JAMES KIRKMAN — AN APPRECIATION

When, as a child in the early 1940s, I used to explore the overgrown ruins of the Kenya
coast with my father, nobody really knew much about them. Some we labelled, for some
reason, “old Portuguese block-houses™, others “Persian palaces™ or “Arab mosques”: and
although there was little or no rationale in our attributions, yet neither was there anybody
nor any book to tell us that we were wrong. After F. B. Pearce wrote his account of the
ruins of Pemba Island in 1920 (remarkably accurate in detail though conjectural in its
identifications), the archaeology of the East African coast made no significant progress for
another three decades. Several major expeditions had, by 1948, visited the Zimbabwe sites,
but the Swahili ones were still mostly the preserve of amateurs - administrators, explorers,
and a few intrepid local inhabitants — and their origins remained the subject of endless
speculation, some of it even wilder and less plausible than that of my father and myself.

James Kirkman changed all that almost single-handed. Today only a very few African
history-books lack some reference to his meticulous excavations at Gedi, and during his time
in East Africa he carried out additional excavations at some other places, generally limited in
scale but always impeccably recorded and published, as well as establishing the Fort Jesus
Museum in Mombasa and a site-museum at Gedi itself. Inevitably the debate over the correct
interpretation of some of his findings is ongoing, but this debate no longer takes place in a
vacuum but can be based on a collection of solid archaeological evidence of which he laid
the foundation. Moreover Kirkman, like all good pioneer scholars, blazed trails in areas and
disciplines outside his own which were to assist many who followed him in the region. When
the editors of this collection first solicited contributions, it turned out that there was virtually
no topic in the history of the East African coast and the littoral of the western Indian Ocean
to which he had not made some contribution, even if only by personal communication, which
later, usually more specialised scholars were anxious to acknowledge. Exigencies of space
and time have inevitably limited the final selection, but even so it covers an impressively
wide field.

The impact of James Kirkman’s achievement was sharpened by the brilliance of his pen
and his personality. It would be hard to find a wittier or more readable introduction to the
peoples and past of any civilisation than his Men and Monuments of the East African Coast,
outmoded though some of its categories and conclusions may appear to modem scholars.
And all who knew him, whatever their stations in life, recall with affection and appreciation
his conversation, his sociability, his hospitality, and his modestly concealed generosity to all
in need. By this last, too, he has made it easier for those who follow his academic footsteps.
The offspring of some of those who first dug with him at Gedi, for instance, are still working
with the editors of this book in various archaeological or museological capacities, and among
them his name his no less venerated on account of past kindness than among his academic
successors. In just one respect he has made our task harder, for his literary style will be hard
to equal and impossible to outshine. Let us hope that it will be a long time yet before he
finally lays down his pen.

J.de V. Allen
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