


~ESIS
2z

~

(2497

3 1293 01409

LIBRARY
M'Ch'gan State
niversjty

This is to certify that the

dissertation entitled

Transformations along the Gradient:
Ecological Change in the Mountains and
Plains of Northeastern Tanzania's West
Usambara Mountains, C. 1860-1970

presented by

Christopher Allan Conte

has been accepted towards fulfillment
of the requirements for

Ph.D. History
degree in

%f/z/ % //ﬂmxn_,

Ma]o{ professor

Date é AQ”;"(/ 199)5

MSU is an Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Institution 0-121




PLACE IN RETURN BOX to remove this checkout from your record.
TO AVOID FINES retum on or before date due.

DATE DUE DATE DUE DATE DUE

MSU Is An Affirmative ActiorvE qual Opportunity inetitution
ccircidatedun.om3-.1




TRANSFORMATIONS ALONG THE GRADIENT:
ECOLOGICAL CHANGE IN THE MOUNTAINS AND PLAINS
OF NORTHEASTERN TANZANIA’S WEST USAMBARA MOUNTAINS,
C.1860-1970

By

Christopher Allan Conte

A DISSERTATION

Submitted to
Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of History

1994



ABSTRACT

TRANSFORMATIONS ALONG THE GRADIENT:
ECOLOGICAL CHANGE IN THE MOUNTAINS AND PLAINS
OF NORTHEASTERN TANZANIA’S WEST USAMBARA MOUNTAINS,
C.1860-1970

By

Christopher Allan Conte

This study presents a history of ecological change in
northeastern Tanzania'’s Usambara mountains during the late
pre-colonial, colonial, and early independence periods. My
thesis considers long-term changes in the interrelationships
among the region’s local agrarian communities, the regional
environment, and the exogenous forces of the world economy
and the colonial state. It explains under what
circumstances indigenous communities alter land management
practices and social relations in the face of changing
market forces, environmental uncertainty, and political
transformation. Moreover, by carefully collating data
collected from interviews with African informants with those
of the European documentary sources, this analysis
demonstrates how Usambara's inhabitants' changing
relationship with nature led to ecological stress.

My study adds to the scholarship on ecological stress
and breakdown by describing a century of ecological change

on a Tanzanian mountain massif where pastoralists and



farmers exploited 3 ecological zones differentiated by
vegetation and climate. 1In this varied environment,
mountain-based (1600m el.) pastoralists, who during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries carved out a mode of
production dependent on forest conservation, had, by the
19608 transformed themselves into farmers on a completely
deforested landscape. In precolonial times, their
neighbors, who lived in permanent villages sited down slope
at about 1400m, had cultivated bananas, sorghum and various
legumes in well-watered mountain basins ringing the Usambara
massif. In response to the opportunities and challenges of
the slave trade and later, colonialism, these farmers
continually reorganized both production systems and their
choice of cultigens. Moreover, on the semi-arid plains
below the mountain escarpments, where a patchwork of forest,
pasture and gardens dotted the landscape in 1850,
agribusiness plantations dominated by the 1940s. Thus, by
Tanganyika’s independence in 1961, not only had the
precolonial socioeconomic links among the pastoralists and
cultivators been broken, but the mountain population had
become increasingly vulnerable to food shortages and disease
in an environment marked by degradation from accelerated

soil erosion.
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Chapter 1

The Environment and History in East Africa

I. Introduction

The West Usambara mountains form just one of several
highland zones in what today constitutes northeastern
Tanzania and southeastern Kenya. The highlands, although
comprising a relatively small percentage of total area,
support the vast majority of the region’s population. Not
surprisingly then, colonial and post colonial governments
have expended a great deal of money and effort in developing
them. In support of these efforts, researchers of all
stripes have visited the area and built up a substantial
corpus of literature. Historical treatments have
concentrated primarily on local political economy, both
precolonial and colonial. Steven Feierman and Isaria Kimambo
in particular have produced important works in this regard.!?

This dissertation thus follows many others which have
considered this region. However, my scholarship emphasizes

ecological change in Tanzania'’s western Usambara mountains

l1steven Feierman, The Shambaa Kingdom: A History (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1974 and Peasant Intellectuals:
Anthropology and History in Tanzania (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1990); Isaria Kimambo, A Political History of the Pare of
Tanzania, c. 1500-1900 (Nairobi: East Africa Publishing House, 1969)
and Penetration and Protest in Tanzania: The Impact of the World
Economy on the Pare (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1991). See
also Ann Frontera, Persistence and Change: A History of Taveta
(Waltham, MA, 1978).

1
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over the long term, between the mid-nineteenth century and

1970. As a work of what has come to be called “environmental
history,” it joins a growing body of scholarly literature
which seeks to explain how society and nature interact to
alter landscapes.? It approaches change through an
exploration of the dialectics among plant and animal
husbandry and the region’s varying environment and ideologies
which grew out of and governed human/environmental relations.
The thesis reveals how environmental degradation has
proceeded during the past century and argues that it is
rooted in the tension between African and Western notions of

the proper appropriation of nature.

II. Analyses of Ecological Change
Analyses of Usambara's environmental deterioration
define husbandry narrowly and ahistorically. In their 1975

article, "The Development Crisis in the Western Usambaras,"

2por areas outside Africa see: William Cronon, Changes in the Land:
Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1983)and Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New
York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1991); Donald Worster, Nature’s Econamy:
A History of Ecological Ideas (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1977); Alfred Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion
of Europe, 900-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986);
Clifford Geertz, Agricultural Involution: The Process of Ecological
Change in Indonesia (Berkeley : University of California Press, 1971).
Por Africa see Robert Harms, Games Against Nature: An Ecocultural
Bistory of the Nunu of Equatorial Africa (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1987) Douglas Johnson and David Anderson eds., The
Ecology of Survival: Case Studies from Northeast African History
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1987); Jim McCann, From Poverty to Famine
in Northeast Ethiopia: A Rural History 1900-1935 (Philadelphia, PA:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987); Helge Kjekshus, Ecology,
Control and Economic Development: The Case of Tanganyika, 1850-1950
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977) and Juhani Koponen,
People and Production in Late Precolonial Tanzania: History and
Structures (Helsinki: Finnish Society for Development Studies, no. 2,
1988).
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Lionel Cliffe et al. suggested that chronic soil erosion and

exhaustion and overpopulation had led to a crisis of major
proportions. They pointed out that traditional crop
husbandry techniques, land tenure arrangements and
sociopolitical structures, which once supported one of the
most complex and advanced societies in East Africa, had
become impediments to the development of productive forces.
In order to stop the downward spiral to complete ecological
breakdown in the mountains, the authors prescribed the
radical transformation of land management practices, social
relations and political institutions, which would allow the
western Usambara mountains to carry a even larger population.3

Half a century earlier, British administrators, soil
scientists, agriculture officers and foresters had likewise
cited grave imbalances in Usambara's ecology and warned of
impending ecological crisis unless indigenous agricultural
practices were radically altered. Like Cliffe et al., they
drew up elaborate plans for regional integrated development.*
Both of these snapshot views of Usambara's environmental
degradation, although 50 years apart, offer similarly
negative views of ‘'traditional' African husbandry and dire
accounts of ecological disequilibrium.

By presenting African agriculture in stasis, both

pictures obscured change and adaptation in crop husbandry and

3part of TIRDEP (Tanga Integrated Regional Development Project) which
is ongoing in Usambara under the German Development Corporation (GTZ)
and the Tanzanian government.

4John R. Watson, "Conservation Problems, Policies and the Origins of
the Mlalo Basin Rehabilitation Scheme,” Geographiska Annaler 54a.3.4
(1972), p.
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failed therefore to clarify the roots of crisis. Imbalances

in the relations between human beings and their environment
have periodically occurred in Usambara, but an argument which
demonstrates causation must account for spatial and temporal
differentials of change in Usambara’s environment, where
climate, rainfall, vegetation and modes of production vary

over very short distances.

III. The Case for Change

For centuries, Usambara’s societies have reproduced
themselves by cultivating mountain soils. As their neighbors
in the Taita, Pare, Uluguru and Nguu highlands, Usambarans
continuously manipulated their production systems to minimize
risk from environmental calamity. The key to agricultural
success was the exploitation of the varying environments
ringing the massif. Farming systems operated along the
elevation gradient stretching from mountain to plain (1500 m.
to 400 m). Neither the highland nor lowland agricultural
systems were homeostatic, nor did they always function
successfully. Indeed over the past 150 years, severe famines
have victimized Usambara’s farmers, who responded with a
general extensification of production, which actually
increased vulnerability to soil erosion and watershed

degradation.’

35In "Social and Political Aspects of Intensive Agriculture in East
Africa: Some Models from Cultural Anthropology,” Azania 24 (1989), p.
12-20 Thomas Hakansson makes the argument that agriculture has proceeded
from intensive to extensive practices in Usambara and Pare, the reverse
of Boserup's hypothesis, in The Conditions of Agricultural Growth: The
Econamics of Agrarian Change Under Population Pressure (London: George
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Although farming communities dominate the scholarly

literature devoted to Usambara’s history, late nineteenth
century German observers noted that a patchwork landscape of
forest and pasture, i.e. a landscape derived for grazing,
covered tens of thousands of acres of the central and western
regions of the massif. As recently as the 1930s, forest and
grazing habitats still clothed much of West Usambara. For
the herders who created this landscape, survival depended
upon the successful management of the forest ecology and an
ability to procure vegetable foods from their farming
neighbors downslope in a warmer, wetter ecological zone.
Changes in nineteenth-century trade patterns and, later, the
articulation of the world market economy, sent pastoralists
scrambling to create a new relationship with nature. Thus,
radical social change stimulated an unprecedented
simplification of forest biology.

This sketch of Western Usambara’s agrarian history
argues for a deeper analysis which considers how changing
pastoral and agricultural societies responded to and altered
a number of environmental conditions across the temporal
divide of precolonial, colonial and post colonial frames of

reference.

IV. Literature Review: Environmental History and African
History

There is a very broad historical literature which has

considered human/environmental relationships from a variety

Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1965).
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of analytical perspectives. Donald Worster arques that the

field evolved from a recent scholarly interest in global and
regional interdependencies and environmental degradation.S
According to Worster, environmental history seeks to explain
an extremely broad encounter between the human and non-human
worlds and the reciprocal effects of one upon the other.?
Nature, then, becomes a historical actor.

Worster’s environmental history is the product of an
integrated tri-level structure with nature serving as a
foundation for human society and economy which, in turn
buttresses culture, law, ethics, myths and other forms of
meaning.® This approach draws liberally from Annales
history, particularly Fernand Braudel's three levels of
inquiry in his classic analysis of the early modern
Mediterranean world.® Annales historians have long advocated
a sustained discussion of nature within the context of long-
term socio-economic change.l® In fact, over forty years ago
Braudel argued against simplistic geographies offered up by

most historians:

I do not wish to make one of those traditional

SDonald Worster ed., The Ends of the Earth: Perspectives on Modern
Environmental History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988),
p. 5.

TWorster, “Appendix: Doing Environmental History,” Ibid, pp. 292-93.

8rbid, p. 293.

SFrernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in
the Age of Philip II, translated by Sian Reynolds, 2 vols. (New York:
Harper and Row, 1966, first published in 1949).

10mmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Peasants of Languedoc, translated by
John Day (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1976); Montaillou: The
Promised Land of Error translated by Barbara Bray (New York: George
Braziller, Inc., 1978); Times of Feast, Times of Famine: A History of
Climate Since the Year 1000, translated by Barbara Bray (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1988).
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geographical introductions to history, which one
finds placed to such little effect at the beginning
of so many volumes, with their brief reviews of the
mineral deposits, the types of agriculture, and the
local flora, none of which is ever mentioned
again....11

Worster distances himself from Annales history at the
level of politics. Where Braudel had included the political
“history of events," Worster substitutes an anthropological
approach which seeks to explain the discourse between culture
and nature.l?2 But while it would seem that Worster’s
blueprint for environmental history simply carries a slightly
modified Annales approach to America, his colleagues in the
history of North America, namely, William Cronon, Richard
White, Robert McEvoy, Carolyn Merchant and others have
sustained and expanded the scholarly discourse on the
interrelationships among economy, society, culture, law,
climate, flora, fauna, hydrology and soils.13

Any analysis which seeks to combine human and natural
history is problematic. One difficulty stems from the
historian’s attempt to fuse the fields of ecology and

history, the former viewing human activity as only one

llpernand Braudel, On History, translated by Sarah Matthews (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 180), p. 3.

12por a discussion of such a layered history see, Fernand Braudel,
“History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” in Fernand
Braudel, On History, translated by Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1980), p. 27.

13gee for example, William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians,
Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New York: Hill and Wang,
1983); Richard White, The Roots of Dependency: Subsistence,
Environment, and Social Change among the Choctaws, Pawnees, and Navajos
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983); Arthur F. McEvoy, the
Fisherman’s Problem: Ecology and Law in the California Fisheries, 1850-
1980, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986); see also recent
issues of Environmental History Review.



8
element of environmental change in a closed ecosystem while

the latter considers human agency as central. Because much
variation in restricted ecosystems often remains
inexplicable, ecologists have begun increasingly to argue
that the human impact on ecosystems is of current and of long
term significance, even in supposedly pristine environments.l4
Moreover, ecological concepts like equilibrium, succession,
stability and balance have been jettisoned by some in favor
descriptions of ecosystems as mosaics of environmental
conditions.1® Unfortunately, environmental historians have
been less circumspect in their acceptance of the
inviolability of the science which they incorporate into

environmental histories.16

Historians thought ecology was the rock upon which
they could build environmental history; it turned
out to be a swamp....For although in popular speech
ecology has been reified into nature, ecology is,
in fact, only an academic discipline.l?

David Demeritt’s recent post modernist critique of
environmental history chides its practitioners for failing to
realize that ecology, like any other science, is, like nature
itself, socially constructed. Demeritt argues that

environmental historians in accepting a “realist

l4Norman L. Christensen, “Landscape History and Ecological Change,”
Journal of Forest History 33.3 (1989), 116-17.

15por an epistemological treatment of these trends see Donald
Worster, “The Ecology of Order and Chaos,” in Donald Worster ed., The
Wealth of Nature (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1993),
p. 164.

16yilliam Cronon, "Modes of Prophecy and Production: Placing Nature
in History, " Journal of American History 76.4 (1990), p. 1122. p. 1115.

17Richard White, "Environmental History: Ecology and Meaning."
Journal of American History 76.4 (1990), 1114.
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epistemology...remain blissfully ignorant of the unsettling

implication of their social constructivist approach to
knowledge.”18 There has been some progress for while most
environmental historians would still submit that nature
exists, they, along with their colleagques in the ecological
sciences, understand that they participate in a dialogue with
it.19

In any event, historians and ecologists, however
tentatively, continue to try to find common ground for

analysis.

One of the ironies of environmental history is that
historians have themselves helped erode ecological
verities even as they used them to evaluate
history. Historians revealed to ecologists how far
back human manipulations of the environment went
and how extensive they were. It became harder for
scientists to think that the communities they were
describing and studying were the results of natural
processes alone. Ecologists themselves turned to
historians to help reconstitute their science to
study human social and economic processes as well
as biological processes. Historians, who had
relied on the scientists to provide their basic
guidelines, and scientists, who saw historians
helping transform their object of study, met [at a
recent conference] in a sort of mutual
bewilderment.20

18pavid Demeritt, “Ecology, Objectivity and Critique in Writings on
Nature and Human Societies,” Journal of Historical Geography 20 (1994),
pp. 27-28. For a rebuttal to Demeritt see, William Cronon, “Comment:
Cutting Loose or Running Aground,” Journal of Historical Geography 20
(1994), pp. 38-43.

19¢ronon, “Comment,” p. 40.

20Rjchard white, “Environmental History,” p. 1115.
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The Environment in Africa’s History

Africanist historians began increasingly to place
ecology and nature into their histories during the late
1970s, when, in response to ongoing ecological crises in the
African Sahel, social scientists of all stripes sought out
historical antecedents and root causes of food deficits,
desertification, and drops in agricultural production.?! 1In A
Modern History of Tanganyika, John Iliffe reflects this

concern when he claims that

One of the central themes of Tanganyika's history
has been its peoples' colonization of the land and
their struggle with their enemies in nature. [I]ts
history is quite literally written on the face of
the land.22

Although Iliffe's History considers Tanganyika's rural
agrarian history, it should not be considered an
environmental history per se. It is, rather, a work of
political economy which uses only the broadest of strokes in
portraying relations among Africans, Europeans and nature.
The environmental crises of the 1970s crisis period
stimulated other more sustained attempts to explain East
Africa's environmental degradation with an ecological

approach. Both Helge Kjekshus and Leroy Vail argue that the

2l1gee Michael Watts, Silent Violence: Food, Famine and Peasantry in
Northern Nigeria (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983); Paul
Richards, African Environment: Problems and Perspectives, (London:
International African Institute, 1975); Sarah Berry "The Food Crisis and
Agrarian Change in Africa: A Review Essay,” African Studies Review 27.2
(1984), pp. 59-112.

2230hn Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press), p. 4.



!

¥

~u.

by
‘

Py
e

o

s

l




11
physical and biological environments belong in the center of

the historical picture.23 But rather than use nature as a
foil, these historians idealize the "traditionally" (read
pre-colonial) harmonious relations between rural African
societies and the natural world. In this paradigm, Africa's
Eden disappears as European colonial administrations force
their subjects to bite the apple of commercialization.
Environmental degradation thus becomes a relatively recent
phenomenon, its roots buried in the modern encounter between
Europe and East Africa where the relationships among
Trypanosomiasis, colonialism and capitalism cause ecological
crisis. These early studies point out the important
relationship between population, economics, land use and the
environment, but they overemphasize the control exerted by
colonial administration over African production.2¢ Moreover
their periodization, which places the beginning of
environmental degradation as contemporaneous with and caused
by colonization, understates dramatic changes in East African
trade, politics and production, which spanned most of the

nineteenth century.?s

23gelge Kjekshus, Ecology, Control and Economic Development in East
African History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977); and
Leroy Vail "Ecology and History: The Example of Eastern Zambia,"
Journal of Southern African Studies 3.2 (1977), 130-55.

2430hn McCracken, "Colonialism, Capitalism and Ecological Crisis in
Malawi: a Reassessment,” in Anderson and Grove, eds., Conservation in
Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 68; for a
recent exception, see Elias Mandala, Work and Control in a Peasant
Econamy: A History of the Lower Tchiri Valley in Malawi 1859-1960
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1990).

25p.H. Johnson and D. Anderson, “Introduction: Ecology and Society
in Northeast African History,” in D.H. Johnson and D. Anderson, eds.,
The Ecology of Survival: Case Studies from Northeast African History
(Bolder: Westview Press, 1988), p. 2.
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Notwithstanding the weaknesses of Kjekshus’ romantic

view of African ecology, his study raised many important
questions about human/environmental relations in eastern
Africa. Clearly, "Merrie Africa" never existed, but the
question remains, how did Africans control their local
environments in precolonial times and how did change proceed?
What kind of evidence reveals biological and/or edaphic
changes? What were the continuities between precolonial and
colonial environmental control and African ideas about
nature? How did differing European and African philosophies
about nature and land-use translate into accommodation,
conflict and change? How can degradation be measured? What
constitutes ecological stress and crisis? Scholars have
recently begun to answer these questions in terms of broad
imperial histories, the history of science and focused case
studies in agricultural history.26
Revising East Africa’s Environmental History: Micro-Studies
of Agriculture, Pastoralism

Plant and animal husbandry constitutes the most
important point of human/environmental contact in East
Africa. Rather than following Kjekshus' ahistorical and
evolutionary approach to agricultural change, recent research
has pushed the temporal frame of analysis back well beyond
the nineteenth century. Based largely on linguistic and

archaeological evidence, this scholarship offers a nuanced

26por a good general work which revises Kjekshus’ analysis of
nineteenth-century Tanzania, see Koponen, People and Production.
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history of land-use and settlement whereby increases in

population densities accompanied by intensification of
agricultural and/or pastoral production can signal impending
ecological stress, breakdown, site abandonment and population
dispersal.2’” John Sutton's work, in particular, suggests that
highly specialized technological adaptations in agricultural
systems constituted exceptions in the history of East African
agriculture.2?® 1In fact, the scholarly preoccupation with
technology has masked the more common picture of long-term
adaptation in which African societies learned how to minimize
risk through a continuum of extensive and intensive methods
of husbandry.2® Unfortunately, pre-nineteenth century
histories remain sketchy because of the imprecise nature of
the archaeological and linguistic evidence and the small
number of historians who consider this period.3°

For the late nineteenth-century East African
communities, more copious sources have allowed historians to

clarify the history of inter-community exchanges which

27gee selections in J.E.G. Sutton, ed., Special Volume of
Contributions to the History of African Agricultural Technology and
Field Systems, Azania XXIV (1989)

287 E.G. Sutton, "Irrigation and Soil Conservation in African
Agricultural History: With a Reconsideration of the Inyanga Terracing
and Engaruka Irrigation Works,” Journal of African History 25 (1984),
PP-, 2-41; "Toward a History of Cultivating the Fields," Azania XXIV
(1989), pp. 98-112. Jim McCann, makes a similar point in “Agriculture
and African History,” Journal of African History 32 (1991), pp., 510-
511.

29por a good description of intensive and extensive systems for
nineteenth century Tanzania, see Koponen, People and Production, chapter
6.

30CcF. Jan Vansina, Paths in the Rainforest: Toward a History of
Political Tradition in Equatorial Africa, (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1990); and David Schoenbrun, “We are What We Eat:
Ancient Agriculture Between the Great Lakes,” Journal of African History
34 (1993), pp., 32; and in the same volume, J.E.G. Sutton, “The
Antecedents of the Interlacustrine Kingdoms,” pp. 33-64.
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commonly occurred across ecological zones. Histories of

pastoral societies, in particular, have forwarded a largely
instrumentalist view of the relationship between ecology,
economy and identity.3! The literature builds a textured
portrait of complementary social and economic relations
between groups occupying environments suited either to
pastoralism or agriculture, or both. The relationship
between elevation (meteorological, flora and fauna complexes)
and trade comes through clearly as, for example, when savanna
herders forge economic and social ties through exchanges with
mountain cultivators. Rather than focus on environmental
control, these works tend to build a case for how identity,
economy and crisis interact. Furthermore, because
ecological/environmental research grew out of economic
history, it placed little emphasis on long-term continuity
and change in local environmental control after the great
ecological catastrophes of the 1890s.

Studies which concentrate more closely on production
have shown that, in response to drought or disease, some East
Africans have, over the long term, not only reorganized
society, but production itself. Herders became farmers or

hunters, and communities which employed a variety of

3lCharles Ambler, Kenyan Communities in the Age of Imperialism: The
Central Region in the Late Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1988); Richard Waller, "Emutai: Crisis and Response
in Maasailand 1883-1902," in The Ecology of Survival, pp. 73-114;
“Bcology, Migration and Expansion in East Africa,” African Affairs 84
(1985), pp. 347-70; “Interaction and Identity on the Periphery: The
Transmara Maasai,” International Journal of African Historical Studies
17 (1984), 243-84; J.L. Berntsen, “The Maasai and their Neighbors:
Variables and Interaction,” African Econamic History 2 (1976), pp. 1-1l1.
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production techniques revised production in response to a

number of economic, social and climatic conditions.32 Jim
Giblin's adds the political dimension in his study of
ecological change in Uzigua (Tanzania). Giblin challenges
the preoccupation of economic historians with the late
nineteenth century by combining oral sources, mission
documents and archival evidence to show how growing
vulnerability to famine in Uzigua proceeded far across the

precolonial/colonial divide.33

Imperialism, European Science and the History of Ideas

By definition, the regional histories of politics,
exchange and production, although explaining vital parts of
human/environmental relations, do not show how Western
science and development imperatives operated on broader
scales. Early on in Africa’s colonial experience, European
botanists, foresters, and soil scientists began to shape a
discourse about natural resource exploitation. As the
colonial period progressed they began to exert a considerable
influence on development policy, including conservation of
soil and water resources while raising alarms regarding
environmental degradation. Richard Grove, among others, has

drawn attention to colonial efforts to control natural

32pavid Anderson, "Cultivating Pastoralists: Ecology and Economy
among the Il Chamus of Baringo, 1840-1980," in The Ecology of Survival,
pp. 241-260.

33james L. Giblin, The Politics of Environmental Control in
Northeastern Tanzania, 1840-1940 (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1992).
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resources and indigenous responses to them.34¢ This very

important branch of imperial studies, which includes a
history of European scientific discourse about nature, will
remain incomplete until supplemented by histories which

describe African understandings (constructions) of nature.

V. The Evidence
Traveler Accounts

European explorers began to traverse northeastern
Tanzania during the second half of the nineteenth century.
Whether their interests were religious or commercial, they
entered a region locked in the throes of violent political
and economic change. Of all the sojourners who entered West
Usambara, Oscar Baumann provides the most extensive
description of the region’s political economy between 1888

and 1892.3%5 Likely because he undertook his journey with the

34Richard Grove, "Colonial Conservation, Ecological Hegemony and
Popular Resistance: Towards a Global Synthesis,” in MacKenzie ed.,
Imperialism and the Natural World (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1990), p. 15-17; John MacKenzie, "Introduction,” in Imperialism.
See also, Richard Grove, “Scottish Missionaries, Evangelical Discourses
and the Origins of Conservation thinking in Southern Africa, 1820-1900,°
Journal of Southern African Studies 2 (1989) 163-88; Grove and Anderson,
"The Scramble of Eden: Past, Present and Puture in African
Conservation, " in Conservation in Africa; William Beinart, "Soil
Erosion, Conservationism and Ideas about Development: A Southern
African Exploration, 1900-1960," Journal of Southern African Studies
11.1 (1984), p. 52-53; Lucile H. Brockway, Science and Colonial
Expansion: The Role of the British Botanical Gardens, (New York:
Academic Press, 1979).

35pr. Oscar Baumann, Usambara und seine Nachbarbebiete: allgemeine
Darstellung des norddstlichen Deutsch-Ostafrika und seiner Bewohner auf
Grund einer im auftrage der Deutsch Ostafrikanischen Gesellschaft im
Jahre 1890 ausgefiihrten Reise (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer, 1891); In
Deutsch-Ostafrika Wihrend des Aufstandes. Reise der Dr. Hans
Meyer 'schen Expedition in Usambara (Wien und Olmiitz: Eduard H&lzel,
1890); "Karte von Usambara," Petermanns Geographische Mittielungen 35.11
(1889), 257-61; "Usambara,"” Petermanns Geographische Mitteilungen 35.2
(1889), 41-47; Hans Meyer and Oscar Baumann, "Dr. Hans Meyer's Usambara
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express interest of assessing their potential for

agricultural development, Baumann’s observations offer

invaluable insight into local ecological conditions.

Archives

Tanzania’s National Archive in Dar es Salaam holds the
largest collection of colonial materials which consider land-
use in West Usambara. Annual reports of the Lushoto District
Office, Agriculture, Forestry, Land, Native Affairs all shed
light on trends in land use. In addition, secretariat files,
especially concerning soil and water conservation, show the
Colonial Office’s increasing preoccupation with these issues
throughout the late 1930s. Several important soil and water
surveys appear in Secretariat files for this period. For
Usambara in particular, G. Milne’s soil survey of the
Kitivo/Mlalo region stands out not only by virtue of its
detail, but also because of the acrimonious response it
stimulated among Lushoto district officials.3¢ From reading
the report and accompanying correspondence, one certainly
senses the disharmony between colonial science and
administration regarding conservation and agricultural
policy.

For the 1940s and 19508, the archives hold scores of

reports on the Mlalo Basin Rehabilitation Scheme and its

Expedition, " Mitteilungen aus den deutschen Schutzgebieten 1 (1888),
199-205.

36p1s0 published as G. Milne, "A Soil Reconnaissance Journey through
Parts of Tanganyika Territory. December 1935 - February 1936," Journal
of Ecology 35 (1947), 192-265.
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successor, the Usambara Scheme (the British implemented

similar schemes across East and Central Africa). The monthly
reports especially, illuminate day to day operations,
successes and failures, and problems of the schemes in each
sub-chiefdom. Predictably the reports and letters
concentrate on the most populated areas. Except for the
early years of the scheme, when Agricultural Officers tended
to be extremely blunt, after 1951, they provide mostly
optimistic assessments of the Usambara Scheme’s progress.

More detailed sets of reports and correspondence are
located in Lushoto’s district offices, but they do not seem
to be organized in any particular fashion and gaining access,
even with research permits, proved almost impossible.
However, I was fortunate to obtain, with letters of
permission, a set of files from a closet in the District
Office of Natural Resources (Mali Asili). Even these few
files included extremely valuable insights into local land
disputes and forestry issues. For example, one file included
a series of letters of complaint from the late 1930s filed by
a British settler at Kwai farm, formerly an important German
research station and experimental farm. The correspondence
provides an extraordinarily detailed description of the
conditions at the farm and reveals historical continuity with
the German period. The Lushoto file set also contained
detailed foresters’ safari reports from the 1920s and a set
of correspondence concerning a serious land dispute at

Nzeregembe.
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Scientific Journals

German environmental thinking is evident in turn of the
century scientific journals like Der Pflanzer, Der
Tropenpflanzer, Mitteilungen aus den Deutschen
Schutzgebeiten, Berichte iiber Land- und Forstwirtschaft,
among others. This literature, which contains numerous
reports of scholarly research on tropical agronomy and
forestry, is especially rich for the Usambaras, where the
Deutsch Ostafrika Gesellschaft launched several experimental
farms. The discourse provides insight into the Western
scientific strategies for the development of tropical
landscapes. There is a similar literature from British
colonial science published mostly after World War II in the
East African Agricultural Journal and East African
Agricultural and Forestry Journal, although little of it

deals with the Usambaras.

Oral Sources

Much of the evidence for the post 1930 period comes from
testimony from Usambara’s inhabitants. They offer an African
view of resource use and management not available in the
published and archival accounts. The oral evidence for this
study comes from seven months of taped interviews with male
and female elders who identified themselves as either Taita,
Shambaa, Pare or Mbugu. Geographically, I covered the
various ecological niches, but concentrated mostly on the

Mlalo basin for the Shambaa farmers and central plateau



I
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region of Mshangai/Malibwi/Kwamekame for the Mbugu herders.3’

I conducted interviews with the help of two assistants,
both of whom taught at secondary schools in the mountains.
They helped to locate informants and conduct the interviews.
One of my assistants, who holds a BA in history from the
University of Dar es Salaam, proved an extremely talented
interviewer. We learned that discussions of famines helped
to elicit information regarding land use. Informants
regarded one famine in particular, Njaa ya Chankola (and to
some extent its successor, Njaa ya Maendaleo) as an important
historical turning point in local history. Generally we
tried to quickly identify the informant’s expertise and

direct the questions toward it.

V. The Approach

This study treats its subject from the perspective of
“political ecology,” which is a mode of analysis developed in
recent social science literature on land degradation.3® The

approach assumes, first and foremost, that degradation is a

37rhe 1ist of informants, interview dates and locations and questions
appears in an appendix. Tapes (in Shambaa, Maa’a, and Pare languages),
transcripts (in English for the Mbugu transcripts and in Swahili for the
others) will be deposited with the University of Dar es Salaam oral
history repository.

38gee Chapter 1 “Defining and Debating the Problem,” in Harold
Brookfield and Piers Blaikie, eds., Land Degradation and Society
(London: Meuthen and Co., 1987), p. 1-26; and D.J. Campbell and
Jennifer Olsen, “The Kite,” CASID Occasional Paper no. 10; but for close
antecedents in anthropology, see, Marshall Sahlins, “Culture and
Environment: The Study of Cultural Ecology,” in Sol Tax ed., Horizons
of Anthropology (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1964) and Clifford
Geertz, Agricultural Involution: The Process of Ecological Change in
Indonesia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966); Roy Ellen,
Environment, Subsistence and System: The Ecology of Small-Scale
Formations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).
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social problem, and furthermore, that social and

environmental change proceed in a dialectical manner.3°
“Political ecology” is thus inherently historical, although
political ecologists seek most often to describe contemporary
problems and focus on current policy rather than on the past.
This dissertation seeks, therefore, to integrate social,
political and natural history in order to build an intricate
long-term picture of changes in Usambara’s landsgape and
provide the kind of deep history which will supplement social

scientific research on land degradation.

Time

This study draws on Braudel’s idea that history is
layered temporally. Rather than use the environment simply
as a determining or limiting element in history, I seek to
show how economic and political processes accelerate change
in physical and biological environments, which, in turn,
stimulate adaptations in human societies. Thus forests,
soils, climate are treated with a dynamism not commonly
present in historical analysis. The argument here is that
the past century and a half constitute a period in Usambara’'s
natural history when human intervention on the physical
landscape has caused unprecedented acceleration in natural
processes. Some changes in flora, fauna, climate, and the
soil structure, normally reckoned in tens of thousands of

years, can now be remembered as occurring over a couple of

398rookfield and Blaikie, pp. 16-17.
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generations. This is not to argue that all physical

processes have speeded up, however. The challenge lies in
explaining how political, secular and natural time-scales

interact.

Culture and Nature

In Usambara’s mountain communities, long standing
economic and cultural rhythms gave rise to sophisticated
systems of subsistence production, some intensive, some
extensive. Usambara’s inhabitants have also developed a
complex cultural relationship with nature. Describing it
involves an assessment of the changing ideological
relationship of a community with nature in a context where
Western ideas increasingly encroach on African modes of
settlement and production. To illuminate this, my
dissertation highlights crisis events such as drought and
famine which reveal the inner workings of a society’s
relations with nature and with other societies.4? At this

level, oral sources become particularly important.

Conflict over Resources

Negotiation and conflict over soil, timber, water, and
labor is characteristic of Usambara’s environmental history.
Moreover, political crises often can be linked to ecological
stress, crisis and breakdown. During the colonial period,

the state’s role in negotiation and conflict, as well as in

40Johnson and Anderson, p. 4.
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the competition over ideas, became all important.

Scale

The question of scale is central. Usambara’s history
shows that it has been, for several centuries, part of a
regional economy of exchange which operated in what is today
southeastern Kenya and northeastern Tanzania. As the
nineteenth century progressed, economic and political ties
widened and the regional economy became subsumed in a web of
mercantile capitalism centered on Zanzibar. Again the scale
widened during the colonial period. Regional and global
economic and political issues thus influenced local decisions
regarding production and land use. In Usambara‘’s case for
example, one can see how depression era drought in the
midwestern United States influenced conservation issues in

Usambara.

VII. Synopsis of Subsequent Chapters

Chapter Two: Usambara’s Early Natural and Human History:
Differential Rates of Change

Chapter two describes, in the nineteenth century the
evolution of West Usambara's physical, biological and
cultural landscapes. After reconstructing the physical and
biological stages, I introduce Usambara's human actors, whose
early iron age economies have been most thoroughly
researched. The evidential basis for this section is

grounded in scientific literature on climate, phytogeography,
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as well as archaeological and linguistic studies. In this

chapter, I will argue that over the long-term the mountainous
Usambara region constituted a refuge for both people and
plants. By reconstructing the organization of the physical,
economic and cultural landscapes up to the mid nineteenth
century, I set up the argument for accelerated change

described in subsequent chapters.

Chapter Three: Reorienting Exchange and Production: Changing
Ideologies of Environmental Control

This chapter argues that the socioeconomic components of
nineteenth century historical change in northeast Tanzania
persisted across the precolonial/colonial divide. I argue
that historians who correlate environmental degradation with
German, and later, British, colonialism misunderstand both
local economic and environmental processes. Persistent
ecological changes can be linked with the region’s growing
importance as a supplier of food and human beings for mid-
nineteenth century slave caravans. I stress here that
deleterious ecological changes, associated with economic
change, proceeded the epidemics, droughts and famines of the
1890s, in themselves signals of a generation of ecological
stress. The ecological aftershocks which rocked Usambara’s
local economies and social relations until the 1920s were
thus only partly related to European colonialism.

The second part of chapter 3 describes the inchoate
effect of German notions of nature economics and resource

use. The Germans failed, however, to reorganize nature in
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their preferred image, as is obvious from the especially rich

sources for this period, including published articles
concerning research conducted at Amani, an experimental

station situated in the Usambara Mountains.

Chapter Four: Reorganizing Nature, the British Way

After a half century of disruption, Shambaa and Mbugu
communities reorganized indigenous life as the British
government attempted to establish political control during
their post World War I takeover. This period of ineffective
colonial administrative control, 1916-1928 is clearly
represented in the Archival record. Here I explain how the
Shambaa, Pare and Mbugu peoples reorganized land use in
various ecological zones while, simultaneously, the colonial
government formulated policy imperatives regarding commercial
agriculture and forestry.

From the late 1920s, the colonial government became
preoccupied with issues of environmental degradation and soil
and water conservation. Colonial administrators and
scientists forged a policy of resource management that
persisted until independence. 1I trace the implementation of
environmental policy from the Secretariat down to the local
level, showing how sharp disputes over land highlight the
dissonance between policy and actual practice in Usambara.

An especially interesting aspect of the chapter is the
organization and implementation of colonial forestry. My

Mbugu informants describe the introduction of pine and
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cypress monocultures as forest sterilization. This

changeover to pure stands created a habitat which today
supports a large population of rodents. They, in turn,
spread bubonic plague, a persistent and very deadly problem
in central Usambara.

Chapter Five: Njaa ya Chankola (Chankola's Hunger): Famine
as Historical Benchmark

This chapter highlights conflicts stemming from European
and African principles of land use, political change,
ecological degradation, drought and famine. It presents a
case study of ecological crisis in the Mlalo Basin during the
1940s. The Njaa episodes of 1942-43 and 1946-49 signal the
northern side of the massif’s growing vulnerability to food
shortages during rainfall deficits. The period of Njaa also
coincides with the British attempts to reorganize political
power in the mountains by firing Mlalo'’s sub-chief and
renowned rainmaker, Hassani Kinyassi, and replacing him with
a tax clerk. The discussion highlights indigenous views of
drought and famine mitigation and uses this evidence to argue
that vulnerability and ecological stress have their roots in
a generation of ecological change.

By the late 1940s population increases, changes in crop
choices, and colonial prerogatives had altered precolonial
famine mitigation techniques to the point where they no could
longer function without the infusion of large quantities of
emergency food relief. The Mlalo situation quite clearly

supports Steven Feierman’s arguments about the relationship
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between rainmaking and social health.4!

Chapter Six: Ecological Reform and Transition

This chapter shows how modern demographic, ecological
and political pressures led to environmental catastrophes.
Following directly on the principles developed in the Mlalo
Basin Rehabilitation scheme, the colonial government
attempted to impose its conservationist ideology across the
mountains. A coalition of colonial Agricultural Officers,
African Agricultural Instructors, and Native Authorities
doggedly, yet unsuccessfully, attempted to enforce soil
erosion control measures in every mountain subchiefdom.
Ironically, the colonial policies of the 1950s led, in the
early independence period, to the unprecedented destruction
of forests, drastic changes in drought mitigation measures
(esp. breakdown in irrigation systems across Usambara),
changes in stream flow, and rainfall patterns and amounts of
occult precipitation (dews and mists common during certain
seasons).

The chapter charts a transformation of the indigenous
view of land use and resource management. A new generation
comes to accept market-led agriculture based on the
production of fruits, vegetables and maize. Hybrid
varieties of maize and beans and exotic tree species become
accepted as legitimate and necessary. In response to land

shortages spurred by population growth, farmers clear cut and

4lpeierman, Peasant Intellectuals, pp. 5-13.
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burn over 50 square miles of cedar forest and plant it in

maize and exotic fruit trees (mostly pear), an event
unthinkable in this area at the turn of the century. Clearly
by the 1960s, a new set of ecological relationships had been

established.

Chapter Seven: Conclusions: Degradation and Reform

The Conclusion’s discussion ties together the historical
threads of ecological change in West Usambara. The Epilogue
discusses post colonial development efforts and their
ideological grounding. The chapter concludes with a
description of the most recent ecological catastrophes in
Usambara: plague epidemics in the forest zone and the floods
of January 1993, which washed away Mlalo town and wiped out

crops throughout the upper Umba river watershed.



Chapter 2

Usambara’s Early Natural and Human History:
Differential Rates of Change!

I. Overview

This chapter describes the evolution of Usambara's early
nineteenth century physical, biological and cultural
landscapes. Together these landscapes form a unique
historical environment, which determined the evolutionary
pattern of the region’s dominant mountain habitats, the
montane forests. Change is as much tied to climate and
geology as it is to the formation and reproduction of plant,
animal and human communities. To understand such complexity
requires an appreciation of physical, biological, and social
processes and an explanation of the time differential in
their rates of change. What follows is a brief overview of
the more persistent pre-nineteenth century patterns of social
and environmental transformation.

Rising from the dry savanna, the Usambara mountains form
an elevated environment of cooler temperatures and more

predictable rainfall. From the standpoint of natural

l.ysambara’' refers to a region which corresponds to the Usambara
mountains, which are divided into eastern and western groups. West
Usambara is a larger and more heavily populated massif. Literally, the
Swahili term ‘Usambara’ refers to the place where the Shambaa people
reside, the noun for location in Swahili being derived from the noun for
the region's majority ethno-linguistic group plus the prefix ‘u.’

29
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history, the massif’'s proximity to the stable Indian Ocean

rainfall regime, its geology and soils, and its physical
isolation from the drier, hotter plains surrounding the
massif has engendered the evolution of an unprecedented
diversity of flora and fauna (see Figures 1 and 2).2 It has
provided human communities with refuge from enemies and
droughts, soils for agriculture, and fuel for iron smelting
and forging. Over the past 4 or 5 millennia, human beings
increasingly fired and cut trees, cultivated the forest
soils, collected plants for medicines, and almost everywhere
shaped the secondary growth which nineteenth century European

explorers mistakenly described as primeval.

II. The Context for Human Habitation

The Usambara mountains stand out in stark relief from
the surrounding plains, 4000 feet below the almost sheer
escarpment wall.? The Pare and Taita massifs, also islands
rising from this savanna, can be easily seen from Usambara’s
outer scarps. In fact, the Usambara massif is similar in age
and geologic composition to a chain of partly forested

crystalline basement block mountains stretching southward

2jonathan Kingdon, Island Africa: The Evolution of Africa’s Rare
Animals and Plants (Princeton, 1989), p. 130; W.A. Rodgers and K.M.
Homewood, “Species Richness and Endemism in the Usambara Mountain
Forests, Tanzania,” Biological Journal of the Linnean Society 18 (1982),
PP. 197-242; see also “Ecological Islands and Their Conservation,”
Proceedings of the Arusha Symposium, African Journal of Ecology 19
(1981). — Figures 1 and 2 adapted from Rodgers and Homewood, p. 202.

eginald Ernest Moreau, "A Synecological Study of Usambara,

Tanganyika Territory with Particular Reference to Birds," Journal of
Ecology 23 (1935), 14.
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from the Kenya/Tanzania border region.4* In these two

countries, the mountain ranges include Taita, Uzungwe,
Ukaguru, Uluguru, Nguru, North and South Pare, and East and
West Usambara.

These crystalline formations underwent several cycles of
folding, metamorphism and magmatization from 2000My ago to
600My years ago, and they comprise a thick series of highly
metamorphosed sediments (granulates, gneisses and schists)
with minor intrusive igneous bodies. Block faulting, a major
structural feature in the area, raised the western Usambara
range up to elevations 2000 meters above sea level. The main
faults, and thus the escarpment faces, travel NNW with
complementary faults diverging to the NNE. The NE tending
Lwengera valley fault cuts between East and West Usambara,
and there are numerous bowl-shaped basins scattered
throughout the mountain plateau. Uplift and dissection
lasted approximately 25My. Compared with the neighboring
volcanic mountains of Kilimanjaro/Meru, whose lava deposits
are only 1My old, the Usambaras are of great antiquity.’

The mountain soils evolved from the acidic bedrock
differ locally in depth, color and composition. Soils on
slopes are red-brown, acid, leached and highly laterized, and
give way to gray-black sandy clay in valleys and basins.

These soils have 30-50% clay content, but are nevertheless

4ror the sake of clarity, I will refer throughout the chapter to
geographical units using their current names.

5Rodgers and Homewood, “Species Richness and Endemism,” p. 198-200.
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free-draining, loamy and easily pulverized (‘friable’).

Soils and slopes are resistant to erosion, but cannot
withstand prolonged crimping without rapid loss of nutrients.S
For millennia, Usambara’s soils have nurtured forest
ecosystems of great diversity and complexity, whose evolution

related to global and regional climatic patterns. R.E.
Moreau, an internationally respected ornithologist and long-
time resident of the Usambara mountains, claimed that, in
response to temperature changes, Usambara’s forests had
expanded down-slope and contracted up-slope during glacial
and interglacial epochs. According to Moreau's "pluvial
theory," worldwide glacial cooling and therefore decreasing
potential evapotranspiration allowed forests to migrate from
the cool upland core areas like Usambara into the lower, now
wetter and cooler savanna zones.’ The higher temperatures of
the interglacial periods, therefore, would have increased
evaporation and caused forest contraction. In their
truncated form, forests provided a ecological and
evolutionary sanctuary for species which could not survive on
the drier plains.

Recent climatic studies, based on pollen samples from
East African bogs and stratigraphical dating of East African
lake levels, confirm that climatic variation played an

important ecological role over the past 20,000 years; but

61bid, p. 201. Crimping, or crumbling, occurs when soils are exposed
to the cultivator's wooden digging stick or iron hoe.

7Reginald Ernest Moreau, The Bird Faunas of African and Its Islands
(New York: Academic Press, 1966), p. 42.
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assert that water availability, not temperature, played the

decisive role. Sharon Nicholson and Hermann Flohn claim that
during the glaciation of the Pleistocene, climatic
fluctuations expressed themselves in terms of changes in the
hydrological balance among precipitation, evaporation and
runoff, with rainfall clearly the decisive factor.®

Nicholson and Flohn conclude that, coincidental with the
last glacial maximum, tropical and subtropical aridity marked
the period between ¢.20,000-12,000 BP. In equatorial
regions, where tropical rain forests now prevail, relatively
dry conditions probably characterized the period from about
18,000 years ago. Their evidence for Uganda shows that prior
to 12,500 BP, the evergreen forest virtually disappeared.
Also, in much of the rest of the Eastern Africa Rift Vvalley,
the arid conditions which prevailed in the late Pleistocene
caused forest contraction.? During the subsequent early
Holocene period (c.10,000 BP), however, rapid glacial retreat
and global warming caused a rise in lake levels throughout
tropical Africa, and moderately high lake levels
characterized most of the Holocene from about 12,000 BP until
three of four millennia ago, when a dry phase again resulted
in forest contraction.l10

Although the pollen studies prove Moreau wrong about the

8sharon Nicholson and Hermann Flohn. “African Environmental and
Climatic Changes and the General Atmospheric Circulation in Late
Pleistocene and Holocene." Climatic Change 2.4 (1980), 314.

91bid., p. 318-19.

1°Ibid., p. 314; for a similar discussion see A.C. Hamilton, “The
Quaternary History of African Forests: Its Relevance to Conservation,”
African Journal of Ecology 19 (1981), 2-4.
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causes of forest expansion, his theory of the forest as a

biological refuge still holds. Indeed, botanists recognize
that such Afro alpine regions as Usambara, Uluguru, Pare and
Taita, among others, are phytogeographically distinct. The
vegetation on the lower slopes of the higher mountains and
the upper slopes of the lesser mountains differs so
significantly from the surrounding lowlands that these areas
of high elevation form an archipelago-like Afro-montane,
floristic region.l! As one of these islands, the Usambara’s
forests constituted a refuge for plants and animals in the
face of thousands of years of climatic change.l?

In the description below, Moreau provides a romantic
view of a closed forest ecosystem, which perpetuates itself

in the face of climatic disturbance.

By the power of its foliage and its epiphytes [non-
parasitic mosses, lichens and some orchids] to
condense moisture from the air, by the beneficial
effect of its shading of its own roots, by the
utilization of nutrients in its own leaf-fall and
by so checking run-off that any rain is fully
effective, a patch of forest on a mountainside may
be capable of maintaining itself long after the
local climate has deteriorated to such an extent
that it would be impossible to establish forest
anywhere in the neighborhood. Hence, on the one
hand, there may in certain cases be a considerable
time-lag before a marked climatic change fully
asserts its effect on the vegetation and, if the
patch of vegetation is big enough, on its

1lp, White, "The History of the Afromontane archipelago and the
Scientific Need for its Conservation," African Journal of Ecology 19
(1981), p. 33.

12Rodgers and Homewood, “Species Richness and Endemism,” p. 198. 1In
fact, of all these highland areas, East Usambara's forests still show
the greatest levels of biological diversity and endemism and provide a
uniqueness of flora and fauna comparable to the Galapagos islands.
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associated birds; on the other hand plant species
of certain vegetation type may persist locally long
after the associated birds have been wiped out.l!3

Usambara’s rainfall patterns are closely tied to those
of the Indian Ocean. Stretching WNW, 20 to 80 kilometers
inland from the coast, the Usambaras are well situated to
catch the ocean moisture. Most rain occurs during the passage
of the Inter tropical Convergence Zone, an ill-defined low
pressure zone of convectional rainfall, where the NE and SE
Indian ocean trade winds meet. The ITCZ migrates with the
seasonal inter tropical solar migration, pumping moist air
over the East African land mass during two well marked wet
seasons .14

In West Usambaras, rains usually fall between March and
May, and again sometime in either November or December, but
location determines their volume and intensity. The early
rains, coming from the SE, are heaviest on the southern and
eastern slopes, whereas the December rains, moving from the
NE, fall most heavily on the northern and western slopes.
Local disparities in rainfall in the mountains, for example,
can be clearly seen when comparing the relatively dry rain
shadow climate of the central plateau described in this case
study, with Mazumbai only about 30 kilometers to the

southeast (see rainfall figure).

13Horeau, The Bird Faunas of Africa, p. 5.

145 c. Hamilton, ZEnvironmental History of East Africa: A Study of
the Quaternary (London: Academic Press, 1982), p. 13.
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Distinct communities of forest flora and fauna adapted

to Usambara’s patchwork of climatic conditions.l3 For
generations of East African farmers, Usambara’s reliable
rainfall and cultivable soils provided a living, but only on
very specific sites near the outer edges of the massif at
about 1400 m. elevation. On the preferred sites, farmers cut
and burned forest transforming its biology to suit their
nutritional needs. At the same time, they built up a vast
knowledge of the possibilities offered by local ecological

conditions and adapted land use accordingly.

III. Shaping the Environment

Archaeological evidence confirms the presence of
Neolithic settlements in Usambara and by 1000 - 1500 BP,1€¢ the
ancestors of East Africa's Bantu speaking Iron Age
communities began to occupy and use the montane forest havens
much more intensively than their predecessors. David
Schoenbrun claims that since the introduction of iron working
and pastoralism in East Africa, human communities
increasingly replaced the old growth forest with secondary
forest, crops or savanna communities. His data for the
interlacustrine region suggest that a period of deforestation

began roughly three thousand years ago and accelerated around

15Rodgers and Homewood, “Species Richness and Endemism,” p. 205.

16pp dates denote radiocarbon dates and are subject to greater
margins of error with age. Also, they date the death of organic matter
and thus, for example, charcoal remains found in smelting furnaces
reflect the age of wood at cutting, rather than the age of a particular
smelting event.
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two thousand years ago.l?” Given the links between Lacustrine

and Usambara ceramic traditions and the archaeological data
introduced below, similar deforestation in Usambara must have
begun around this time.

By the early nineteenth century Usambara was inhabited
by farmers who spoke Bantu languages and herders who spoke a
Southern Cushitic tongue. Differences in language and in
economy followed the respective ecologies of land use and
settlement patterns. The Bantu (Washambaa, Wapare, Wataita)
and Cushitic (Mbugu)l® communities had not completely
segregated themselves however. Over several centuries they
had fashioned a web of economic and social ties which

persisted well into the twentieth century.

The Early Southern Cushites

The great increase in aridity between 5000 and 4000 BP
might well have determined population movements out of
southern Ethiopia into Kenya and Tanzania. Although it
remains to be seen whether other patterns of change,
including linguistic, can be fitted into the scene
accordingly,!? the approximate dates for climatic change
correlate with the linguistic evidence for the increase in

the presence and antiquity of Southern Cushitic languages in

17pavid Schoenbrun, “We are What We Eat: Ancient Agriculture Between
the Great Lakes,” Journal of African History 34 (1993), p. 4.

18pantu and Cushite here refer to linguistic classifications. The
Mbugu people refer to themselves as Vamaa’a.

19Gowlett, “HBuman Adaptation and Long-Term Climatic Change,” p. 45.
Gowlett’s modified BP dates correspond with Ambrose’s dates cited below.
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East Africa and the antiquity of their East African

presence.2?® Their speakers herded cattle, goats and possibly
sheep, and they cultivated grains.2! Before the arrival of
the Southern Cushites, there is no evidence for food
production, and the newcomers must have spread rapidly in the
absence of competition for essential resources.22 The
ancestors of Usambara’s Vamaa people, who trace their
ancestry to central Kenya’s Laikipia plateau, were among
these migrants to East Africa, although their arrival in
Usambara was relatively recent.

By AD. 500-1000, Cushitic settlement was of some
centuries standing.2? Given the similarly favorable
environmental conditions in the nearby Usambaras and the
presence of Southern Cushitic loan words in local Bantu
languages, the Neolithic archaeological sites in the
Usambaras are likely southern Cushitic settlements.24
However, important questions of cultural and technological
transfer between these two groups still remain unanswered by

the scant linguistic and archaeological record. Did, for

2OStanley Ambrose, “Archaeological and Linguistic Reconstructions of
History in East Africa,” in Christopher Ehret and Merrick Posnansky,
eds., The Archaeological and Linguistic Reconstruction of African
History, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p. 113.
That Southern Cushitic loan words occur in almost every language between
Lake Victoria and the Indian Ocean, argues for prolonged and often
intimate contacts between Southern Cushites and the Southern Nilotes,
Eastern Cushites and Eastern Bantu. In many areas of Kenya and
Tanzania, the late-comers displaced or absorbed the Southern Cushites.

21Christopher Ehret and Derek Nurse, “The Taita Cushites,” Sprache
und Geschichte in Afrika 3 (1981), p. 127.

22Ambrose, Reconstructions, p. 113.
23ghret and Nurse, “Taita Cushites,” p. 140-141.

24pcobert Soper, “Iron Age sites in Northeastern Tanzania,” Azania II
(1967), p. 31.
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example, the Bantu peoples adopt irrigation and manuring as

the bequests of Cushitic ancestors? Did they cultivate the
same grains? Evidence for Taita suggests that hunting and
gathering played an important role in Cushitic economy and
that Bantu speakers borrowed this technology.?5> Was it so in
the Usambaras? How intensively did the Cushites use the

forest since they did not smelt or forge iron tools?

Bantu Expansion into Usambara

The Bantu expansion into East Africa is difficult to
date, but it probably began around 2,000 years ago.2¢
Archaeologists have associated the movement of Bantu peoples
with various types of ceramics and a related iron industry
because decorated bowls were often found near smelting or
forging sites. Pottery from the earliest East African Bantu-
related ceramic tradition, Kwale ‘ware’, has been recovered
from the North and South Pare Mountains, the Usambara
Mountains, and Kenya’s Shimba Hills and has been dated to
between about 1850 BP and 1450 BP. In Usambara, a number of
archaeological sites contain incised ‘ware’’ which is related
to the coastal pottery from sites of the 14th and 15th
centurieslike Kilwa, Manda and Shanga. Also dotted and

graphite sherds have been identified but no sites excavated

25ghret and Nurse, “Taita Cushites,”p. 140.

26perek Nurse, “Bantu Expansion into East Africa: Linguistic
Evidence,” in Posnansky and Ehret, eds., The Archaeological and
Linguistic Reconstruction of African History, p. 222.
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or dated.??

Whatever their migratory route and origins, the economy
of the East African Bantu peoples clearly depended on
agriculture and iron working. The picture for Usambara is of
an extensive spread of early Iron Age languages and
technology as early as the second century AD, represented by
Kwale ware, followed by a series of diversified and localized
groups whose cultural and chronological interrelationships
are not yet clear.2® Archaeologists now refer to these
migratory and technological characteristics as the “Mwitu”
tradition.2? 1Its inheritors form the Bantu-speaking
communities of today’s Usambara: the Chaga-Taita (Pare,

Taita) and Northeast Coast Bantu (Shambaa) groups.30

Settlement Sites

Archaeological evidence from Taita and Usambara suggests
that early occupation by “Mwitu” communities was confined to
the wetter montane or sub-montane woodland/forest areas.3!
Evidence from the distribution of pottery sherds shows a

gradual spread down the hills onto the drier plains.32

27pavid Phillip Collett, “The Spread of Early Iron Producing
Communities in Eastern and Southern Africa,” volume 1. Ph.D. Thesis,
Cambridge University, 1985, pp. 23-24.

2esoper, “Iron Age Sites,” p. 19-36.

29¢collett, “Spread,” p. 131; and Peter Schmidt, “Eastern Expressions
of the ‘Mwitu’ Tradition: Early Iron Age Industry of the Usambara
Mountains, Tanzania,” Nyame Akuma 30 (1987), p. 36.

30perek Nurse and Tom Spear, The Swahili: Reconstructing the History
and Language of an African Society 800-1500 (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), p. 41.

31schmidt, “Mwitu Tradition,” p. 37; Collett, “Spread,” p. 50.

321pid., p. 50
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Movements to marginal agricultural areas may have been

spurred by population growth, a wetter climate, movement of
topsoil from hills to plains, or all three.

In the Usambara and Taita hills, sites indicate that
access to valley alluvium was extremely important.33 Robert
Soper describes Usambara sites with Kwale ‘ware’ around Mlalo
and in the Lwengera valley. The sites on the northern
(Mlalo) and eastern (Lwengera) side of the main range are
generally in upland valleys or basins close to permanent
streams, and none is on a hill-top, suggesting that access to
water and fertile soils, rather than defense, were the
primary considerations in the placement of early
settlements.3* In subsequent investigations, Schmidt
discovered similar situations near the southwestern Usambara
escarpment at elevations between 4800 and 5400 feet. He was
able to date the furnace material at mid-second century AD.
In the Taita Hills, Collett found similar settlement patterns
at high and medium altitudes in the hills. Like Schmidt’s
finds, these sites tend to be located on the ends of spurs
projecting into the valley.3

The settlement patterns show that the “Mwitu” peoples
understood the difference between soil composition on slopes
and in valley bottoms and situated themselves to take

advantage of the possibilities offered by agriculture at both

331bid.
34SOper, “Iron Age Sites,” p. 31l.
35Collett, ~“Spread,” p. 50.
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high and low elevations. By locating at areas like Mlalo,

Vuga, Bumbuli, Mlola, and Mbaramo, they could farm the
alluvial soils of the nearby upland basin, or, in a couple of
hours, walk to gardens on alluvium which had washed down to
the plains below the escarpment. Less reliable rainfall in
the plains made agriculture more precarious, but higher
temperatures significantly shortened the growing season

allowing for a quick harvest when rains proved adequate.

Forging and Smelting, Nature and Culture in the ‘Mwitu’
Tradition.

The “Mwitu” tradition represents a system of production
practices which spread into East Africa from the Lacustrine
region. Archaeological evidence indicates a two stage iron
production process mostly used decorated cylindrical pit
furnaces associated with special types of rituals.3% David
Collett argues that iron smelting symbolized the crossing of
boundaries between the chaotic natural world and ordered
world of cultured human beings. In other words, through

fire, man brought order to nature.

In its simplest form heat mediated transformations
can be used to convert the raw, natural world into
cultural ‘cooked’ products. Thus the mode of
thought enables man to ‘control’ the boundary
between culture and nature and so impose on his
world....This mode of thought provides a plan for
cultural action in the world and consequently it
allows man to ‘control’ nature.37

This is clearly represented in oral traditions from south-

361pid., pp. 108, 130.
371bid., pp. 121-122.
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central Africa, where fire and cooking are used to

differentiate “cultured” from “wild” man.3® Furthermore, a
metaphorical differentiation of “wild” (one who eats uncooked
meat) and “cultured” (one who eats boiled meat with starch)
exists also in Shambaa oral traditions.?3®

The Iron-Age peoples of the Taita, Pare, Nguru, and
Usambara highlands spoke related languages, farmed similar
ecological niches, and smelted and forged iron implements.
Moreover, the ver§ hills they inhabited shared similar
geological and biological histories. The argument for unity
is buttressed by migrations stories in Usambara, in which
Shambaa descent groups claim to have migrated from one of the
other mountain regions. In the northwest around Mlalo, for
example, most Shambaa claim Taita or Pare origins, while in
the southern Usambaras most refer to an ancestral residence
in Nguru.4® Their choices of settlement show their tendency
to seek out familiar niches appropriate to their farming
technology and cultural constructs.

Over time Usambara'’s Bantu-speakers adapted their
patterns of occupation and exploitation to local
environmental conditions. In The Shambaa Kingdom, Steven
Feierman describes how, by two to three centuries ago,

Usambara‘’s farmers had organized their settlements into

381pid., p. 121.

39see Chapter 2, “The Myth of Mbega,” in Steven Feierman, The

Shambaa Kingdom: A History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1974).

4oIbido, ppo 72-73.
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permanent towns like Ubiri, Bumbuli, Vuga, Mlalo and Mbaramo,

which served as capitals for various chieftaincies
(lineages). Permanent banana groves immediately surrounded
the town and less permanent and more dispersed gardens were
located anywhere within a five mile radius. Notwithstanding
Feierman’s lack of sources for this period, nineteenth
century descriptions tend tentatively to support his
reconstruction. For example, the sophisticated intensive and
extensive husbandry practices described for 1890s Mlalo
suggest a long period of local adaptation ecological
conditions.4!

Organizing large scale banana production and intensive
farming technologies, which in Usambara included irrigation
furrows and dams, depended on a dense population and the
ability of political leaders to organize labor gangs.
Permanently settled populations would have simplified
recruitment and required farmers to locate swidden
cultivation further from dense populations. Supported by
oral traditions, Feierman argues that before the eighteenth
century, lineage heads allocated plots to their wives and
sons. However, the availability of land allowed a young man
the freedom to increase his holdings simply by clearing a
section of forest.42 Also in pre-eighteenth century Usambara

farming communities, Feierman’s “clan organizations,” served

4lgee especially Professor Doctor O. Warburg, "Die Kulturpflanzen
Usambaras,” Mitteilungen aus den Deutschen Schutzgebeiten 7 (1894), 131-
199.

42por the age of permanent towns, see Feierman, Shambaa Kingdom, p.
29; for allocation of garden plots, see p. 33
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as the basis for local political unity.43 Subsequently,

kingship replaced clanship, and Kilindi overlords fostered a
previously nonexistent political unity among all Bantu
speaking farming communities in West Usambara.

By the early nineteenth century, oral traditions agree
that a Shambaa political and cultural unity existed in
Usambara under the Kilindi king, Kimweri ye Nyumbai. The
ecological situation, however, was less clear in much of
central Usambara, specifically at Shume and Magamba, where
Bantu-style agriculture was undermined by low temperatures
and an aridity hostile to banana cultivation. The niche in
the highest reaches of the mountains became home to herding

people called the Vamaa.

Precolonial Usambara’s Highland Forest People, the Wambugu‘¢
Mbugu informants refer to their ancestors as the Vamaa,
who in centuries past occupied Kenya'’s Laikipia plateau until
Maa-speaking pastoralists pushed them southward and eastward
across the Rift Valley. These movements were punctuated by
interludes with Cushitic- and Bantu-speaking farmers in what

is today northern Tanzania. This history may explain the

431pid., chs. 3 and 4.

44The Wambugu refer to themselves as Vama'a and speak a language
which has been classified as a branch of Southern Cushitic in Derek
Nurse, “Extinct Southern Cushitic Communities in East Africa,” in
Marianne Bechaus-Gerst and Fritz Serzisko, eds., Cushitic-Qmotic. Papers
from the International Symposium on Cushitic and Gmotic Languages,
Cologne, January 6-9, 1986 (Hamburg 1988), p. 93-104; see also A.N.
Tucker and M.A. Bryan, “The Mbugu Anomaly,” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 37 (1974), pp. 188-207 and Morris Goodman,
“The Strange Case of Mbugu,” in Dell Hymes, ed., Pidginization and
Creolization of Languages (Cambridge 1971), p. 243-54.
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traditionally close social and cultural ties the present-day

Wambugu maintain with the Pare people and the ritual
importance of certain places in the Pare hills just to the
northeast of Usambara.43> Some accounts also recall a time of
residence among Zigua farmers in the region immediately to
the south of Usambara.46

The traditions suggest a series of conflicts and
accommodations between the Vamaa and their neighbors, and a
high degree of adaptability to a variety of environmental,
social and political contexts. Vamaa residence in Usambara
fits this model of contact. In fact, eighteenth-century
Usambara would have presented immigrant herders with an
especially advantageous social, political and ecological
situation.

Mbugu oral histories recount Vamaa settlement in
Usambara as a series of movements by affiliated groups into
the mountains from the southern and western sides of the
massif.4?” Although now recalled as specific lineages, Mbugu

community histories might well have been constructed after

45ror linguistic and historical ties to Upare see: E.C. Green, “The
Wambugu of Usambara (with notes on Kimbuqu),” Tanzania Notes and Records
61 (1963), 176. Green describes a “colony” of Wambugu still residing in
North Pare and occasional Mshitu ceremonies in South Pare; B.D. Copland,
“A Note on the Origin of the Mbugu with a Text,” Zeitschrift fir
Eingeborenen-Sprachen 24 (1933-34), p. 243; Tucker and Bryan, “The Mbugu
Anomaly,” p. 190; MUIT Mz. Seuya and Baharia, p. 2-3 and 11, T. Mganga,
at Kwefingo 29/3/92, p. 13.

46MUIT, Dominque Ndala at Batai (Magamba), p. 21; Salim Kadala at
Mshangai 27/4/92, p. 27.

47MUIT informants recall these lineage names as follows: the Londo
(Ombweni), Ombeji, Gonja, Nkandu, Ngarito Ngarire and Kwangwana.
Feierman, Shambaa Kingdam, ch. 3 and E.C. Green, “The Wambugu,” also
note lineage names in their treatments of Mbugu history.
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settlement. In any event, the migrants, whatever their

affiliation, ended up occupying the driest and coldest of the
massif’s micro-climates. Naturally those were areas not
favored by the resident cultivators, the Washambaa, who, like
their iron age ancestors, preferred to remain within reach of
the plains below the massif in order to exploit the region’s
warmest and wettest micro climates.

Occupation of central Usambara coincided with a period
in Shambaa history, when farming communities lived in locally
centralized neighborhoods under the auspices of certain
lineage heads, but did not exhibit any degree of political
unity across the massif. By exploiting the potential
pastures of the mountains, the Vamaa offered individual
Shambaa leaders in the neighborhoods of Ubiri, Gare, Vuga,
Bumbuli and Mlalo easy access to an important source of
wealth.4® In fact, Steven Feierman argues that Mbugu
migrations into Usambara helped to precipitate a political
revolution which resulted in the unification of Shambaa
communities under the Kilindi dynasty.4?

Although the Wambugu had entered the mountains in
separate groups, they came to occupy a contiguous region,
whose rainfall varied with aspect and elevation. They also

shared a common myth of origin in Laikipia. 1In addition,

48MUIT, Seuya and Baharia, p. 2. Informants claimed that the Shambaa
then had no cattle and that the Wambugu purchased their rights of
residence with cattle.

495peierman, The Shambaa Kingdaom, for Shambaa agriculture see chapter
1, and for Mbugu/Shambaa relations during the eighteenth century chapter
3.



49
their tradition of migration to and residence in Upare

fostered a powerful cultural unity, which was renewed
regularly when Mbugu initiates and elders met in the forests
of the South Pare hills for mshitu (adolescent male
initiation) ceremonies. Moreover, their Cushitic language,
their pastoral economy and their forest enclave clearly
separated them from their Shambaa neighbors.

The ecological transition from plains savanna to
highland forest must have marked the beginning of an economic
and cognitive shift. The Wambugu remained pastoralists in an
economic sense but, having left the more open savanna, the
retooled their land-use practices and their social relations
to fit the highland forest environment. The traditions
recall the forested uplands of central Usambara as a
sanctuary, an ideal place to practice pastoralism removed
from the disorder of the Rift Valley plains they had

traversed throughout their history.

Mbugu Culture and Economy in Usambara: Defining the
Human/Environmental Discourse and Neighborly Relations

If the forest offered less immediately available pasture
than the plains, it had the advantage of being an area of
higher precipitation. Oral accounts note that upon arrival
in the Usambara forests at Shume and Magamba, the Wambugu

found large open glades suitable for grazing (viringo).5°

SOMUIT, Seuya and Baharia, p. 3, Dominique Ndala, at Batai, 4/92, P-
21, T. Mganga, p. 14. These glades may have been conditioned by
buffalo, bush buck and other ungulates common in central plateau forests
until the 1940s.
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Testimony is contradictory on the subject of pasture

creation, although Mbugu herders probably fired the edges of
these glades and other suitable areas to expand the amount of
pasture.3! Councils of Mbugu elders regulated access to
pastures in their respective settlement regions, though it
seems that entry was easily negotiated, especially during
droughts.>32

Within the settlement regions, the Wambugu lived in
dispersed homesteads. Each small settlement maintained
exclusive rights to a particular area close to its houses
(mvera), where animals could be herded in the early morning
and evening.33 The houses themselves were built among the
trees and were large enough for the livestock to sleep
indoors, but sturdily built fenced outdoor cattle enclosures
(boma) also dotted the landscape. Moreover, Mbugu leaders
sanctioned the construction of large defensible enclosures
called heiboma which, hidden in the forest, served as animal
sanctums and hideaways during times of war.5¢

In addition to pasture, the forest provided fuel and

building materials. Mbugu women foraged for specific species

Slpor evidence of burning forest to create pasture see: B.D.
Copland, “A Note on the Origin of the Mbugu with a Text,” p. 244; MUIT,
Paulo Mwavoa and Mlango Msasu at Kinko 3/3/92, p. 39; MUIT, T. Mganga,
P. 14, Mzee Mganga claims that the Mbugu never cleared forest to create
pasture.

52murT, Mkanda Shusha, at Mshangai, 2/92, p. 25.

530. Baumann, “Usambara,” Petermann’s Geographische Mitteilungen 2
(1889), p. 47; MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 14 and 20; Seuya and F. Baharia,
1/92, p. 11.

S4MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 16. This feature might have become more common
during the late nineteenth century. Place names in central Usambara
also indicate the former presence of large bomas especially around Kwai,
Mshangai, and Malibwi.
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of dead trees and shrubs of mihaghio (Maba buxifolia), ngiti,

mziragembe (wild olive, Olea chrysophylla), and muandala
(Ptaeroxylon obliquum) for their cooking fires.33 Just what
effect this had on the nineteenth century forest ecology is
difficult to determine; but because collection was carried
out fairly close to the homestead, the lack of ground litter
and decrease in nutrient cycling may have impoverished nearby
stands of forest. The Wambugu also stripped cedar bark to
use as roofing material and collected it, along with other
forest plants, for medicinal purposes.5$

Human and animal population densities would have
affected forest ecology. Mbugu prohibitions on premarital
sex, child spacing and delayed marriage probably slowed
population increase.3’ Control of herd size, essential to the
maintenance of the pastoral economy, was regulated through
the regular ritual slaughter of animals and exchanges between
the Wambugu and the Washambaa.3® They also exchanged
livestock, hides and dried meat for the vegetable produce and
iron implements available from the neighboring Shambaa
cultivators.’® After the advent of Kilindi rule in Shambaa

neighborhoods, the Wambugu cultivated relations with the

55MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 15. As far as I know, no extensive list of
indigenous plant names exists for Mbugu forest areas.

56MUIT, D. Ndala, p. 22. Cedar bark for roofing was used exclusively
by the Wambugu. The Shambaa thatched their roofs with grass gathered
from the waterlogged basins (dau) near their neighborhoods. Foraging
for firewood in nearby forests was common practice among Shambaa women.

57MyIT, Seuya and Baharia, p. 9-10.

581bid., p. 11. Maddox also notes herd culling and availability of
meat through reqular ritual slaughter of animals. Maddox, personal
cammunication.

59MUIT, Seuya and Baharia, p. 7.
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chiefs by paying reqular tribute in livestock, labor and

women .50

In addition to exchanges outside Mbugu territory,
herders wealthy in cattle could spread their animals across
several Mbugu- controlled localities by marrying several
times and distributing their livestock among their wives’
sons. These marriage patterns fostered Mbugu unity across
the plateau while the dispersal of livestock limited
overgrazing and mitigated the effects of localized rainfall
failure.S!

The Wambugu thus built a network of social relations
which suited local rainfall variability and allowed for
movements of livestock and people within Mbugu territory in

times of localized drought.

We’'d hear that there grazing was abundant and here
was a desert62,..there would be a cousin there who
would take the animals. 1In fact all over the
Usambaras we had relatives with animals. People
sometimes moved with their families, sometimes not
if they expected to return. People had their clan
areas, so that when they came back they had their
place that they own.®3

Such movements could be temporary or permanent, but only as a
last resort did it involve leaving Mbugu territory
altogether.

Temporary movements (urang‘a) were usually no more that

60steven Feierman, Peasant Intellectuals: Anthropology and History
in Tanzania (Madison 1990), p. 49 and The Shambaa Kingdom, p. 155; MUIT,
T. Mganga, p. 20.

61MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 20.

621nformant used the swahili word “jangwa” to describe an area
without adequate grazing.

63MUIT, M. Shusha, p. 25; my translation.
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a day’'s walk from the home camp.5¢ The herders could be

visited reqularly by family members, who brought them food
and news of home. During severe droughts, entire Mbugu
families might migrate permanently in search of food.
Playing on their ties with Shambaa farmers, they sought out
areas on the edges of farmlands, where agricultural produce
was readily available in exchange for labor or for livestock,
the latter an important marker of wealth for the Kilindi and
the Washambaa.%® Thus, in spite of claims to a cultural
propensity toward reclusiveness, Mbugu economic history in
Usambara is closely tied to that of their farming and herding
neighbors down-slope.¢6

The relationship between the Wambugu, honey and the
forest environment illustrates this paradox. Honey had
cultural importance for the Wambugu, since it served as the
main ingredient for the beer brewed for all ritual and social
occasions; and dowries required partial payment in honey,
causing one informant to claim that the Wambugu had a “honey
culture.”¢? Since forest flora greatly facilitated Mbugu
honey production, informants saw a clear relationship between
their identity as forest dwellers, honey production, honey’s

cultural significance, and their cultural separation from the

64MUIT, Paulo Mwavoa and Mlango Msasu, at Kinko 3/92, p. 39.

65MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 14; P. Mwavoa and M. Msasu, p. 39.

66For reclusiveness see Green, “The Wambugu of Usambara,” p. 175.
For another example interactions between pastoralist and farmers in East
Africa see J.L.Berntsen, “The Maasai and their Neighbors: Variables and
Interaction,” African Econamic History 2 (1976), p. 1-11.

67MqUuIT, T. Mganga, p. 17-18, and 20.
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Washambaa.® Honey, however, had much more than cultural

significance for the wambugu.

Informants recall honey’s importance as a dietary
supplement, especially during seasons of hunger. Honey'’s
regional economic value was manifest in its importance as a
medium of exchange in transactions with Maasai pastoralists,
who also used honey ritually. Moreover, Mbugu honey
gatherers purchased their hives from the Washambaa.$® The
context of honey production served not only to tie the
Wambugu economically to their neighbors, but also to separate
them culturally.

Oover the course of about a century and a half,
Usambara's Cushitic-speaking communities had transformed
themselves into the Wambugu. They had shifted successfully
from their tenuous existence as clients and refugees on the
plains to a much less risky forest-based pastoralism in the
Usambara mountains. The viability of Mbugu pastoralism
depended on reciprocal relations with their neighbors.

This situation of relative stability began to change
with the introduction into the Pangani Valley of a regional
merchant economy based on the East African coast and its

offshore islands. This economic shift, along with the

68MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 19, D. Ndala, pp. 21 and 22, Mkanda Shusha, p.
27. For honey production in East African forest ecology see R.H.
Blackburn, “Boney in Okiek Personality, Culture and Society,” Ph.D.
dissertation, Michigan State University 1971, chs. 1 and 2.

69MUIT, T. Mganga, p. 17-18, M. Shusha, p. 27. Once mixed with maize,
honey could be stored for months until needed; See also Blackburn,
“Honey in Okiek Personality,” ch. 3 for honey-related economic relations
between Okiek (highland forest) and Maasai (plains).
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ecological disasters which affected East Africans during the

1880s and 908, so disrupted their economy and society that
Mbugu relations with their Shambaa neighbors and with their

environment were transformed.

IV. Conclusion

One finds no mention of ecological change or degradation
in the histories, oral or written, of pre-nineteenth century
Usambara. However, because their production systems made
extensive use of mountain forests, pastures and soils, the
ancestors of the present-day Shambaa and Mbugu populations
shaped environments from the time they entered the mountains.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
physical, biological and social continuities of the highlands
were about to be broken. The Bantu-speaking cultivators had
already destroyed large areas of upland forests by cutting
trees to fuel their smelters, forges and cooking fires, and
by opening to cultivation slopes and basins near the massif’s
outer scarps. To what extent they altered the floristic
makeup of the forest beyond the settlement zones remains
unknown. What is certain is that they cleared parts of the
most luxuriant forests at several elevation levels to take
advantage of temperature and rainfall patterns.

The Vamaa herders also actively shaped their highland
environment by firing parts of the drier cedar forests of the
mountain plateau in order to create pasture. Some of the

Cedar forest's evergreen scrub, noted by Moreau in the 1930s,
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may well have resulted from Vamaa pastoral practices.

The scope of pre-nineteenth century change is difficult
to establish. As long as population densities remained low,
the forest would regenerate in swidden gardens, though in‘an
altered state exhibiting a poverty of species and different
dominant trees. Nonetheless, by the selective use and
conservation of Usambara’s forests, farmers and herders
created a markedly humanized landscape within which
functioned an interactive relationship between nature and
culture. By the mid-nineteenth century, when Kimweri ye
Nyumbai’s rule reached its apex, an aerial observation of
Usambara would have revealed a massif largely clothed with
primary and secondary forest with open patches of several
square miles surrounding permanent settlements. Besides the
open patches, human presence would also have been marked by
smoke rising from the smiths’ furnaces, the farmers fields in
preparation, and the herders’ pastures, all of them burning a

humanized order onto the landscape.



Chapter 3

Reorienting Exchange and Production:
Changing Ideologies of Environmental Control

I. Introduction

This chapter describes how war, rapid economic change,
and the imposition of German colonial rule combined to alter
human/environmental relationships in northeastern Tanzania’s
West Usambara mountains between the mid-nineteenth century
and 1916. It shows that, in the decades before the German
incursion, African farmers and herders had shaped their
physical environment in response to a number of political and
economic challenges. While failing to alter completely the
direction of indigenous ecological change, the imperatives of
German colonial science and administration opened a new
ecological discourse, one which would persist throughout the

colonial period.

II. Changing Regional Political Ecology: an Overview

The mid- to late-nineteenth century constituted the most
violent phase in Usambara’s modern history. For much of the
century, the Kilindi kings, ensconced in their mountain
capital at Vuga in West Usambara, collected tribute over much
of what is today the northeast corner of Tanzania. During

the late 1860s, the ruling family experienced a structural
57
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crisis when the long-time king, Kimweri ye Nyumbai, died.

The successional dispute between Kimweri'’s sons precipitated
a regional civil war. Almost simultaneously, the demand for
slaves on the clove plantations of Pemba island and the
widespread sale of guns for their procurement led to a period
of unprecedented violence across northeastern Tanzania,
which, in turn, transformed local politics and
human/environmental relations in Usambara.!

The conjuncture of a local political crisis with an
expanding regional slave trade marked the beginning of the
end for Kilindi political legitimacy across much of the
kingdom. Kilindi chiefs who were involved in the
successional war needed soldiers, arms, ammunition, and means
of payment. Slaves were the currency used to purchase these
war goods, and plunder paid for soldiers’ services.
Enslavement of outsiders and criminal offenders was not new
to Usambara in the 1860s and 70s.2 However, when Kilindi
rulers extended the status to ordinary subjects for very
minor offenses, hired foreign mercenaries to seize slaves and
livestock, they undermined their own legitimacy as the
official arbiters between people and nature. Depopulation
and attendant losses in agricultural production subvented the

chiefs’ prowess as rainmakers responsible for the fecundity

lpor an extensive explantion Kilindi politics during this period see,
Feierman, Shambaa Kingdam, chs. 6 and 7. For an explanation of how this
process operated in Uzigua, just to the south of Usambara, see James
Giblin, Environmental Control, parts I and II.

Zreierman, Peasant Intellectuals, ch. 2.
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of the land,? and centralized rule in the mountains began to

disintegrate. These political and economic transformations
had important consequences for Usambara’s colonial ecology.

Following closely on the violence and uncertainty of the
slave trade era, the German invasion presented its own set of
challenges. Early in the 1880s, international competition
pushed Germany reluctantly toward colonial adventure in East
Africa. This imperial hesitation was not shared by Carl
Peters, a young German entrepreneur influenced by British
visions of empire, who, in March 1884, founded the Society
for German Colonization (later the Deutsch Ostafrika
Gesellschaft, hereafter DOAG). By 1886, the~Society claimed
60,000 square miles of the East African mainland. Within two
years, Peter’s concession had been swallowed up by a powerful
banking syndicate which established eighteen small trading
and experimental stations. When coastal peoples revolted in
1888 and the company’s stations were attacked, the German
government responded militarily, with the moral argument that
it intended to eliminate the slave trade. Once the “Bushiri”
revolt had been suppressed, however, a German governor
claimed control of military and civil affairs over what is
today mainland Tanzania.¢4

The DOAG concentrated its early development efforts on
the Usambara highlands, which they believed had potential as

a productive coffee-growing region. Further, the mountains

3Feierman, Shambaa Kingdom, chapters 6 and 7.

4y.0. Henderson, The German Colonial Empire, 1884-1914 (London:
Frank Cass, 1993), pp. 50-66; John Iliffe, Modern History, pp. 88-98.
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lay along a major caravan route and close enough to the

German port at Tanga to lead planners to believe that
transport costs could be kept low. The society held
concessionary rights in Usambara and between 1891 and 1895
had purchased huge tracts of land from local Kilindi rulers,
who claimed they owned lands depopulated during the
nineteenth century disasters® The DOAG, anxious to exploit
what they believed to be luxuriant mountain soils, initiated
the construction of a Pangani Valley railway which would
serve their interests. Economic success, however, depended
upon the railway'’s rapid completion and favorable world
market coffee prices. The railway only reached Mombo (129
kilometers from Tanga and main entry point into W. Usambara)
in 1905, six years after the government took over its
construction from the failed DOAG effort. To make matters
worse, by then coffee production in Usambara had proved to be
an abysmal failure. Of all the plantation crops, only sisal
made substantial sums for investors. These setbacks limited
Germany'’s ability to transform the local exchange relations.
Nonetheless, they made substantial inroads toward reorienting
the local human/environmental relations still in recovery.
The difficult ecological conditions of the late
nineteenth century continued to challenge farmers and herders
across German East Africa well into the German colonial
period. During the 1890s, rinderpest swept across East

Africa wiping most of the domestic livestock. As pasturage

5John Iliffe, Modern History, p. 126.
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returned to thicket, tsetse flies multiplied spreading

Trypanosomiasis over much of the colony. Other diseases
followed: small pox, influenza, East Coast Fever, and bovine
pleuro pneumonia.® In Usambara, effective mitigation of the
natural and man made disasters depended on settlement
location, local and regional social and economic relations,
and flexibility in modes of production. Generally, the
evidence suggests that the period coincided with a general
depopulation and loses of environmental control over much of
the mountain landscape.

As Usambarans tried to rebuild their communities in the
early years of the twentieth century, German colonial
administrators, scientists and settlers attempted to impose
their vision of colonial development across much of the
massif. German administrative policies regarding taxation
and labor worked against the historical continuities of
African agricultural and pastoral production. Nineteenth
century land use patterns use gave way, around mission
stations, DOAG experimental stations, and in forest reserves,
to Western notions about the proper organization of nature.
However, European ideas regarding resource management
filtered through to Usambarans only in vague outlines. To
those whose pasture became forest reserve, or who watched

settlers clear hundreds of acres of ancient forest stands to

6Residents of Usambara often refer to the period as “njaa ya pato,”
which translates as the hunger of greed. For a discussion of the
broader region see, Juhani Koponen, “War, Famine, and Pestilence in Late
Precolonial tanzania: A Case for a Heightened Mortality,” African
Economic History 17 (1988), 637-676.
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make room for coffee trees, colonial policy must have looked

simply like a land grab.

Although the colonial apparatus seized control over
large swaths of West Usambara’s landscape, German suzerainty
lasted only a generation. 1In 1916 when the British evicted
Usambara's enemy population, farmers and herders moved to
regain control of formerly German areas. However, they did
so in a new ideological and ecological context. In terms of
husbandry, African farmers adopted some exotic cultigens, and
expanded the cultivation of others, especially maize.
Moreover, the Germans had erected new types of legal
boundaries around settler farms and forest reserves, forcing
Africans to recognize foreign control, albeit temporarily,
over tens of thousands of acres of mountain forest. Inside
the forest reserves, German silvicultural experts had begun a
process of biological simplification which would persist
thereafter. Finally, on the plains alluvium, formerly an
essential component of highland food production, the Germans
had sown sisal and rubber, crops for industrial rather than

human consumption.

Tracing Ecological Change

Chapter 2 showed that Usambara’s natural history
fostered the evolution of very distinct floral communities
which corresponded to elevation and rainfall patterns, and
which supported very different agroecologies. These

observations, based on imprecise oral traditions,
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archaeological evidence, and extrapolations from biological

descriptions only provide a vague picture human agency.
However, by the late 1880s, a clearer picture of human-
induced ecological change begins to emerge from traveler
accounts. For the period between 1888 and 1892, Oscar
Bauman'’s writings stand out in this regard. Bauman and his
partner, Hans Meyer, geographers operating on behalf of the
DOAG, carefully observed ecological conditions with an eye to
future exploitation. Coupled with subsequent observations of
German scientists, and a remarkable gardener at the Mlalo
Lutheran Mission, the evidence suggests that radical changes
in Usambara’s agricultural ecology marked the years between
the mid nineteenth century and the end of German colonialism.
Numerous photographs document the region’s most visible
ecological change, the destruction of old growth forests both
in the mountains and on sisal estates.’” Botanical inventories
provide another valuable source for ecological change in both
primary and secondary forests. The floristic makeup of an
areas speaks volumes to the mode and extent of human
intervention. Taken together, these sources begin to
illustrate changes in the environment. However, they also
point out that changes were extremely complex and that they
operated on scales which range from farmers’ gardens to

entire river valleys.

7see for example, Josef Brunnthaler, “Vegetationsbilder aus Deutsch-
Ostafrika. Regenwald von Usambara,” Vegetationsbilder 11.8 (1914),
tafel 43; photos also accompany articles in Mitteilungun aus den
Deutschen Schutzgebieten. The mission archive at Wiippertal holds a vast
collection of landscape photos from the German colonial period.
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III. Change along the Elevation Gradient.

Plains, from Agriculture to Trade

On the plains a general pattern emerges in which
population movements within and around the mountains resulted
in losses of environmental control in some areas and
intensification of production in others. The differentials
help explain why some mountain farmers, in northern Usambara
for example, managed to expand the plains component of their
farming system, while on the other fertile plains lands,
Shambaa farmers lost the use of an area of supplementary
agriculture.

Stark contrasts in elevation and related rainfall and
vegetation patterns occur throughout East Africa. Its human
history is therefore replete with examples of people from one
zone seeking to live within close range of another to gain a
measure of food security should local environmental
conditions deteriorate. Moreover, West Usambara’s
demographic history suggests strongly that its varied
environment had for centuries attracted various East African
peoples. It is not surprising then to find evidence that,
during the nineteenth century, people who spoke Zigua, Pare,
Kamba, Taita and Maasai settled around the base of the West
Usambara massif. They had easy access to mountain produce
when droughts, locusts, or disease killed their millet and
sorghum crops and/or their livestock. Kamba and Taita

colonists from southern Kenya settled at Lunguza and Mngaro
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below the Mlalo basin.® Other Kamba settlers occupied

cultivable sections of the Lwengera valley, the eastern
border of West Usambara. On the southern side of the massif
Iloikop Maasai had established a settlement at Vuruni, near
the Zigua trading town of Mtaarwanda.® These settlement
ringed the massif along the 400-450 meter elevation gradient
and were almost always located in vitivo, areas of heavy silt
deposits where mountain streams slowed as they entered the
plains.10

Although much drier than the uplands, the vitivo offered
opportunities for productive agriculture to resident lowland
farmers or to highlanders moving down to cultivate
seasonally.l! Along with the periodic floods, abundant ground
water and irrigation furrows leading from streams flowing
down the escarpment provided enough moisture for a riverine

farming system along stream courses and their immediate flood

8Bauman, Usambara und seine Nachbarbebiete: allgemeine Darstellung
des nord8stlichen Deutsch-Ostafrika und seiner Bewohner auf Grund einer
im auftrage der Deutsch Ostafrikanischen Gesellschaft im Jahre 1890
ausgefiihrten Reise (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer, 1891), p. 172. Feierman,
Shambaa Kingdom, p. 126-130, argues that these colonies operated as
ivory collection stations and trading posts throughout the eighteenth
century. Whatever the case, they served as refuges for those fleeing
famine in Ukambani during over much of the course of the nineteenth
century. For a discussion of nineteenth century Kamba migrations, see
Charles Ambler, Kenyan Cammunities in the Age of Imperialism (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1988).

In fact the Usambara mountains themselves had been peopled by Bantu
speakers from Taita, Uzigua, Ukambani and Upare.

Spaumann, Usambara, P. 175 for Iloikop Maasai settlement at Vuruni.
For Mtaarwandasee, Feierman, Shambaa Kingdom, p. 125.

107 pelieve it likely that increased soil erosion in the mountains
made the Vitivo attractive during the early nineteenth century. The
settlements mentioned above are directly downstream from Mlalo and
Bumbuli/Vuga, centers of dense population and intensive agriculture.

11vNA Sec. 24732, Geoffrey Milne, “Report on a Soil Reconnaissance in
the Neighbourhood of Kitivo, Lushoto District, Tanganyika Territory, and
in adjacent Bighlands, September - October 1937,” p. 11.
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plains.12 With an estimated annual rainfall of less than

500mm, these plains agricultural systems depended on ground
water and also on an adequate volume of water in the upper
watershed, where rainfall averaged at least 3 times that
amount.13

Using both irrigation and swidden systems, nineteenth
century plains farmers produced mainly pulses and drought-
resistant sorghums, and likely various millets.l¢ They also
grew maize and rice in the northern vitivo, but they were
probably nineteenth century additions to the local crop
repertoire.!3 When periodic drought hit the mountains,
plains agriculture, tied as it was to mountain runoff,
suffered as stream flows decreased. During these episodes,
mountain surpluses of bananas and livestock sustained plains
farmers.

A critical innovation in plains/hills trade and
production patterns began sometime during the mid-nineteenth
century, when slaving caravans began moving in increasing
numbers up the Umba and Pangani river valleys. Those plains
settlements which could provide slaves, ivory and food gained
access to guns, powder and cloth, the newest forms of wealth

and political prestige. For West Usambara, the newest and

12paumann, Usambara, p. 178.

13Milne, “Report,” p. 13;

140, warburg, "Die Kulturpflanzen Usambaras,” Mitteilungen aus den
Deutschen Schutzgebeiten 7 (1894), 141, notes cultivation of sorghum by
Kamba at Kitivo and that surpluses were sold in mountain markets.
Bauman, In Deutsch-Ostafrika Wihrend des Aufstandes. Reise der Dr. Hans
Meyer 'schen Expedition in Usambara.(Wien und Olmiitz: Eduard H3lzel,
1890), p. 166, also notes the importance of mtama, which can be
translated as either sorghum or millet.

15Warburg, “Kulturpflanzen,” p.135 for maize and p.140 for rice.
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most important of these settlements, Mazinde, lay below the

massif’s northwestern side, directly along the Pangani
Valley'’s major caravan route. Mazinde existed exclusively
for trade purposes.

Unlike other older plains settlements, which Baumann
could identify according to language group, Mazinde was
populated by a mixed bag of slaves, freebooters, mercenaries
and traders from across the region.!® From here, Semboja, the
town’s appointed Kilindi chief and self-styled warlord, took
full advantage of the new regional trade patterns and
gathered around himself the military and political power
necessary to lead a successful coup against the Vuga Kilindi.
During the twenty-year-civil war which followed, the center
of Kilindi political power shifted from mountain to plain,
where the slave-based caravan trade provided the goods and
wealth necessary to modern warfare. In these violent times,
the inhabitants of Mazinde, and of other plains towns allied
with it, began to view the Usambara hills no longer as a
source of trade, but as a repository of plunder for slaves,

foodstuffs and livestock.

Violence in the Mountains, Njaa ya Pato
Local traditions recall this period, which corresponds
roughly to the 1870s and 80s, as the “Hunger of Greed,” when

hunger, fear of kidnap and violence permeated mountain life.l7

16gaumann, Usambara, describes each village as “Shambaa, Kamba,
Taita, Kwavi, Pare, etc., but does not explain his criteria for
judgement. ch. S.

17gee Chris Conte, "Nature Reorganized: Ecological History in the
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There is evidence that the years of violence led to the

depopulation, with attendant environmental degradation, in
several mountain regions. Those who remained in the mountain
enclaves seem generally to have moved closer together into
heavily fortified towns, even, at times, fencing off entire
areas of cultivation. Other families hid themselves in
isolated mountain glens and eked out a living as best they
could.

The regional violence seems to have penetrated the
Lwengera valley as early as the 1840s, when raids from the
south by Zigua slavers, and from the north by Iloikop Maasai
scattered the valley’s Kamba population. If Baumann'’s
sources are correct, settlers subsequently returned to the
valley in large numbers until 1865, when, once again, the
valley’s inhabitants scattered, this time in response to
attacks during the Kilindi civil war. Thus an important
lowland agricultural area with a permanent water source
became by 1890 an impenetrable thicket of secondary forest.1®

Upstream in the mountain district of Bumbuli, an ancient
center of Shambaa settlement, extensive depopulation had
occurred by 1890, when Baumann found much of the town
abandoned and fields neglected.l® Feierman’s informants

recall Bumbuli as an area where Kilindi chiefs unjustly

Plateau Forests of West Usambara Mountains ¢.1850-1935," in Jim Giblin,
Greg Maddox and Isaria Kimambo eds., Custodians of the Land:
Environment and Hunger in Tanzania (London: James Currey, 1995).

18por conflict in the 1840s and earlier, see Johann Krapf, Reisen in
Ostafrika ausgeflirt in den Jahren 1837-1855, (Stuttfart: PF.A. Brockhaus
Kimm.-Gesch., GmbH., Abt. Antiquarium, 1964), p. 122; For oral evidence
of later abandonment see Baumann, Usambara, p. <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>