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Young Mundari Living  
In The Cattle Camp

The Mundari, also referred to as 
Mandari, are a small ethnic group 
and one of the Nilotic peoples, 
living north of the capital of Juba, 

South Sudan. 
Like other Nilotic tribes, they are very 
cattle-oriented and treasure their cattle 
more than anything else, and are said to 
sleep close to their most prized cow. 
Their cattle serve as food, a form of 
currency, and a mark of status. I found 
living with the tribe for three days an 
exceptional experience. 
The cattle are treated like members of the 
family and are well looked after. 
Ash from burnt cow dung is applied not 
only to the Mundari themselves but also on 
their cattle. It acts as a natural antiseptic, 
mosquito repellent and protects the skin 
from the scorching sun. 
The Mundari farm a breed of domestic 
cattle called Ankole-Watusi, which is 
characterized by very large, curved horns 
and is also known as "the cattle of kings." 
These cows grow up to eight feet tall and 
are worth as much as $500 each.
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JOE BUERGI
"IF YOU KEEP YOUR HEAD UP, AND YOUR HEART OPEN AS YOU WALK THROUGH 

LIFE, THERE IS A GIFT WAITING FOR YOU AT THE CORNER OF EVERY STREET"
– ÉDOUARD BOUBAT

First of all – I am not a full-time 
photographer. As a digital 
storyteller, I consider myself a 
traveler, a music lover on the way 

to capture the soul of each moment.

I was born in the heart of Switzerland in a 
small and rural town called Buochs. During 
a cold and stormy winter night back in 
1990, I moved to the capital. I'm living now 
in Belp, just a few rocks throw away.

I studied at the Bale Institute of Technology 
and got a degree in engineering. That 
was when I first got in contact with 
photography. I joined a photography class.
Enjoying the freedom of photography 
every second of my free time is my 
approach. 

As I always say: As a former cyclist, I rode 
for the perfect mountain, and now I do it to 
capture the perfect moment. It's all about 
the moment and nothing else! Basta!

My photographic work is a journey of self-
discovery and self-expression. It is how 
I choose to get in touch with the people, 
things, and the world around me. I am 
fascinated by exploring the world, seeing 
the world through my eyes, different 
countries, music festivals, life, and joy. 
My experiences are both a source of 
pain and joy – my source of seeing 
and inspiration. They are what I snap 
into when creating my photography. 
Gear? I own a Canon EOS-5D MKIII,  
a Fujifilm X100s, and a Sony A7 II. 
And a few Specialized bikes!
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Flowers of 

ETHIOPIA 

My expedition to Ethiopia was mainly 
to photograph the tribes of the 
remote Omo Valley, the Suri Tribe, in 
particular. The Suri people are semi-

nomadic cattle herders and live on the west side 
of the Omo River. Due to their remoteness, the 
Suri Tribe is one of the least visited of the Omo 
Valley's tribes. They are arguably the most 
beautifully decorated and renowned for their 
incredibly ornate decoration, which they achieve 
through painting, scarification, and adornment 
with flowers and other natural objects. I spent a 
few days in a camp and was very close to that 
tribe. 
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Suri is composed of three subgroups; Chai, Timaga, 
and Baale groups (self-names), politically and 
territorially different, but all speaking 'South East 
Surmic' languages within the Surmic language 

family includes Mursi, Majang, and Me'en languages.

The Suri groups share a similar culture and show social 
and historical kinship with the Mursi and Me'en groups. 
Within Ethiopia, their homeland is relatively remote, 
located in semi-arid plains, valleys, and foothills. 
There are traditional rivalries with neighboring groups 
such as the Nyangatom and the South Sudanese Toposa, 
constantly raiding into Ethiopian territory. 
In recent decades, these conflicts have become quite 
bloody, with multiple uses of automatic firearms (now 
present in significant numbers), no available overarching 
structures of mediation, and lack of effective government 
action. Major sources of the weapons have been the 
parties in the Sudanese Civil War. At times, the local 
police only allow foreigners to travel there with a hired 
armed guard. 

Local Suri authorities have also been imposing hefty 
tourist 'travel sums' on foreign tourists visiting the area.
The Suri is self-conscious and culturally proud people, 
with, among others, a liking for stick fighting called  
saginé.  This is more appropriately called 'ceremonial 
dueling,' and serves as a rite of passage for male 
youngsters and brings great prestige to men — it is 
especially important when seeking a bride — and they 
are very competitive, at the risk of serious injury and 
occasional death.
To beautify themselves for marriage at a young age, 
most women have their bottom teeth removed, and their 
bottom lips pierced, then stretched, to allow insertion of 
a clay lip plate. This has become the Suri's hallmark - as 
for the Mursi - and the main reason they have been sought 
out by tourists interested in the 'exotic'. Some women 
have stretched their lips to allow plates up to sixteen 
inches in diameter.  Increasing with exposure to other 
cultures, however, a growing number of girls now refrain 
from this practice.
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Their children are sometimes painted 
with (protective) white clay paint, which 
may be dotted on the face or body. 
Suri villages typically range in size from 
40 to 1,000 people, but a few may reach 
2,500 people. Suri life is egalitarian. 
The Suri 'chiefs' (called komoru) have a 
ritual function and are merely the most 
respected elders and have no executive 
powers. They are elected from within 
certain clan lineages. 
Few Surma are familiar with Amharic, 
Ethiopia's official language, and their 
literacy level is relatively low. In recent 
decades, however, schools have been 
built. 
The number of literate Suri is growing, 
with several now working in the local 
administration's district capital and 
others studying in various towns.
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My photographs are meant 
to be a bridge between 
cultures and to express the 
universal human spirit. 

On a more personal level, they are my 
spiritual journey. A journey that opens the 
door into many diverse cultures.
I am driven by my curiosity, sense of 
adventure, and desire to explore unknown 
corners of the world. 
I was a traveler long before I was a 
photographer. Discovering the world has 
been a lifelong personal journey of soul-
searching and self-discovery.

My camera and my curiosity have led me off 
the beaten path. The journey is often more 
important than the resulting images to me. 
My lens has allowed me to look inside others' 
lives and blur the differences and connect to 
the people. The person I am today reflects 
my experiences in the places I have traveled 
and the people I have met along my way.

Website:  www.joebuergi.ch 
Facebook: @josef.buergi 
Instagram: @joebuergi.photography
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