fed watering holes with volcanoes in the dis-
tance, I’ve almost forgotten my mission, 
until we return to Nairobi. There I meet a 
prime example of the species. The dread-

locked Nike Gilager Kondakis, the 27-year-
old Danish-Greek fashion designer who’s 
decked out in a billowing white punk rock 
gown she’s sewn from a vintage parachute. 

Kondakis commutes between Nairobi 
and the Rift Valley in a small plane, often 
touching down on Shompole’s dry lake bed 
for a visit. “Sometimes I fly the plane  
myself,” she confides. Kondakis gifts us her  
insider shopping guide. 

This summer, fashion hunters are pounc-
ing on African prints (and anything 
wrapped, tied, and beaded) like lions on ga-
zelles, and I’m at the source. I would never 
tire of going through the stacks and stacks of 
kangas (large cloth rectangles worn as  
dresses or skirts), some of which are 1970s 
vintage, while others are contemporary 
prints that remind me of Marni. 

Current design darling Max Osterweis 
brought the craze to the fore with his Suno 
line, the current season of which is com-
posed of vintage Kenyan textiles. He found 
inspiration for the collection at his mom’s 

Safari: 1. The author and 
Albright at Shompole eco-
lodge. 2. A tent for guests 
on safari. 3. Gilbert, the 
photographer. Early morning 
and night are prime animal 
viewing times. Island: 4. A 
view of Lamu and a dhow 
sailboat. 5. Sui generis local 
interior stylings at Dhow 
House, owned by British 
actress and photo agent 
Katy Barker. 6. My Eye, an 
art gallery and Kenyan-made 
houseware and jewelry shop.
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faded sultanesque beach manse on the 
Muslim island of Lamu. When we arrive 
there, in the tiny town of Shela, I get it in-
stantly. The sun-cracked architecture is 
an exotic mix of Swahili, Turkish, and 
Portuguese influences. Exploring on foot 
the labyrinthine passages—walls made of 
fossilized coral or Coke bottles—I be-
come discombobulated from the edgy, 
ancient beauty: mosques, women in  
buibui (a black coverall cloak), donkeys, 
and dung. The aristo residents, such as 
Princess Caroline of Monaco and Ernst 
of Hanover, show up via beach path or 
dhow, an Arabian wooden sailboat, at the 
Peponi Hotel for sunset. They sip drinks 
mixed by a barefoot bartender wearing a 
bow tie as rickety speakers lilt out jazz on 
the bougainvillea-strewn terrace along-
side eccentrics, hippies, French boat  
families salty from the row ashore, and 
smooth-talking beach boys. It’s classic 
Gypset—and when the one daily flight 
leaving the island is delayed for two days, 
I don’t mind at all. I’ve become a member 
of the tribe.

Nairobi
STAY
House of Waine, a 
converted manse on the 
grounds of Karen 
Blixen’s coffee estate. 
houseofwaine.com

SHOP
Haria’s, an old stamp 
purveyor that now  
has shelves of kangas, 
new and vintage.  
6 Biashara St.

EAT
Habesha, an Ethiopian 
resto where the boho set 
gathers for home-
brewed honey wine and 
lovely stews atop 
spongy Injera bread. 
Argwings Kodhek Rd. 

Go east…
african!
Update your home and 
wardrobe with hand-beaded, 
-painted, and -carved pieces 
that offer minimalists texture 
and maximalists playfulness

Gold rings based on 
traditional Ethiopian 
designs, $1,800–$2,400, 
shompolecollection.com

Kisongo clan beaded 
basket, $275, shompole 
collection.com

Commemorative kanga. 
Source fair-pay Afro-cool 
style at globalmamas.

Gypset Style by  
Julia Chaplin, $45,  
assouline.com

Lamu
STAY
Peponi Hotel, a 
beachfront epicenter of 
the island’s boozy social 
scene. peponi-lamu.com

SHOP
Aman boutique, with 
pink flamingo trim 
scarves and 
embroidered caftans. 
Down a lane in Shela; 
ask locals for directions 

Rift Valley
STAY/EAT
Shompole, an elegant 
eco-lodge co-owned  
by the local Masai  
tribe, will delight 
design, food, and  
nature snobs. shompole 
.com

Château Mouton 
Rothschild, Pauillac, 
2006, with Lucian Freud 
label, $500–$796

City: 7. Albright and the author 
at Haria’s Stamp Shop in 
Nairobi. 8. Designer Kondakis,  
who donates partial proceeds 
fom her work toward educating 
Masai girls. 9. Lady Emma 
Campbell, go-to decorator for 
the old-rug glam tent look, 
and her partner, builder and 
designer Ben Jackson. 10. 
The bedroom of their house, 
called Teapot, in Langata, a 
Gypsetter-friendly suburb of 
mansionettes, leafy terrain, 
and an occasional giraffe.

A fallen-fig-wood 
coffee table from the 
Rift Valley, $800, 
anthonyrussellafrica.com

2 chopped key  
 limes
3 tbsp raw honey
2 shots vodka 
Crushed ice
Serve with a bamboo 
pestle for muddling 
limes.
*Swahili for medicine
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