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THE MAKING OF THE SWAHILI
A View from the Southern End of the East African Coast

GILL SHEPHERD

This paper grew out of James Kirkman’s suggestion that Masudi’s tenth century Kanbalu
and Idrisi’s twelfth century ‘Zalej’ may both have been located in the Comoros (1964: 203).
I was curious to know why centres of such commercial importance should have been situ-
ated so far south in East Africa when subsequent trading patterns in the area — and most
coastal scholars — have relegated the Comoros to an isolated position at the very end of the
chain of East African trading towns (Fig. 1). To explain this, I have attempted a synthesis
of Malagasy, Comorian and East African coastal history before 1498, a task begun by
Guillain and continued by Vérin. Despite their work, it seems to me that the full implica-
tions of the medieval Comoros for later Swahili history have not been explored. This is what
I have tried to do here.

The Settlement of Madagascar

It has generally been assumed that the Indonesians who settled Madagascar some two
millennia ago sailed via South India and Arabia to the northern coast of East Africa, and
thence to Madagascar and the Comoros (Hornell 1934; Deschamps 1972; Verin 1972). I
argue here that they came via South India and the Laccadive, Maldive and Chagos Archipe-
lagoes, and that Indonesian contact with East Africa was simultaneous with, rather than
previous to, the peopling of Madagascar. Such a theory has implications for subsequent trade
developments.

Madagascar was probably settled during the period of the Satavahana Empire in southern
India, ¢.230 B. C. — 300 A. D. The sailors of this wealthy trading area had long been familiar
with open-sea navigation using sun, stars and monsoons, and sailed a wide variety of vessels.
The Satavahanas’ main trade, following a pattern which had already been laid down as early
as the seventh century B. C. (Sastri 1976: 80), was with Southeast Asia and China. Westward
trade was less substantial, and western shipping carried goods to rather than from southern
India (Sastri 1976: 25-26, 97, 140; Stein 1980: 37 and note 13). The ancestors of the
Malagasy may have reached Madagascar several centuries earlier than has hitherto been
supposed, since they had only slight contact with Hinduism when they set out (Vérin
1972: 48). If, as I suggest, they were in fact South India-based Indonesian traders — the
same group now believed to have been among the chief agents of the Hinduisation of their
Indonesian homeland (Stein 1980: 38) — they must accordingly have left India only shortly
after the beginning of Hinduisation there, which occurred early in the Satavahana period.

Certainly the proto-Malagasy must have been well established by the date of the Periplus
of the Erythraean Sea c.100 A. D. Writing of Menouthias and Rhapta,! the two southern-

1 The name Menouthias is very reminiscent of Mafia’s old names, Manfisa and Monfia, while the
evidence in Ptolemy’s Geography strongly suggests the mouth of the Rufiji River for the site of
Rhapta (Freeman-Grenville 1962a: 3—4).
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most points on his itinerary, the author of that work mentions small sewn boats, a curious
form of tidal fish-trap, and coconut oil, all of which are of Southeast Asian origin (Freeman-
Grenville 1962a: 1-2; Hornell 1934: 319 ff.). Independent evidence suggests that Southeast
Asian food-crops reached East Africa a little before the beginning of the Christian era (Oliver
and Fage 1970: 29). And then there is linguistic evidence. For a century or more only one
language was spoken in Madagascar (Vérin, Kottak and Gorlin 1969: 63). During this period
certain common Bantu words (including those for many domestic animals, also ‘millet’,
‘pot’, ‘shield’ and ‘spear’ — Kent 1970: 46-51, 80, 249), entered this language, and its
phonology was modified through contact with a Bantu one (Vérin 1972:45; Kent
1970: 81). The proto-Malagasy could thus not have settled before the Bantu-speakers reach-
ed the East African coast. But the most recent research suggests that this took place more
than 2,000 years ago (Nurse 1980: 17). All these factors indicate the settlement of Madagas-
car before the beginning of the Christian era.

It is quite possible that the route from South India to Madagascar was discovered by
accident. Vérin (1972: 58) reports a fishing-boat reaching northeastern Madagascar unharm-
ed after being blown from the Laccadives during the 1930s. Once the route was known, we
may assume that Southeast Asian merchants would have used the monsoons to make the
crossing quite regularly. Going via the Laccadive, Maldive and Chagos Archipelagoes, it is
possible to sail from the latitude of Cape Comorin for 1,200 miles within frequent sight of
land. The final open-sea crossing of about 1,750 miles would have taken under three weeks,
and would not have been at all beyond their capacity provided — as seems likely — they
possessed vessels and navigational skills comparable to those of the South Indians. Moreover,
given that they had the technology, this route made much more sense than the route via
Arabia and the East African coast, which was in the hands of another, no doubt hostile
commercial group. And, as traders, they would hardly have made the long journey around
the edge of the Indian Ocean just to colonise an empty island lacking in exotic trade
inducements. On the other hand, it is quite plausible that, once they reached Madagascar
from South India and realised its proximity to East Africa, they would have established it as
a staging-post on their way to collect the ivory and tortoiseshell of that region, both of
which were superior to their Indian counterparts (Alpers 1975: 86—87; Freeman-Grenville
1962a: 21) at source.

This theory makes the occupation of Madagascar a by-product of trade with East Africa,
for the monsoons, although they blew quite conveniently, created the need for two dis-
tinct types of commercial activity. On the one hand were the merchants who came annually,
their stay limited by the winds to a few weeks; on the other were the resident merchants
who traded on the East African coast throughout the year, stockpiling goods there and in
Madagascar ready for the next international season. Such middlemen, who would have
known African languages and had connections with indigenous traders, were crucial to the
whole enterprise.

Evidence for this hypothesis comes from linguistics, material culture, and the distribution
of food-plants. Vérin, Kottak and Gorlin’s glottochronological analysis of Malagasy dialects
appears to show peoples radiating southward over the island from its extreme north tip,
where the two most ancient dialects are still to be found (1969: 70—73). This pattern
suggests initial settlement from the direction of the northeast, for settlement from the
Comoros and eastern of Africa would have colonised the northwest a little further to the
south. (This was the area which became important later when Muslim trade between Mada-
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gascar and the Comoros was established.) Turning to material culture, Hornell argues per-
suasively that East African sewn boats and outrigger canoes were acquired from Southeast
Asia, as well as certain musical instruments, a type of fish-trap, and many techniques for
using the coconut (1934:319-329). Sewn boats are thought to have originated in South
India, and to have evolved from dug-outs with outriggers: early sewn boats always had
outriggers and a dug-out keel (Digby 1954: 740 ff.). As Deschamps’ map shows, outriggers
are found in only three areas: Southeast Asia; Southwest and South India with the Maldives
Laccadives and Chagos Islands; and finally Madagascar, the Comoros and the East African
coast as far north as Mogadishu (1972: 15). In this third area the incidence of outriggers is
progressively reduced, even today, as one moves north (Prins 1967: 53). It therefore looks as
if the path of these and other items has been from Madagascar northwards and not from
Somalia southwards.

The same pattern emerges from a study of food-crops of Southeast Asian origin. Murdock
lists ten of these which are found in Madagascar and/or Africa today (1959: 207—-208). Of
these, all ten occur in Madagascar, nine in the Comoros, and only five on the East African
mainland. These figures appear to suggest the diffusion of these crops northwards from
Madagascar. An identical conclusion is reached on the basis of different evidence by Wrigley
(1960: 189-204).

Finally, there is negative evidence supporting the same conclusion. Physical anthropolo-
gists have failed to find an Indonesian contribution to the East African gene pool (though
tests have only been carried out on the more northerly East African coast: indirect eviden-
ce suggests that Indonesians might have settled more densely at the mouth of the Zambezi,
so tests among southern Bantu-speakers might produce a different result — Vérin 1972: 54).
And we have to explain the survival of an Indonesian language in Madagascar. If Indonesians
had first settled on the occupied mainland coast, they would have lost their language, as
always happened to Arab traders, and Madagascar would today be Bantu-speaking. The
survival of an Indonesian language in Madagascar would only have been possible if it was an
area of primary settlement.

The Pre-Islamic Era, c.50 B. C. — 750 A. D.

Although, as has been argued above, Madagascar was settled by Indonesians coming from
South India before the beginning of the Christian era, these earliest Malagasy developed a
syncretic culture, combining an Indonesian language with social and political institutions
based largely upon Bantu models (Kent 1970: 34, 43—4). Such a synthesis cannot easily be
explained except by settlement not only in northern Madagascar but also on the eastern or
(more probably) southeastern African coast, with goods being acquired on the mainland and
brought to Madagascar to await the monsoon traffic from South India. The number of
Indonesians on African soil would not have been large (except, perhaps, for the area already
noted near the mouth of the Zambezi), but they would have been the main agents for the
dispersal of Southeast Asian food-crops, cultivation techniques and certain items of material
culture among the Bantu-speakers. Marriages with the daughters of local chiefs no doubt
consolidated trading partnerships and created a category of descendants with valuable links
with both groups. On the mainland, trade was no doubt conducted in a Bantu tongue. On
Madagascar itself, however, there would have been no reason to use any language other than
Malagasy. While important individuals of Afro-Indonesian descent must have come to live on
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the island (bringing with them African political and religious institutions), their numbers
alone could never account for the extensive settlement there of people of African origin.
These can only have come as, in the first place, slaves from the mainland. (As Hornell points
out, slaves invariably take on the language of their masters — 1934: 310). But the pattern of
domestic slavery would have resembled that which was most widespread in pre-colonial
Africa rather than the plantation slavery of a later era: that is to say, the status of slaves
would be lowest at the moment of their acquisition as captive strangers. It would have
tended to rise to that of client and eventually kinsman over a few generations, even, on
occasion, within a single one.

The records of trade in the area for several subsequent centuries are thin. We know only
that Rhapta, on the central East African coast, became a metropolis by ¢.400 A. D. but later
ceased to be an important trading-post (Mathew 1963: 96—97). In the same period Indone-
sians and Malagasy were apparently establishing trading contacts at the mouth of the Zam-
bezi and the Malagasy were importing large numbers of cattle to their island (Ehret 1967: 7).
Shells and Indian glass beads found in Zambian and Zimbabwean sites indicate that Bantu-
speaking Africans traded on the coast, perhaps coming first for salt but later negotiating with
foreign merchants. Such finds date back to the early and middle centuries of our era. The
route they took was unquestionably the Zambezi Valley, an area which was formerly rich in
the ivory which would have been required for international trade (Van der Sleen 1967: xiv
—xv; Fagan 1970: 34-36; Sutton 1973 15-16). It is likely that these foreign merchants
were either Indonesians or Malagasy. Ptolemy’s fifth century Geography shows no know-
ledge of the East African coast south of Cape Delgado, and material evidence for traders
from the north extends no further south than Zanzibar (Mathew 1963: 96—97). Further-
more, glass beads were apparently absent in early Manda and Kilwa (Chittick 1973a: 106),
which suggests that these towns were linked to a different trade network from that which
reached the southern East African coast. So far as northern traders were concerned, this
southern coast was, in this period, something of a backwater (Ricks 1970: 343).

Let us now turn to Nzwani (Anjouan). We have our first evidence for settlement on this
island in the Comoro Archipelago at about this time, the range of sherds found at Old Sima
probably being datable to A. D. 420+70. It is likely that the first settlers were Afro-Indones-
ians, though whether from Madagascar or the African coast is unclear. The tradition of the
people of neighbouring Ngazija (Grande Comore) is that they came from the mainland, but
there is residual evidence that Nzwani’s original inhabitants — enclaved in the hills by later
settlers who came to dominate the coastal areas — may have conserved odd shreds of
Malagasy vocabulary, material culture and belief systems which the lowlanders did not share
(Vérin 1972: 52-53).

Trimingham equated the important site of Kanbalu with Ras Mkumbuu on Pemba Island
(1975: 129-136); but there are powerful reasons for believing that it may have been on
Nzwani. Let us consider them one by one (Consult Figs. 1 and 2):

(i) There are so far no indications of settlement at Ras Mkumbuu earlier than the fourteenth
century (Kirkman 1959, Freeman-Grenville 1962b: 190). Old Sima, as we have seen, was
occupied at a much earlier date.

(ii) Masudi, who actually visited Kanbalu in ¢.915 A. D., stated that it was one or two
days’ sail from the mainland. Such a distance fits the Comoros much better than Pemba,
which is only twenty miles from the coast. Buzurg ibn Shahriyar, also writing in the tenth
century, said that it was 800 farsakhs (2,264 miles) from the coast. This is an obvious error
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(Trimingham 1975: 132); but if the figure 800 was copied in error for 80 farsakhs, 226 miles
is a reasonable estimate of the distance from the mainland to Nzwani.

(iii) Both Masudi and Ibn Shahriyar imply that Kanbalu was off the southern end of the
East African coast, in the general region of the Sufala Coast (Freeman-Grenville
1962a: 9—-10, 14—17). The boundary between the Zanj Coast and the Sufala Coast can be
deduced from the works of al-Idrisi (c.1150) and Ibn Said (c.1250). Both agree that it fell
near Mt. Ajrad, a promontory feared by sailors because of the dangerous currents in its
vicinity. Idrisi tells us that the town of Banas was just north of Mt. Ajrad, 150 nautical miles
(173 miles) south of Manisa/Manfasa/Manbasa, and was the mainland destination for ship-
ping coming from the Comoros (Guillain 1856: 206—207, 249). Trimingham assumed that
Manisa/Manfasa/Manbasa was Mombasa. This assumption forced him to do considerable
violence to the rest of Idrisi’s and Ibn Said’s testimony, to make the Zanj Coast end north of
Zanzibar, and — most absurd of all — to identify Mt. Ajrad with the Usambara Mountains,
fifty milesinland (1975: 138). In fact, Manisa is much more likely to have been Mafia. Mafia
appears as Manfisa or Manfia in the Arabic version of the Kilwa Chronicle (Freeman-Gren-
ville 1962b: 83); Idrisi’s description of it as lying at the mouth of a navigable river fits Mafia,
off the Rufiji Delta, better than Mombasa; and Idrisi’s Manisa is placed three times as far
south of Malindi as is modern Mombasa. Mafia, then, was probably the seat of the ‘king of
the Zanj Coast’ in Idrisi’s day (Guillain 1856: 206—208, 212); and, if Manisa was Mafia, then
Banas, 173 miles south of it, would have been situated just north of Cape Delgado, which
would have been Mt. Ajrad. Finally, Idrisi’s Anjaba, located a day or so out from Banas
(Guillain 1856: 216—217), would have been one of the northerly Comoro Islands. I shall
suggest that it, too, was Nzwani.

(iv) Trimingham notes that Ibn Lakis’ tenth century eye-witness report of Kanbalu Town as
‘strongly fortified . . . and surrounded by an arm of the sea in the midst of which (it) rose
like a fortress’ (Hornell 1934: 307) fits Pemba’s Ras Mkumbuu, which is on a peninsula. But
0ld Sima is also on a peninsula, commanding the sea from a position above sea-level, so that
the description could refer to either. So, conceivably, could the name: mkumbuu in modern
Swahili means ‘belt’ or ‘strap’, and it is not impossible that both peninsulae were so named.
Names, however, change fairly often. By Idrisi’s time Nzwani had become Anjaba and the
name Kanbalu was used for an uninhabited island near Socotra. The Mkunbulu mentioned
by Yaqut in the thirteenth century as being on “the green island” probably was on Pemba
(Trimingham 1975: 132—135). But it may be purely co-incidental that another place was
known by a similar name some three hundred years earlier.

A final verdict must, of course, await full-scale archaeological exploration at Old Sima
and elsewhere on Nzwani as well as at Ras Mkumbuu in Pemba. Meanwhile, it seems reason-
able to proceed on the supposition that Kanbalu, which in 750 A. D., according to Masudi,
became the first place on the whole East African coast to be Islamised, was somewhere on
Nzwani. The reason for its conquest could only be that it had become economically impor-
tant in the hands of Malagasy or Indonesian traders. Pre-Islamic Nzwani exported ivory,
ambergris and tortoiseshell. It may also have exported slaves who, as noted, probably formed
a high proportion of the early Malagasy population: island sites make very suitable slave
markets. A trickle of Zanj slaves was reaching the Far East from the seventh century
onwards, and by the twelfth most wealthy Cantonese owned a few (Hornell 1934: 306;
Mathew 1963: 107—108). The Malagasy, then, may well have initiated the slave trade in the
region, although it was to grow in volume later when the Arabs discovered Kanbalu.
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The Early Muslim Era in East Africa

This can be divided into three periods. The first, during which contact was primarily with
Arab traders from the Gulf, began in the eighth century. The second, during which they
were joined by traders coming mainly from Yaman and the Red Sea, began perhaps in the
eleventh century. From the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries the two groups overlapped
and there was hot competition, leading to increased settlement along the coast. The third
period, during which the Gulf traders lost ground, began in the thirteenth century; but Red
Sea Arabs continued to come to East Africa up to and after the arrival of the Portuguese
(Ricks 1970: 353, 356—357). Let us deal with the various arenas period by period.

(a) Up to the Thirteenth Century

In the eighth and ninth centuries, probably the only Muslim settlements were on the
northern East African coast and in the far south at Kanbalu, though no doubt Gulf traders
called increasingly at other trading-spots as their familiarity with the area grew. Gulf trade
with Manda in the north and with Unguja Ukuu on Zanzibar Island can be deduced from the
Gulf ceramics found in both places from the eighth-ninth centuries onwards, and also from
the decline of both places in the thirteenth (Chittick 1973a: 106) On the central coast,
Kilwa was at this time a small place with limited external trade and a subsistence economy
based largely upon fishing, as its name (kiloa, ‘fishing-spot’) suggests. From the ninth to the
eleventh centuries, increasing quantities of Gulf pottery, cowries and locally smelted iron
(Chittick 1973a: 106) suggest a growth of trade, both external and with mainland Africans.
Apparently slaves were already being exported: in the tenth century, according to Abu Zaid
Hasan, Zanj chiefs would make war upon one another to obtain captives for sale to the
Arabs (Guillain 1856: 189). Kilwa’s story may well be typical of many other places. Its early
levels resemble those of contemporary sites in the Comoros and northeastern Madagascar,
not only in their evidence of life-style but also in their indigenous pottery, and it is possible
that what little trade Kilwa did have was with Kanbalu. The resemblance between Kilwa’s
pottery and that of the Comoros increases as time goes by, and from the eleventh century
soapstone vessels from northern Madagascar begin to appear there (Battistini and Vérin
1967: xix; Chittick 1970b: 265—266; Wright 1979: 1415, 23, 26, 32). About Mafia we
know less, but it was probably at least as ancient as Kilwa and, in the twelfth century at
least, more important (Freeman-Grenville 1962b: 220—221; Chittick 1973: 108).

In the south, Kanbalu was apparently the Gulf traders’ entrepot. Indonesian traders, also
in residence, were evidently casting envious eyes on it (Vérin 1972: 54—55). Masudi’s tenth
century account (Guillain 1856: 163—174) provides vivid sketches of the only two places he
visited — Kanbalu and Damdama on the Sufala Coast (Ricks 1970: 349). Kanbalu was
inhabited by Muslims who spoke the Zanj (Bantu) language and by Zanj pagans, and was
governed by hereditary Muslim chiefs — presumably the indigenised inhabitants of the
conquerors of 150 years before. Damdama was the capital of a recognisably Southern Bantu
state, with divine kingship, a High God, the reverencing of the ancestors (and hence of the
elders and their opinions), and a central role for cattle. (Masudi’s name for the High God,
Namkulunjulu, ‘the Great One Above’, may be compared to that of present-day Nguni/
Ndebele, Unkulunkulu — Kuper, Highes and Van Velsen 1954: 103.) Damdama’s high
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degree of centralisation is suggested by the fact that other Zanj kingdoms were subject to it,
by its ability to marshal ivory and gold for external trade, and by the enormous numbers
(perhaps age-regiments) of king’s warriors mounted on oxen. The Southern Nguni were still
riding cattle in the nineteenth century (Shaw and Davison 1973: 12).

Meanwhile, although tenth century Arab geographers were apparently still ignorant of
Madagascar (where the limited finds of Gulf pottery reported on the northeastern coast —
see Battistini and Vérin 1967: xxvii — were probably the result of local trade with Kanbalu
rather than of direct links), a new wave of Southeast Asian immigrants was apparently
reaching the island. Indonesians had probably visited Madagascar and the southern East
African coast regularly throughout the first millennium, but there seems to have been only
very limited settlement between the first, relatively substantial colonisation of the island and
this second immigration some eight centuries or so later (Vérin 1972: 46—47). The new-
comers were probably South Indian-based Sumatran merchants connected with the rise of
Sri Vijaya (which empire, established astride the Straits of Malacca, was to derive consider-
able wealth from its control, over the next few centuries, of the trade between India and
China); and they were no doubt eager to increase the supply of East African luxuries which
were in demand in India, Sumatra and China. The rise, during the ninth century, of Kulam-
Malay (Quilon) on the Malabar Coast as a trans-shipment point for Chinese trade goods
which had hitherto been mostly transported from the Coromandel Coast (Gibb 1929: 238,
note 18) would have been a further stimulus, since the Malabar Coast was also the terminus
for shipping from Southeast Asia, Madagascar and Africa.

The route followed by the newcomers is hinted at in a remark by Buzurg ibn Shahriyar in
his tenth century The Marvels of India: ‘The isles of Wakwak are near to the last of the
Dibayat-ad-Dum Islands’, meaning that the Comoros, and perhaps also Madagscar, are near
to the end of the Laccadive-Maldive-Chagos chain (Vérin 1972: 56); and it was certainly
known to the Arabs by the time of Idrisi two centuries later, for he records that the
Ribahat/Dibayat Islands are innumerable, and are situated about seven days of navigation
from Madagascar at one end and very close to Ceylon at the other (Jaubert 1975, I: 67, 69).
Their arrival in Madagascar is tesiified by the appearance at Irodo, on the northeastern
Malagasy coast, of the craft of lathe-turning, and by the beginning of the manufacture of
three-legged cooking vessels of a style very similar to those of China and Southeast Asia, but
made of soapstone. Such innovations are best explained by an infusion of new immigrants
(Chittick 1973b: 157; Battistini and Vérin 1967: xxxii; Vérin 1975: 190). Moreover, two
tenth century Arab sources describe strangers in the area. Ibn Lakis’ eye-witness account of
the attempted storming of Kanbalu by a Wakwak (Indonesian) fleet, eager to gain access to
its supplies of Zanj slaves and other goods (Hornell 1934: 306) suggests a vigorous new
commercial presence. And his contemporary Ibn Hawkal writes of ‘white people’, whose
origin was apparently mysterious to him, who traded on the African coast (Freeman-Gren-
ville 1962a: 18).

Over the next century or so, though there is little archaeological or documentary evidence
to go on, there seems to have been a steady increase in trading contact between the Muslims
of Nzwani and northern Madagascar’s new immigrants. By 1100 the latter were exporting
their soapstone vessels, directly or indirectly, to Kilwa, Manda and even further afield (Vérin
1976: 146; Wright 1979: 32). In Madagascar they spread down the east coast, but apparent-
ly also founded the town of Mahilaka on the northwest coast (Vérin 1975: 184) which was
to be more important than any eastern Malagasy site until the thirteenth century. During the
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eleventh and twelfth centuries Mahilaka was large and prosperous, worked iron on a con-
siderable scale, and imported large quantities of Middle Eastern ceramics, either directly or
via Nzwani. It may have been from Mahilaka that Sri Vijayan and Malagasy vessels would go
to Sufala for gold; and it is also possible that the iron acquired in Sufala and exported from
the Comoro Islands to India and Indonesia was first smelted at Mahilaka. At any rate,
Madagascar has almost no iron deposits of its own, suggesting that what was worked at
Mahilaka must have been imported; and Idrisi writes that Komr (Madagascar) was a day’s sail
from Sufala, a distance well-suited to Mahilaka’s position (Guillain 1856: 224, 228; Wright
1979: 27-28, 32).

Then in the twelfth century what seems to have been another new group came on the
scene. During this century Sri Vijaya was declining, and for the first time Chinese shipping
began to venture beyond Sumatra to South India, while in India Arabs took over the
dominant trading role from Sri Vijayans and finally eclipsed the Coromandel ports, giving
the Malabar ones a new importance (Gibb 1929: 234; Toussaint 1961: 50—51; Mathew
1963: 108; Sastri 1976: 332—333). These events caused no perceptible ripple in Madagas-
car’s trade, except that it now took place within a Muslim rather than Hindu framework.
Indeed, Chinese imports from East Africa, which must have come at least in part via Mada-
gascar to Kulam-Malay, increased tenfold in this period (Freeman-Grenville 1962b: 38).

Writing ¢.1150, Idrisi describes the new group as ‘Chinese’, but about a century later Ibn
Said speaks of ‘brothers of the Chinese’ by whom he may have meant — unlikely as it may
seem — a group of Indonesians from Cambodia. Cambodia (Komar, to the Arabs, while
Madagscar was Komr, had been Hinduised early in the first century through contact
with Sumatra, and by the ninth century was the most advanced part of Southeast Asia. Parts
of it were Indonesian-speaking, and there are close structural parallels between the Indone-
sian language spoken there and those of the Atcheh/Ramni area of the northwestern tip of
Sumatra (Smith and Watson 1979: 260—261; Shorto 1979: 275, 278). There is insufficient
space here to argue fully my interpretation of the relevant passage from Ibn Said; but,
briefly, he speaks of migrants going from Cambodia to Indonesia and then moving on, as a
result of civil discord, to ‘The Great Isle’ where they settled first in Komariyya (Hornell
1934: 317; Vérin 1972: 57; Guillain 1856: 216—217). Commentators have assumed that
‘The Great Isle’ was Madagascar, and have been unable to locate Komariyya. I suggest that it
was South India, since the map of Idrisi (Whom Ibn Said followed unquestioningly in this
respect) accepts Ptolemy’s misconception that South India and Ceylon were one vast island
separated from North India or Hind (Bagrow 1964: 57). If South India was ‘The Great Isle’
then we can identify Komariyya as Komari, the South Indian port first mentioned in the
Periplus which flourished until the thirteenth century and after which Cape Comorin is
named (Sastri 1976: 86, 139, 147, 202). If Ibn Said’s tradition was accurate, then, we
should look for Cambodian immigrants living in Indonesia who traded with South India and
reappeared, at about this time, in Madagascar.

The hint of dialectal similarity between the Indonesian-speaking population of Cambodia
and that of Ramni in Sumatra invites the speculation that the Malagasy known as Zafi
Ramini (‘Descendants of Ramini’) may be the group concerned. These are mentioned in the
sora be, the chronicles of the Muslim settlers on Madagascar’s northeastern coast. The Zafi
Ramni, who are thought to have arrived in the twelfth century, claim to have journeyed
from Medina to Mecca, Mangalore in Southwest India, and finally to Iharana (old Vohémar)
in northeastern Madagascar (Vérin 1972: 88, 104—105. Journeys such as this one and that
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of the Shirazi tradition are really encapsulated genealogies, recording the spread of kinsmen
over time. Too many researchers, taking them literally, have viewed them as events taking
place within a single lifetime.) In Tharana they came to dominate the earliest Muslims, the
Anjoaty or Zafi Ibrahim who were probably descended from ninth century immigrants who
had Islamised through trade and intermarriage with the Comorians. Ibn Said noted c.1250
that ‘Layrana’ (al-lTharana) was ruled by Muslim sheikhs who maintained close economic
links with Kulam-Malay, the terminus for the China trade (Guillain 1856: 258—259). Here,
perhaps, was the origin of the Chinese bronze mirrors and of the porcelain, different in range
from the East African selection, subsequently found at Vohémar (Chittick 1973b: 158).

Idrisi saw them as ‘Chinese’ and Ibn Said as Southeast Asians, yet Zafi Ramini traditions
claim an Arabian origin. This paradox can be resolved by the excavations of the earliest
graves at Vohémar: here were found skeletons buried in Muslim fashion, though with the
addition of grave-goods. Some clearly had Mongoloid features (Deschamps 1972: 49). The
fact that the Zafi Ramini prized their Islamic above their Indonesian connections suggests
that they were the offspring of alliances between Arab traders and daughters of South
India-based Indonesian merchants. We can possibly also link them to a Comorian group; but
first let us recapitulate what is known of the Comoros at about this time.

In 1150 Idrisi had written of a group of islands known as the ‘Zalej’ or ‘Zanj’ Islands.
(These were Kirkman’s ‘Zaled;’, but as Guillain points out, 1856: 208, 216, it makes most
sense if ‘Zanj’ is read throughout®.) These islands were, according to him, opposite the Zanj
Coast and ‘dependent (economically) upon the Indies’, and he names them as Anjaba,
Volcano Island, Karmaba, and Sharbua (Guillain 1856: 216—219). Sharbua (or Saranda) is
unidentifiable. It is described as a vast island trading pearls, aromatics and perfumes and —
given that Madagascar is Komr — cannot be in East Africa. (Guillain takes it to be Ceylon,
known to the Arabs as Sarandib; and it may be the largely non-existent island already
mentioned which Idrisi’s map shows copied from Ptolemy’s and which amalgamates Ceylon
with southern India. Its mention here is less curious if we remember that Idrisi believed the
East African coast curved round to the south of India.) The other ‘Zanj’ Islands are, how-
ever, clearly identifiable as the Comoros, being Nzwani, Ngazija and Maore respectively.
Anjaba, the chief of the three, is placed a day’s sail from Banas, and Karmaba a day and a
half’s sail. The ‘day’ was twenty-four hour period representing a distance of over a hundred
miles (Guillain 1856: 108—109). ‘Volcano Island’ must be Ngazija, and the other three are
described as neighbours.

Kanbalu, then, had become Anjaba. In Idrisi’s time its capital was the port whose name is
best read as ‘Unguja, in the language of the Zanj’. (‘Anfuja’, as Idrisi has it, is very likely to
be a copyist’s error for Unguja. There are several other Ungujas along East Africa’s coast,
including Unguja Ukuu on Zanzibar and Mozambique’s Angoche or Nguji. My guess is that
the name derives from the Bantu -ngoja, ‘to wait’, and designates a waiting-place or depot for
goods collected over the year ready for the monsoon trading season.) Its large, mainly
Muslim population owed its prosperity to ‘Chinese’ traders who had settled there and else-
where in the Zanj area. The immigrants had evidently arrived fairly recently, since the
previous town-dwellers, who had been forced up into the hills, had not given up attempts to
re-establish themselves (Guillain 1856: 207209, 217218, 224).

2 Depending on the manuscript referred to, Idrisi writes, in this section, of the isles of Zalaj, Ralaj,
Zanaj, Ranah and Zabaj. The profile could easily be miscopied as any ot these variants by the omission
or misplacing of a diacritical mark.
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This account needs to be correlated, first, with what emerges from Comorian chronicles.
Of these, I am aware of four. Two come from Nzwani, one by Said Ahmed Ali (1927) and
one by Said Ali Amir (1961), neither published although duplicated versions exist, both of
which have been quoted extensively by Robineau (1967). The two from Ngazija are both
published, respectively, as The Swahili Chronicle of Ngazija by Said Bakari (ed. by Harries
1977), and Histoire de la Grande Comore by Abdul Latif Msa Fum de Mbéni (Tananarive:
Imprimerie Nationale, 1917). The Ngazija chronicles both tell of a pagan period under rulers
known as mafe (cognate with fumo/mfaume), followed by Muslim mabeja (Dubins 1972:22)
— and Ngazija boasts a tenth century Muslim tomb (Viallard 1971: 177—78). The mabeja were
in turn followed by Shirazis. The Nzwani chronicles tell of mabeja being followed by another
group of rulers, fani, and only then by Shirazis. Both Nzwani chroniclers assume that the
mabeja, as the earliest rulers, were pagan. I believe, however, that they were wrong. The title
mabeja (singular beja) is derived from Persian, and had the connotation of ‘“well-dressed
person” (Johnson 1971: 267) — a noteworthy attribute in a world of costly trade-cloth. It
seems unlikely that rulers who took their title from an Islamic language would have been
pagans, especially if those using the same title on an adjacent island were Muslims. It remains
to explain Nzwani’s fani. Their title, though said once to have been used by rulers in Ceylon
(J. Martin 1968: 45), is unknown elsewhere in the Swahili world: it means “worthy” or
“prosperous” in Arabic (Johnson 1971: 91). It is difficult not to identify them with Idrisi’s
“Chinese”, and also with Ibn Said’s Southeast Asians who settled on Madagascar from South
India at about this time, especially since the title beja survives among Nzwani’s uplanders
(Hébert 1960: 103). The “Chinese” fani who drove the earlier (but still Muslim) mabeja into
the hills were, we may conclude, the more immediate ancestors of Madagascar’s Zafi Ramni
group.

It remains to consider events on the mainland during the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
The centre of Muslim commerce with India shifted, at the beginning of the eleventh century,
from the Gulf to the Red Sea, with the encouragement of the Fatimid regime in Cairo.
Under them and their successors, the Mamluks, the Red Sea-Yaman area (including the
Hadramawt) was to remain important up to the sixteenth century (Lewis 1960: 111—114,
152—-155; Ricks 1970: 348—351). One result was the rise of Aden, which in due course
became the trans-shipment point not only for Indian but also for East African goods (Hasan
1973: 68—71). The growth of Mogadishu, and later of Kilwa, are both linked to these new
developments. By 1150 Idrisi was able, for the first time, to give a list of places along the
entire East African coast from north to south, proof that the tempo of trade was already
quickening. Mogadishu, founded perhaps in the eleventh century, was settled, according to
traditions collected by Guillain (1856: 287—288; Chittick 1973a: 107), first by Zaidite
Yamanis and later by a Shafii dynasty of Yamani sharifs called the al-Muzaffar. It is much
more significant that both groups came from the Yaman than that they belonged to dif-
ferent sects. Religious sectarianism at this time was often principally an expression of poli-
tical or regional opposition, and the doctrinal differences between the Zaidites and the
Sunnis were slight (Lewis 1960: 70—75; 1973: 217 ff.; Hitti 1963: 738—739). Both groups,
however, represented a commitment to East Africa by Arabs from the Red Sea instead of
the Gulf.

By the late eleventh or early twelfth century stone buildings were appearing in the
Mafia-Kilwa region (Chittick 1970b: 266—267, 274). This was an area of fierce competition,
mainly for slaves (Ricks 1970: 353). But in 1150 Gulf traders were still acquiring more
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slaves than Red Sea ones, and it was shipping from ‘Uman and elsewhere’ which traded at
Malindi, Mafia and Banas before going on to the Zanj (Comoro) Islands (Guillain
1856: 208—209). Mafia still had a ‘Zanj’ king in 1150 alongside the stone houses of resident
Muslims, but Kilwa must have become formally Muslim at about this time, for in 1230 it is
reported to have ‘reverted from the Shafi’iyya to the Kharijiyya’ (Trimingham
1975: 127—128). This must mean that it had been ruled first by (Shafii) South Arabians and
then by (Kharijite) Umanis. It may be to this period that the Kilwa Chronicle refers when it
speaks of the attack on the Yamani rulers of Kilwa by Matata Mandhiri, ruler of ‘Shagh’
(perhaps Songo Mnara or Sanje ya Kati). The Mandhry are an Umani clan with a very long
history of residence in East Africa (Freeman-Grenville 1962b: 86—87; Kirkman 1964: 202;
Berg 1971: 50). By 1270, however, when Abu’l Mawahib’s dynasty came to power, Kilwa
was Shafii once again.

Further south, meanwhile, the chief exports of the Sufala Coast continued to be gold,
ivory and iron. Arab traders certainly went to Sufala for gold (Ricks 1970: 351), although
Idrisi mentions only Malagasy and Sumatrans. Sufalan Africans sound unimportant and
poverty-stricken by comparison with those of the indigenous state of Damdama visited by
Masudi in the tenth century. It seems that, since that time, ‘Indian’ (perhaps Indo-Indo-
nesian) entrepreneurs had settled there and established their control over both African and
foreign traders (Guillain 1856: 224—229). This would certainly explain the apparently second-
ary role of Arab traders. But this was soon to change.

(b) From the Thirteenth Century Onwards

The thirteenth century saw the beginning of far-reaching changes in the southwestern
Indian Ocean, setting new patterns for trade and politics over the next several centuries. The
key event was the supplanting of Nzwani as the principal entrepot by two other ports,
Tharana and Kilwa.

Iharana’s rise coincided with the final decline of Mahilaka. The latter had been well-
placed as a haven for Malagasy and Southeast Asian vessels visiting the Sufala Coast (Guillain
1856: 224, 228), but once access to this area was lost, Iharana was much better sited to
control Madagascar’s own trade with India and the East. The capture by Kilwa of the Sufala
trade was thus a death-blow to Mahilaka (Wright 1979: 32—33), while by 1250 Iharana had
become an important international centre, trading mostly with Muslim Southwest India
(Guillain 1856: 258—259). It was shortly to enter upon its period of great splendour, its
tomb burials displaying, according to Chittick, ‘the most impressive group of objects yet
found on the East African coast or Madagascar’ (1973b: 158).

As Arabs grew more important than Southeast Asians on the mainland, the development
of a series of East African ports from Mogadishu to Sufala made an Arab entrepot close to
the mainland more convenient for them than Nzwani. Above all, Kilwa was better sited for
the provision of slaves, an increasingly important commodity for the Arabs (Ricks
1970: 353—354) and one which has been underemphasised by comparison with gold in
Kilwa’s history. As Kilwa grew, Comorian trade with it increased; but the abrupt move of
Comorian villages during the thirteenth century to more defensible locations (and the forti-
fication of Mahilaka) suggest that slave-raiding in the islands was a new hazard (Wright
1979: 14-15, 32-33).



142 Gill Shepherd

It seems likely that traders from Mogadishu and later Kilwa had been settling and mar-
rying in Sufala from the early thirteenth century (Freeman-Grenville 1962b: 88—89). But
formal Arab control of the gold trade cannot have been established much before the rise of
Kilwa’s Abu’l Mawahib dynasty in 1270, since Sufala was still non-Muslim in 1250 (Guillain
1856: 248—-249), whereas by ¢.1300 it had become Muslim (Freeman-Grenville 1962a: 24).
It seems reasonable to suppose that a Kilwan Shirazi now ruled there. We should dispose of
the assumption, based solely upon De Barros’ phraseology, that Mogadishu ever formally
controlled Sufala’s gold trade before Kilwa did. The list of Mogadishu’s exports for this
period does not even mention gold (Freeman-Grenville 1962a: 84, 91; Ricks 1970: 355).

We have spoken of the Shirazis of Kilwa and elsewhere. It is possible to make the Shirazi
origin tradition illuminate medieval coast history more brightly than it has done hitherto by
looking, as Levi-Strauss taught, for the common denominator in variant versions of the same
myth. The myth exists in several versions®, the earliest recorded dating from about 1530.
They tell of a variable number of brothers, the children of Sultan Husain bin Ali, who left the
Gulf and went to settle in East Africa. The list of destinations varies with the place and
period in which the tradition was recorded, but usually mentions most important trading
ports. The Comoros versions (which are particularly important because the Comorians con-
tinued to be ruled by Shirazis until very recently, and their chronicles have therefore been
carefully preserved) tell of the migrants having been led by one Muhammad bin Isa, and
most versions suggest that the migration was in response to some threat or disaster.

Both the names contained in these myths indicate that the Shirazis were sharifs. All
sharifs are ‘children of Husain bin Ali’ — the Prophet’s grandson — and all South Arabian
sharifs, Yamani and Hadrami, regard their common ancestor as Ahmed bin Isa ‘The Emi-
grant’. (The names Ahmad and Muhammad are variants of the same Arabic root and often
have a sense of interchangeability for Arabic speakers, so this would be the same person as
Muhammad bin Isa.) Ahmad bin Isa was descended from a line especially noted for trading
activity (Hasan 1973: 172—173). He left Basra with other sharifs in 930 A. D. and went to
Yaman and later to Hadramawt (Serjeant 1957: 8; B. G. Martin 1974: 373;el Zein 1974: ii
—iii). The ‘disaster’ which drove the sharifs from Basra was probably the decline of that
town. It had been the Gulf’s chief port, but when its waterways began to silt up in the ninth
century its trade went to Siraf, the seaport for Shiraz (Ricks 1970: 344). But the symbol of
disaster which is imbedded in the Arabic version of the Kilwa Chronicle, a rat with an iron
shout gnawing at the town wall which appears to Sultan Husain bin Ali in his dream, derives
not from the Gulf but from South Arabia: in the mythic version of the bursting of the
Ma’rib Dam in the fourth century A. D., the disaster was foretold by an iron-snouted rat
removing boulders from the dam (Ingrams 1931: 58). This indirectly supports the view that
the Shirazis were South Arabians. Ahmad bin Isa went from the Gulf to South Arabia, and
his descendants moved on from South Arabia to East Africa at a time when much Gulf trade
was shifting to the Red Sea. The Shirazi myth adds an East African chapter to South

3 I am aware of the following verisons of the tradition: De Barros records two, one concerning Moga-
dishu and the other concerning Kilwa (Freeman-Grenville 1962b: 31-32, 75-76), dating from
. 1530. An Arabic version of the Kilwa Chronicle dates from the 1860’s (Freeman-Grenville
1962b: 75—76). A chronicle of Mayotte, in the Comoros, contains the myth as recorded in the 1870’s
(Gevrey 1972: 37). Guillain heard the myth recounted in northwestern Madagascar (1845: 357,
note 6). Said Ahmad Ali records it in his chronicle of Nzwani (1927), as does Said Ali Amir (1961).

Hax('iries (1977: 80) mentions an unpublished chronicle, Afrika Sherkia (n. d.), which also contains the
tradition.
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Arabian sharif tradition, telescoping the details (as often happens in genealogies) so that the
migrants appear to have come directly from the Gulf.

Gonfusingly, only Mogadishu’s version of the Shirazi myth (which is also chronologically
the earliest of the set) names a starting-point near Basra, al-Hasa (although according to
Pouwels, 1974: 69, al-Hasa is sometimes used to refer to the whole western side of the Gulf).
The other versions, which concern Kilwa or subsequent dependencies of Kilwa, make Shiraz
the starting-point for the sharifian exodus. Since Kilwa was probably developed by kinsmen
of Mogadishu’s sharifian rulers, why did the Kilwa version not also name al-Hasa or Basra as
the starting-point? An explanation demands a lineage related to the Mogadishu sharifs but
using the nisba ‘al-Shirazi’: perhaps a Yamani lineage with representatives both in Mogadishu
and in Siraf. Siraf’s extensive eleventh century trade with East Africa (Ricks 1970: 351—
352) would have made it advantageous to have kinsmen at both ends of the voyage,
and East African sharifs have always traded through kin networks. When Siraf was su-
perseded by Kish in the early twelfth century, its mercantile population transferred there,
retaining the nisha by town ‘al-Sirafi’ (or, in some cases, a nisba by region, ‘al-Shirazi’ —
Ricks 1970: 356, note 87). Some time later, probably in the thirteenth century when Mon-
gol invaders swept through Persia, I suggest that some or all of the ‘al-Shirazi’ sharifs fled to
settle with their kinsmen in Mogadishu; and that it was some of these who moved on to rule
in Kilwa. (Another was perhaps the founder of the Arba ‘Rukn Mosque built in Mogadishu
in 1268-1269 — Trimingham 1964: 10.)

This fits with what we know of the Kilwa and Mogadishu dynasties. In 1331 when Ibn
Battuta visited Kilwa, the ruler was Abu’l Muzaffar Hasan Abu’l Mawahib ibn Sulaiman al-
Mat‘un ibn Hasan ibn Talut al-Mahdali. The Mahdali were a sharifian lineage from South
Yaman (B. G. Martin 1974: 373), and Abu’l Mawahib’s grandfather was the founder of the
new dynasty. But it seems hasty to assume, as Chittick does, that this dynasty was unrelated
to that of Ali bin Hasan, its predecessor: indeed, the De Barros version of the Kilwa
Chronicle, the relevant section of which Chittick discounts, explicitly relates the two (Chit-
tick 1970b: 257—276). In both dynasties the names Ali, Hasan, Daud and Sulaiman feature
prominently, even discounting any rulers not mentioned in both versions of the Chronicle.
The name Sulaiman is especially significant since the Mahdali founding ancestor was Muham-
dynasties were collateral Mahdali sub-lineages. The very existence of the Kilwa Chronicle
indeed suggests this. Such chronicles are less objective histories than annnotated genealogies
of a single ruling lineage, as the Comorian chronicles make plain. And genealogies are
remembered by the descendants of those named, not third parties. The Kilwa Chronicle is
thus, in a sense, a Mahdali chronicle, and all the Kilwa rulers named in it are virtually certain
to be Mahdalis.

Was there also a Mahdali dynasty in Mogadishu? It seems very likely. At any rate Guillain
was told, as we have seen, of an early ruling house there known as al-Muzaffar. Al-Muzaffar is
not a name but an honorific, and it appears as Abu’l Muzaffar (along with another honorific,
Abu’l Mawahib) in the title of the Kilwa ruler as given by Ibn Battuta. We do not know
exactly how these honorifics were used but if, as seems likely, they were applied to entire
lines and not just to individuals, this would indicate that the al-Muzaffar dynasty in Moga-
dishu was in fact a Mahdali one, which would confirm the kin link between the two houses
required by our reconstruction of the Shirazi myth proposed above.

The fourteenth century was something of a Golden Age for Kilwa. Its rulers embarked
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upon a costly building programme designed, presumably, to make Kilwa a replica of Aden
(with whose dynasty they may also have been related), Jidda, Sawakin or even Cairo — for
contact between Egypt and the East African coast is very evident from Ibn Battuta’s descrip-
tion of Mogadishu (Freeman-Grenville 1962a: 27—30). This programme was no doubt financ-
ed by revenues from gold, but also indicates the continuing importance of other trade. The
enclosure known as Husuni Ndogo, for instance, was probably a barracoon for the ‘booty’ —
meaning slaves — which Ibn Battuta says the ruler brought back from his mainland raids
(Chittick 1970a: 239-256; 1970b: 272—274; Guillain 1856: 295).

Gradually the al-Shirazi began to draw other commercial centres into a kinship-and-trade
relationship with Kilwa, as lineage members migrated and married into pre-existing chiefly
lines. Nzwani, Ngazija and Mayotte acquired such Kilwan aristocrats in the late fourteenth
century, along with the Shirazi regalia they brought with them (Said Ahmad Ali 1927: 2, 5);
so, eventually, did most of the coast from Malindi and Mombasa to Angoche and Mozam-
bique (Berg 1971: 24—26; Hafkin 1973: 2—4).* Initially ‘Shirazi’ sultanates were linked to
Kilwa by the lineality of their rulers, who were all, therefore, Mahdali. But as other Yamani
and later Hadrami lineage members (all descendants of Ahmad bin Isa) came to East Africa
(B. G. Martin 1974: 374) and were incorporated into Shirazi polities by marriage, the nisba
‘al-Shirazi’ acquired a specifically East African meaning. Coastal rulers had to be sharifs as
well as members of localised bilateral or matrilateral descent groups; but, failing a lineal
Mahdali link to the ‘al-Shirazi’ of Kilwa, it was possible to trace a cognatic link through
father or mother.’ Consequently the nisha ‘al-Shirazi’ spread very widely in East Africa,
though of course it referred to Kilwa, not to the Gulf. Domoni in Nzwani is one of the last
places in our area where ‘Shirazi’ is used in this old sense. Twentieth century usage in
Zanzibar and on the East African coast is less precise, but apparently denotes citizenship of
pre-Umani polities ruled by sharifs who were supposedly Shirazi.

This expansion of the Kilwa Shirazis explains why Swahili culture, which even today has
a Shirazi core, is relatively so homogenous though geographically so thinly spread. Wherever
the Shirazis went they took with them a style of rule with distinctive accession rites, regalia,
office-holders and ceremonies, all presurably derived from Kilwa, which we may for con-
venience call Shirazi culture. A full analysis of this culture must regrettably await another
occasion; but, briefly, we should note that it evolved in Kilwa, whose rise came at the end of
many centuries of trade and intermarriage in the southwestern Indian Ocean, and that it
comprised a Southern Bantu-Indonesian-Gulf Arab component inherited from Nzwani as
well as the more widely recognised Northeastern Bantu-Yamani-Hadrami element which was
a legacy of Kilwa’s close links with Mogadishu. The Nzwani connection can be traced in
certain items of Swahili material culture which are of indisputably Indonesian origin; in a
few customs, such as the Mairuzi or Persian New Year ceremony, which is celebrated by
some Madagascar peoples such as the Merina and Sakalava in a form closely similar to the

4 Northeastern Madagascar received its last immigration of Muslim rulers about A. D. 1500. Known as
the Kazimambo, they were Afro-Arab sharifs from the East African coast (Vérin 1972: 104). There-
after, so far as we know, external trade was conducted increasingly from Madagascar’s northwest
coast, and by the twentieth century the east coast had lost virtually all knowledge of Islam (Bloch
1968: 280 ff.).

5 Sharifas, of course, always marry sharifs, particularly if succession to office is at issue. Because the
kinship system was cognatic, Shirazi states seem not infrequently to have had female rulers, and the
importance of women can be noted from such details as the existence of proper provision for them in
Shirazi mosques.
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Nzwani version, and so must be presumed to have reached the region at a very early date
through the medium of the Gulf Arabs; and possibly in the Swahili pattern of cognatic/bilat-
eral descent, which is rare in Africa but common in the Malayo-Polynesian area. Perhaps the
most important contribution is from Southern Bantu-speakers, particularly the Shona, whose
social, political and religious organisation reveals such striking parallels with that of both
the Malagasy and the Comorians (Sibree 1911: 274—75, Vérin 1972: 54, Ehret 1967: 1-6).
The age-organisation of Ngazija, for instance, seems to reflect a Southern Bantu ideology of
progression through age-sets to junior and senior elderhood and to political power, but with
the superimposition of Islam and a complex system of promotion only upon payment of
heavy customary fees known as ada (Shepherd 1977). Though, in most parts of the Swahili
world, age-organisation is much attenuated nowadays, there is some evidence that it more
nearly approached the Ngazija pattern in the past (see, e.g., Hollis 1900: 278—79 for some-
thing similar in Vumba). It is probably also significant that the term mfaume/fumo, one of
the few Zanj words recorded by Masudi at Damdama in A. D. 916, continued to be used in
Shirazi states.

Conclusion

This paper has tried to construct an overview — admittedly a slightly speculative one - of
early southwestern Indian Ocean trade and its socio-political consequences. Though I have
generally meditated upon familiar sources rather than producing new ones, I have sought to
interpret them in the light of my familiarity with Comorian history and culture, and to
provoke a fundamental re-examination of our assumptions about the origins of the Swahili.

I have proposed that, because the Indonesians first settled Madagascar via South India and
the Laccadive-Maldive-Chagos chain of islands rather than by way of the northern and
central East African coast, they were able to trade with the southern part of that coast for
many centuries without leaving any substantial trace of the fact in the sources which coastal
historians are accustomed to use. At some point Nzwani became the main entrepot for an
elaborate network of trading centres and alliances, reinforced in many areas by intermar-
riage, embracing Madagascar, the Comoros and the ‘Sufala Coast’ south of Cape Delgado.
This early supremacy, which later coastal historians have generally ignored, was central to
subsequent developments. Indeed, we can say that, when Gulf merchants took over the
island and intermarried with the Afro-Indonesians who were already there, the earliest
Swahilis came into being. (The supremacy of Nzwani is perhaps recognised by the Arabic
version of the Kilwa Chronicle when, in describing the migration of the seven Shirazis, it
assigns the six who were brothers to Kilwa and other mainland ports and their father to
Nzwani — Freeman-Grenville 1962a: 35.) It was Nzwani’s network which Kilwa was fortu-
nate enough to be able to take over ready-made. And although Kilwa’s subsequent devel-
opment and the spread of the Shirazis would modify Swahili identity profoundly, it never
completely lost its early Nzwani stamp.
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