OVERDUE FINES ARE 25¢ PER DAY
PER ITEM

Return to book drop to remove
A this checkout from your record.




THE QUEST FOR AN AFRICAN ELDORADO:
SOFALA, SOUTHERN ZAMBEZIA, AND THE

PORTUGUESE, 1500-1865

By

Terry Howard Elkiss

A DISSERTATION

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

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of History

1979



ABSTRACT

THE QUEST FOR AN AFRICAN ELDORADO:
SOFALA, SOUTHERN ZAMBEZIA, AND THE
PORTUGUESE, 1500-1865

By

Terry Howard Elkiss

This dissertation details and analyzes the history
of the Mozambican port of Sofala, in relationship to the
Portuguese and to the peoples of southeast Africa, 1500-
1865. Based upon European and African archival sources,
interviews, published documents, and secondary works, the
study emphasizes Luso-African perceptions and relations.
The conclusions reached suggest that the wealth of Sofala
was a gross exaggeration,‘and the settlement was preserved
by Lisbon only because of its legendary and symbolic -image.
Significantly though, the myth of Sofala initially stimu-
lated Portuguese trade and conquest throughout Southern
Zambezia. The various Shona states, however, never fell
under the firm grip of Lusitanian authority and, in fact,
often utilized the Portuguese for their own political ends.

As early as the tenth century, Sofala acquired a
fabulous reputation for its gold, thanks to imaginative

Muslim writers. Some of the tales reached the court at



Terry Howard Elkiss

Lisbon and inspired royal efforts at overseas expansion.
The Portuguese, however, erroneously believed that Sofala
was a single entrep6t rather than an entire coastal region.
As a result, in 1505, Lisbon established her presence at a
port which she misjudged to be the one and only Sofala.
The settlement soon proved to be of little commercial value.
The Portuguese subsequently sought aggrandizement in the
unknown interior where they ignorantly and impetuously
became entangled in local politics. Luso-Shona compromise
and conflict were features of the region's history until
the arrival of Nguni peoples in the early nineteenth
century. Their conquests altered the complexion of south-
east Africa, and led to the abandonment of Sofala in 1865.
For 350 years of turmoil and disappointment, Lisbon
retained the unremunerative Sofala and glorified its
significance. The settlement had become a Portuguese
symbol of an earlier halcyon age and the hope for a more
radiant future. The legendary reputation of "Golden Sofala"
remained intact, although the port itself was blighted.
The present study seeks to dispel the myth and to provide
an insight into Sofala's wider historical significance for

Portugal and Southern Zambezia.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1910, a disgruntled visitor to the Portuguese
colony of Mozambique asserted, "the early history of this
strange section of East Africa should not be, even if it
could be, written . . . the endless tale of persistent,
widespread and continuous butchery would not be good to
read."l Although this bias has been challenged by a handful
of recent monographs, as yet no comprehensive history of

Mozambique exists.?

The void is partly the result of both
scholarly and political difficulties faced by the potential
researcher. Archives in Lisbon, for example, have been a
Kafkaesque nightmare to the historian. The numerous repos-
itories are filled with crumbling documents which remain
often uncatalogued or filed under a whimsical system not
even understood by the various administrators. Fieldwork
in Mozambique itself has been hampered by the difficulty in

reaching any sites beyond the larger towns and the obstinacy

of the former Portuguese regime in granting visas. Currently,

1O. W. Barrett, "The Portuguese Colony of Mozambigque,"
National Geographic, XXI (1910), 807.

2M. D. D. Newitt, "Towards a History of Modern Mogam-
bique," Rhodesian History, V (1974), 33.




military activity, supported by the independent government
at Maputo, has precluded research in certain regions.

Despite these obstacles, historical reconstruction
is being undertaken. This dissertation attempts to contri-
bute to the process by examining the history of Portugal's
first Mozambican settlement, Sofala, and, more generally,
by evaluating Lisbon's efforts at imperial expansion in

3

Southern Zambezia~ before the "scramble."

Only for the well documented sixteenth century has

4 The limited

Sofala received more than passing attention.
nature of these studies has left a series of questions
unanswered. Little has been written on how the Portuguese
came to view Sofala as a fabled city of gold or why they
pertinaciously maintained the settlement in light of its
insolvency. Too often, it has been glibly asserted that

Sofala was the opulent entrepot of the East African coast

which handled vast quantities of bullion.5 The evidence

3Defined here as the region between the Zambezi and
Limpopo Rivers, stretching from the coast westward to the
present Botswana-Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) border.

4See, for example, Alexandre Lobato, A Expansio
Portuguesa em Mogambique de 1498 a 1530, 3 vols. (Lisbon,
1954-1960); R. W. Dickinson, "Sofala and the Rivers of
Cuama: Crusade and Commerce in South-East Africa, 1505-
1595" (unpublished M. A. thesis, University of Cape Town,
1971); Eric Axelson, Portuguese in South-East Africa,
1488-1600 (Johannesburg, 1973).

5Most recently see Bailey Diffie and George Winius,
Foundations of the Portuguese Empire, 1415-1580 (Minneapolis,
1977), 343; Philip Curtin, et al., African History (Boston,
1978), 143.




presented below suggests a revision of this perspective;
Sofala was less significant to Lisbon for what it produced
than for what it represented. 1In addition, a case can be
made that subsequent Portuguese interest in southeast
Africa was determined, at least partly, by the myth of
Sofala.

Although this dissertation relies upon a corpus of
Portuguese documentation, attention has been given to the
relevant oral and archaeological data. This material
allows an added insight into the African response to Lisbon's
machinations. Europeans did not freely determine the
course of events anywhere in Africa. In Southern Zambezia,
sophisticated states existed long before Lusitania's
arrival. It would be ludicrous to recount the travails of
the Portuguese without examining the decisive part played
by the local population. Lisbon's plans were thwarted less
by the venality and ineptitude of her agents than by actions

of Shona and, later, Nguni peoples.
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CHAPTER I

THE ARABIC IMAGE OF SOFALA

Bilad as-Sufala

The earliest references to Sofala appear in the
commentaries of medieval Muslim geographers and seafarers.
With rare exception, they regarded Sofala not as a single
port, but as a lengthy and low-lying section of the East

Africal littoral.1

This perilous region, the Bilad as-
Sufala, apparently marked the southern limit of the land of

Zanj and adjoined the territory of the Wakwak.2 According

lThe Arabic root safala literally means "low-lying"
and in support of this etymology, al-Masudi stated that
"whenever a mountain stretches for some distance below the
sea, it is given . . . the name al-sofala"; Gabriel Ferrand,
"Sofala," in The Encyclopedia of Islam, IV, ed. M. T.
Houtsma, et al.(Leiden, 1934), 469-470; also see H. N.
Chittick. "Observations on Pre-Portuguese Accounts of the
East African Coast," in Sociétés et Compagnies de Commerce
en Orient et dans 1'Ocean Indien, ed. Michel Mollat (Paris,
1970), 131-132; R. W. Dickinson, "Angoche and the Sofala
Shoal," Rhodesiana, 34 (1976), 28-37.

2The word Zanj has no precise meaning, and though
it has been employed as a racial, cultural, and ethnic term,
its most frequent usage has been in the geographical sense,
to describe a large section of the East African coast.
Wakwak also has no exact definition, but may have been a
region south of Sofala inhabited by Khoisan-speaking peoples.
See John Wansbrough, "Africa and the Arab Geographers," in
Language and History in Africa, ed. David Dalby (London,
1970), 97-99; H. N. Chittick, "The Peopling of the East




to al-Masudi (?-956), Sofala was "the farthest goal of
Muslim travel in Africa."3 Beyond this zone, due to
currents and winds, the sea was thought to be unnavigable.
Those vessels which strayed beyond Sofala reportedly never
4

returned.

Although the location of the Bilad as-Sufala cannot

be precisely determined, it was regarded by early Arab and
Persian mariners as a land of considerable wealth. Both
al-Masudi and his near contemporary Buzurg Ibn Shahriyar

agreed that Sofala was a source of gold and ivory.5

By

their time, Muslim merchants had established a vast commer-

cial network linking the distant shores of the Indian Ocean.
Testimony to this flourishing trade is provided by

the widespread distribution of similar Islamic ceramic

African Coast," in East Africa and the Orient, eds. H. N.
Chittick and Robert Rotberg (New York, 1975), 20-25; J.
Spencer Trimingham, "The Arab Geographers and the East
African Coast," in East Africa and the Orient, 116-122;

E. E. Burke, "Some Aspects of Arab Contact with South East
Africa," in Historians in Tropical Africa (Salisbury, 1962),
98; Raymond Mauny, "The Wakwak and the Indonesian Invasion
in East Africa in 945 A.D.," Studia, 15 (1965), 7-16.

3al-Masudi quoted in S. M. Z. Alavi, Arab Geography
in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries (Aligarh, 1965), 76-77.

4Edward Sachau, trans. and ed., Alberuni's India
(Lahore, 1962), I, 362.

5Alavi, Arab Geography, 76-77; al-Masudi, "The Ivory
Trade," in The East African Coast: Select Documents, ed.
G. S. P. Freeman-Grenville (Oxford, 1962), 15-16; Buzurg Ibn
Shahriyar, The Book of the Marvels of India, trans. Marcel
Devic and Peter Quennell (London, 1928), 56, 152-153.




sherds from Zanj to the sub-continent. At Kilwa, for

instance, the yellow and green sgraffiato earthenware un-

covered is identical to the pottery found at the Pakistani
ports of Tiz and Dabul.6 Traders, of course, dispensed a
variety of other "exotica" including spices, perfumes, and
cloth which have not been so fortuitously preserved.
Muslim merchants also served as intermediaries for

7

the commerce between Sofala and the orient. Indians were

the primary purchasers of Zanj ivory which they fashioned

8 In

into ornaments and utilized in Hindu ceremonies.
exchange for the elephant tusks, artisans, located mainly
in Cambay, supplied the African coast with a steady stream

of colored glass beads.9

A plethora of these baubles has
been discovered along the littoral and within the interior.
Besides beads, it is likely that Indian manufacturers pro-
duced various textiles for the long-distance trade.

China, in turn, was also interested in obtaining

Zanj ivory. Al-Masudi noted that fashionable Chinese

6H. N. Chittick, "Kilwa: A Preliminary Report,"
Azania, I (1966), 10: idem, Kilwa: An Islamic Trading City
on the East African Coast (Nairobi, 1974), II, 302-304,
pl.II; James Kirkman, "The History of the Coast of East
Africa up to 1700," in Prelude to East African History, ed.
Merrick Posnansky (London, 1966), 113.

7sachau, Alberuni's India, II, 141-142.

8al-Masudi, "Ivory Trade," 16; G. S. P. Freeman-
Grenville, "Islam and Christianity in East Africa,"
African Ecclesiastical Review, II (1960), 197.

9See A. J. Arkell, "Cambay and the Bead Trade,"
Antiquity, X (1936), 295-305.



Mozamhique I.

Cape Guardafui

INDIAN
OCEAN

0 miles 300

FPigure 2. The East Afriocan Cosst




officials dared not appear in public unless they were
carried in ivory palanquins. The Arab writer further
observed that ivory was burned in temples as a form of

incense.10

The rich finds of early Chinese porcelain
along the East African coast confirm a commercial rela-
tionship, although it is unlikely, that before the fif-
teenth century, China actually initiated any voyages of
her own.ll
In order to exploit the Indian Ocean traffic,

Muslim colonies were established at strategic points in-
cluding the East African seaboard. Although the evidence
is scanty, Islamic settlement along the coast probably

began as early as the ninth and tenth centuries.l? It has

been claimed that during this period the port of Mogadishu

10al-—Masudi, "Ivory Trade," 16.

llSee H. N. Chittick, "The Coast of East Africa,"
in The African Iron Age, ed. Peter Shinnie (Oxford, 1971),
119, 126; Teobaldo Filesi, China and Africa in the Middle
Ages, trans. David Morrison (London, 1972); James Kirkman,
"The Culture of the Kenya Coast in the Later Middle Ages,"
SAAB, XI (1956), 92, 94-95; G. S. P. Freeman-Greenville,
"Chinese Porcelain in Tanganyika," Tanganyika Notes and
Records, 41 (1955), 63-66.

12Chittick, "Peopling of the East African Coast,"
37-38, 41; Randall Pouwels, "Tenth Century Settlement of
the East African Coast: The Case for Qarmatian/Isma€ili
Connections," Azania, IX (1974), 65-74. Professor Donald
Abraham has informed me that Persian Muslims founded an
entrepot at or near contemporary Sofala between A.D. 825
and 846. He, however, did not reveal his sources; letter
from D. P. Abraham, 25 August 1975.



10

initiated a thriving trade with Sofala for gold and ivory.13

Unfortunately, there is no material evidence to document
Mogadishu's early predominance.14 In fact, it appears that
Benadir ports, like Mogadishu, evolved only over centuries
as they were settled by successive waves of Muslim traders,
political refugees, and exiles. The colonists integrated
themselves into the indigenous societies and then began a
slow process of expansion southward which eventually brought
Sofala under commercial domination.l?
Although al-Idrisi (1100-1166) did not provide

confirmation of the Sofala-Mogadishu connection, his writings

suggested that by the twelfth century the Bilad as-Sufala

was well known to Muslim merchants. As resident intellec-
tual at the Sicilian court of Roger II, al-Idrisi acquired
enough information from commissioned informants, as well
as traders and adventurers, to prepare a geographical

treatise which contained a detailed description of the East

13Joao de Barros, "Da Asia" (1552), in RSFA, ed.
G. M. Theal, VI (London, 1900), 234, 273; Burke, "Arab

Contact," 96.

14H. N. Chittick, "An Archaeological Reconnaissance
of the Southern Somali Coast," Azania, IV (1969), 117. Two
Persian inscriptions discovered date only to the thirteenth
century, see Enrico Cerulli, Somalia, I (Rome, 1957), 2-3, 9.

15See H. N. Chittick, "The 'Shirazi' Colonization of
East Africa," JAH, VI (1965), 275-294; B. G. Martin, "Arab
Migration to East Africa in Medieval Times," IJAHS, VII
(1974), 367-390; Pouwels, "Tenth Century Settlement," 65-74.
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African coast.16

Al-Idrisi's Sofala was composed of various
centers, including Jantama and Dandama, which he character-
ized as collections of villages. In addition, he apparently
mentioned other regional ports (such as, Sayuna, Bukha, and
Daghouta) but, unfortunately, translations are incomplete
and confused.17 A major problem also remains as to the
precise location of the sites and whether some of them
concentrated on the commerce of particular goods. Export
specialization would explain why al-Idrisi asserted that

the inhabitants of Jantama and Dandama sold neither gold

nor ivory, but only iron.18

Ingots were then exported to
India, where they were reworked into the wootz steel which
gave fame to the Damascus sword.

Since iron is not found along the East African

littoral, the location of the deposits is as uncertain as

the exact whereabouts of the Bilad as-Sufala. One intri-

guing possibility would be the Zambezi region of present

16al-Idrisi, India and the Neighboring Territories,
trans. and ed. S. M. Ahmad (Leiden, 1960), 12-18.

17Ibid., 23. Ahmad's recent translation, for
example, is deficient in many respects. See also Burke,
"Arab Contact," 100; Marcel Devic, Le Pays des Zendijs
(Paris, 1883), 83; M. Guillain, Documents sur l'Histoire,
la Géorgraphie et le Commerce de 1'Afrique Orientale (Paris,
1856), I, 228; A. Matecka, "La Cote Orientale_de 1l'Afrique
au Moyen Age d'aprés le Kitab Ar-Rawd Al-Mi®Tar de Al-
Himyari (XV€S)," Folia Orientalia, IV (1962), 332.

18al-Idrisi, India and the Neighboring Territories,

23.
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Rhodesia (Zimbabwe). Writing in the sixteenth century,
the Portuguese friar Joao dos Santos indicated that "in
these lands of Mocaranga, much iron is . . . found and of
such good quality that some Portuguese took it from these
parts to India for the manufacture of guns."19 In 1881, a
scientific expedition exploring the Zambezi located
numerous iron mines and ore deposits in the Sena and Tete
regions.20 There is no reason to believe these resources
could not have been exploited at a date compatible with
the account of al-Idrisi.

Other sites located throughout Southern Zambezia,
and even much farther south, may also have provided possible
iron sources. Particularly notable is the region of Phala-
borwa in the northeastern Transvaal. Investigation has
indicated that extensive mining and smelting of both copper
and iron were practiced here from the end of the first
millennium A.D. Shafts were dug with great accuracy and
depth, though sizeable magnetite pebbles could also be

found on the smrface.z1 Undoubtedly, there was a flourishing

19Joéo dos Santos, "Eastern Ethiopia" (1609), in
RSEA, VII (London, 1901), 285.

20Paul Guyot, Voyage au Zambése (Paris, 1895), 322-
324. Recent investigation confirms that Rhodesia's "largest
iron smelting deposits seem to be in the Zambezi valley and
to the north of that river"; Roger Summers, Ancient Mining
in Rhodesia (Salisbury, 1969), 212.

21N. J. van der Merwe and Robert Scully, "The Phala-
borwa Story: Archaeological and Ethnographic Investigation
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trade from this Transvaal site, since local needs cannot
explain the intensive mining operations. While the nature
of the early commerce is unknown, it should be noted that
in more recent times the BaPhalaborwa people often traded
their goods as far as the coastal towns of Delagoa Bay,
Inhambane, and probably even Portuguese Sofala.?22

It therefore seems quite possible that Jantama and
Dandama could have functioned as Sofala's iron entrepots,
with ore supplies arriving from numerous different sources.
To present this hypothesis is not to suggest that other
commodities were insignificant during the twelfth century.
According to several French scholars, al-Idrisi indicated
that gold of excellent quality also existed in the region

of Sofala.?3 A more thorough and precise translation of

the original Arabic manuscript is required; the result may

of a South African Iron Age Group," World Archaeology, III
(1971), 178-196; Brian Fagan, "The Later Iron Age in South
Africa," in African Societies in Southern Africa, ed.
Leonard Thompson (London, 1969), 54, 66; C. E. More, "Some
Observations on 'Ancient' Mining at Phalaborwa," JSAIMM,
LXXIV (1974), 227-232.

22T. M. Evers, "Iron Age Trade in the Eastern
Transvaal, South Africa," SAAB, XXIX (1974), 33-37. The
historical link between the Transvaal and Sofala was also
emphasized in my conversations with present residents of
Nova Sofala; interviews with Paulo Goncalves and Mzee
Makandara, 16 May 1974, Nova Sofala, Mozambique.

23See_for example, Devic, Pays des Zendjs, 173;
Ferrand, "Sofala," 470; Guillain, Afrique Orientale, I, 226;
al-Idrisi does not omit reference to the precious mineral
as indicated in R. W. Dickinson's, "Sofala--Gateway to the
Gold of Monomotapa," Rhodesiana, 19 (1968), 36.
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well be that such items as gold and ivory were associated
with specific localities.

Al-Idrisi's late contemporary, Yakut al-Rumi (1179-
1229), makes no mention of Sofala's iron trade, but clearly
notes its wealth in gold. Unlike al-Idrisi, Yakut was a
Persian trader and probably acquired his knowledge from
personal experience. It is unlikely that he actually visit-
ed Sofala in his travels, although oddly he did refer to it
as "the last known town of the Zeng.“24 While this may
indicate that one of the significant Sofalan ports, such as
the gold entrepét, could have appropriated the name of the
entire region, Yakut may simply have been in error. Un-
deniably, later Arabic commentaries persistently referred
to Sofala as a vast land.

Yakut's significance is not his contribution to the
continued geographical confusion surrounding Sofala, but
his brief discussion of how trade was conducted there. He
explained that foreign merchants brought their wares to a
prearranged Sofalan site where they left them and withdrew
until the local people made an offer in gold placed nearby.25
This description of the so-called silent barter is reminis-

cent of similar tales from other African regions and may be

24perrand, "Sofala," 470.

251pid.
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of dubious historical validity.26

It is possible though
that in Yakut's time the Sofalan coast had not yet been
colonized and trading patterns were still rudimentary. In
fact, the Persian commentator while noting Mogadishu's
commercial significance, does not link it to trade with
Sofala.?2’

By the thirteenth century, Kilwa Kisiwani, under
an expansionist dynasty, had emerged as the most important
emporium on the East African coast. Part of her dominant
position was related to control over the commerce of Sofala.
Utilizing her more southerly location, Kilwa assumed loose
hegemony over her neighbors. Although it is unlikely that
the carrying trade with Sofala was completely monopolized,
exorbitant tariffs were charged passing vessels. Three
hundred years later, a Portuguese official noted the method
of taxation which Kilwa employed. He pointed out that
traders were required to pay in coin and in merchandise
before departing for Sofala. On their return they were
further assessed on their gold. Kilwa even had an arrange-

ment with Mombasa to catch violators.28 It is difficult to

26See P. F. de Moraes Farias, "Silent Trade: Myth
and Historical Evidence," History in Africa, I (1974), 9-24;
Lars Sundstrom, The Exchange Economy of Pre-Colonial Tropi-
cal Africa (London, 1974), 22-30.

27Interview with E. E. Burke, 9 May 1974, Salisbury,
Rhodesia; Chittick, "'Shirzai' Colonization," 275.

28Diogo de Alcacova to King, 20 November 1506, in
Documentos, I (Lisbon, 1962), 397-399.
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discern how merchants could turn a sufficient profit if
they were fleeced so mercilessly; undoubtedly, many engaged
in contraband trade.

Kilwa's ascendancy over Sofala has led most commen-
tators to believe two related points: Sofala was a specific
town, and it was located at the site of the later Portuguese
village. Neither observation is verified in the Arabic
literature or by the scanty archaeological work. The source
of this mischief, which now pervades all the historiography,
is probably Joao de Barros's tongue-in-cheek tale relating
Kilwa's discovery of Sofala. According to the sixteenth-
century account:

A man was fishing in a canoe outside the bar of Kilwa,
near an island called Miza, and caught a fish on the
hook of the line which he had cast into the sea; and
feeling from the struggles of the fish that it was very
large, in order not to lose it he unmoored his boat and
let the fish go which way it would, and sometimes the
fish dragged the boat and sometimes it was carried by
the currents, which are very strong there, so when the
fisherman wished to return to port he was so far from
it that he could not find it. Finally after suffering
hunger and thirst, he arrived more dead than alive at
the port of Sofala where he found a ship from Mogadaxo
which was trading there, in which he returned to Kilwa
and related what had passed and what he had seen of

the gold trade.?29

From this report it would be logical to conclude that
Sofala was a single entity. Barros further noted that once
in the possession of the lucrative trade, the Muslim rulers
of Kilwa always sent governors to Sofala, and that one of

these officials was in charge when the Portuguese reached

29Barros, "Da Asia,"™ 273-274.
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the port. Barros's primary source, the Chronicle of the

Kings of Kilwa, is no longer extant, although a summary of

the work is contained in an anonymous Arabic history of
Kilwa.31 The latter version, however, includes none of
the above material on Sofala. Therefore, interpretation
rests solely upon the comments of a Portuguese historian
who could not read Arabic and has been criticized for
making statements that do not always correspond to the
documentation. 32 Yet, modern scholars assume that Barros's
Sofala was synonymous with the Portuguese one. It is more
likely that the Portuguese historian had no reason to
suspect that early Sofala may once have had a broader
identity, and that it had not always existed at the same
site.

This hypothesis, although unverified, has the virtue
of not affronting the existing historical record. While
archaeological investigation of Portuguese Sofala has been
hampered by the sea's encroachment, the work undertaken thus

far indicates an almost absolute lack of pre-fifteenth-

301h34., 274.

31See "An Arabic History of Kilwa Kisiwani c. 1520,"
in Select Documents, 34-49.

32C. R. Boxer, "Three Historians of Portuguese
Asia," Boletim do Instituto Portugues de Hong Kong, I (1948),
24. I. A Macgregor, "Some Aspects of Portuguese Historical
Writing of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries on South
East Asia," in Historians of South East Asia, ed. D. G. E.
Hall (London, 1961), 182.
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century artifacts and no evidence of early residence
structures.33 Of course, sites can be scoured by tides and
more thorough examination is required. A case, however,
can be made that contemporary Sofala was only the latest in
a series of ports along a stretch of coast, with settlement
taking place only shortly before the Portuguese conquest.34
In addition, Arabic sources dating from Kilwa's
ascendancy, with only one possible exception, continued the
earlier tradition of enumerating the various towns of the

extensive Bilad as-Sufala. The Arab-Spanish geographer Ibn

Said (c. 1214-c. 1286) cited Sofala's capital as Sayuna and
its most southerly entrepot as Daghouta.35 He added that

Sayuna's inhabitants were non-Muslims who were ruled by a

36

local king. Since the Moorish writer made no mention of

33Interview with R. W. Dickinson, 3 May 1974, Salis-
bury, Rhodesia; R. W. Dickinson, "Archaeological Investiga-
tions at Sofala, Mogambique, 9-18 June 1969" (unpublished
report, Salisbury, 1969); idem, "Archaeological Investiga-
tions at Sofala, Mogambique, 29 May-1l1 June 1970" (unpub-
lished report, Salisbury, 1970); idem, "The Archaeology of
the Sofala Coast," SAAB, XXX (1975), 90.

34Idem, "Excavations at Sofala," Rhodesia Science
News, IV (1I970), 423.

351n an attempt to identify these ports it has been
argued that the river upon which Sayuna was located was the
Zambezi, while Daghouta was the ancient site of Inhambane;
see W. G. L. Randles, South East Africa and the Empire of
Monomotapa on Selected Printed Maps of the 16th Century

(Lisbon, 1958), 11-14; Lereno Barradas, "Inhambane de
Outrora," Monumenta, VI (1970), 21-22.

36Ferrand, "Sofala," 470.
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Kilwa's domination of this port, either his sources were
dated or Sayuna was not an important enough emporium to
require resident agents. Perhaps Kilwa controlled the

transit trade to its south, but maintained officials at

only the Sufalat adh-Dhahab: the Sofala of Gold. Abu al-

Fida (1273-1331), the Arab prince who dabbled in geography
and history, revealed that after passing Sofala's capital,
Seruna (Sayuna), one arrived at Leirana. He noted, "Ibn
Fathuma, who visited the town, said that it was a seaport
where ships put in and whence they set out. The inhabitants

profess Islam."37

Possibly, Leirana was Kilwa's gold entre-
pot; the information is simply too inadequate to determine
the answer.

While the Muslim writers continued to point out
other products found at Sofala, it was gold that preoccupied
their interests from the thirteenth century onwards. Ibn
al-Wardi (1290-1349) claimed that "Golden Sofala" possessed
remarkable quantities of the precious metal: "one of the
wonders of the land of Sofala is that there are found under
the soil, nuggets of gold in great numbers."38 Like his
predecessors, he did not suggest any relationship between

this region and Kilwa in his study. Only the knowledgeable

Arab traveler Ibn Battuta (1304-1377) implied such a

37Abu al-Fida, "Malindi, Mombasa, and Sofala," in
Select Documents, 23.

381pn al-wardi quoted in Ferrand, "Sofala," 471.
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connection. Ibn Battuta, visited Kilwa in c. 1331 and "was
told by a merchant that the city of Sufala lies at a dis-
tance of half a month's journey from Kulwa . . . and from
Yufi gold dust is brought to sufala."3? vufi was apparently
a site in the interior, perhaps Great Zimbabwe, where gold
was collected and dispatched to the coast.40 The Sofalan
town Ibn Battuta cited must have been within Kilwa's
political grasp. Unfortunately, the Arab adventurer did
not travel further south and provided no unequivocal con-
firmation.4l

For Arab geographers, even during the late four-
teenth century, Sofala remained a vague toponym designating
a large region.42 This stretch of coast contained many
entrepots, some of which gained fame for supplying gold,
ivory, and other commodities to distant lands. The fortunes

of these Sofalan collection centers probably varied in

_ 39H. A. R. Gibb, trans. and ed., The Travels of Ibn
Battuta, II (Cambridge, 1962), 380.

40T. N. Huffman, "The Rise and Fall of Zimbabwe,"
JAH, XIII (1972), 362; also see below Chapter III.

41One frustrated scholar has seriously asked whether
he actually even traveled south of Mogadishu; J. Spencer
Trimingham, "Notes on Arabic Sources of Information on East
Africa" in East Africa and the Orient, 275. See also H. N.
Chittick, "Ibn Battuta and East Africa," Journal de la
Société des Africanistes, XXXVIII (1968), 239-241; Burke,
"Arab Contact," 101.

42See, for example, Ibn Khaldun, The Mugaddimah,
trans. Franz Rosenthal (London, 1958), I, 99, 123.
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relation to political and economic developments, as well as
to geological alterations of the coast. While the literary
and archaeological evidence is too fragmentary to identify

the sites with assurance, a strong case can be made for

the existence of one such port just south of the eventual

Portuguese settlement.

Mambone: A Pre-Portuguese Sofala

It appears likely that Mambone, a port at the mouth
of the Sabi (Save) River, once served as an emporium for
foreign merchants and a gateway to the interior. Before
the arrival of the Portuguese, Mambone may even have been

the Bilad as-Sufala's principal gold entrepot. This hypo-

thesis is based partly upon the recent Portuguese translation

of an ambiguous Arabic nautical poem, the al-Sofaliya by

Ahmed Ibn Madjid (c. 1432-1500).43 The author was largely
concerned with providing a seafaring guide to the perilous
Sofalan coast, where "if you commit an error the world will

forget your existence."44 The unique contribution, however,

43T. A. Chumovsky, ed., Trés Roteiros Desconhecidos
de Ahmad Ibn-Madjid, Port. Trans. M. Malkiel-Jimounsky
(Lisbon, 1960), 17-56. For criticism of the editing and
translation of the Leningrad Ms. see G. R. Tibbetts, Arab
Navigation in the Indian Ocean before the Coming of the
Portuguese (London, 1971), 430; Lereno Barradas, "O Sul de
Mogambique no Roteiro de Sofala do Piloto Ahmad Ibn-Madjid,"
Revista da Universidade de Coimbra, XXII (1970), 159; idem,
WSobre o Roteiro de Sofala do Piloto Arabe Hamad Ibn-Madjid,"
Studia, 32 (1971), 14-15.

44Chumovsky, Tres Roteiros, 43.
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of the al-Sofaliya was Ibn Madjid's insertion of previously

unmentioned toponyms and titles. Specifically, he noted
that to the south of Sofala was Mulbaiuni (or Malanbuni),

a place inhabited by Muslims, but frequented by "infidels"
ruled by a great and wealthy king called Muna-batur.4® 1t
is conceivable that this statement was a veiled reference
to trade between Mambone and the rich Southern Zambezian
gold area of Torwa (Butua) controlled by a Shona chief. A
1512 Portuguese report noted that the ruler of Torwa "has
much gold which is mined in his land along the fresh water
rivers, and he is as great as the king of Menomotapa and is

always at war with him. 46

Although the exact location of
Torwa is not known, it was probably an extensive geographi-
cal area encompassing the goldfields of southwestern Rho-

desia (Zimbabwe).47

Another intriguing verse in the al-Sofaliya provides

some hint of a commercial route from coast to interior.

45Ibid., 43-44; There is no concurrence of opinion
on the identification of Mulbaiuni/Malanbuni, but G. R.
Tibbetts, who has examined the original manuscript, states
that the site is "almost certainly Mambone"; Tibbetts, Arab
Navigation, 431. The question of the Muna-batur's identity
1s also controversial. It may be a Shona praise title, see
W. G. L. Randles, "La Fondation de 1'Empire du Monomotapa,"
Cahiers d'Etudes Africaines, XIV (1974), 222.

46Gaspar Veloso to King, c¢. 1512, in Documentos, III
(Lisbon, 1964), 185.

47Peter Garlake identifies Torwa with the region of
Guruhuswa to the west of Great Zimbabwe; P. S. Garlake,
Great Zimbabwe (London, 1973), 16, 171, 177.
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According to Ibn Madjid, south of Sofala, there was a route
to the rich mines which was utilized for more than two

months each year,48

possibly along the meandering Sabi-Lundi
River. In the late nineteenth century a series of resolute

English explorers attempted to venture from the Sabi

estuary inland. Without exception, they notified the Royal

Geographical Society that the river was largely unnavigable

due to its narrow banks, shallow depth, and occasionally

49

raging currents. More recently, the French geographer

Frangois Balsan dismissed the Sabi-Lundi waterway as a
possible ancient commercial highway for similar reasons.50
Yet, this negative evidence is open to challenge. A
thorough survey of the Sabi and Lundi Rivers concluded that

for, perhaps, "three or four months" during the year craft

of good size could travel about 250 miles from the coast.>1

48Chumovsky, Tres Roteiros, 47.

49R. G. S., anon. letter, 10 October 1880, in the
Journal Mss. of C. E. Foot and T. L. Phipson-Wybrants, 1881;
R. G. S., A. Vaughan Williams to the secretary of the R. G.
S., 3 October 1892, in the Papers of A. Vaughan Williams,
1892; St. Vincent Erskine, "Journey to Umzila's, South-East
Africa in 1871-1872." JRGS, XLV (1875), 36, 94; idem,
"Third and Fourth Journeys in Gaza, or Southern Mozambique,
1873-1874 and 1874 to 1875," JRGS, XLVII (1878), 28-29, 35-
36.

50Franc;ois Balsan, "La Route de 1'Or du Matabele-
land," BSEM, XXXII (1963), 99, 103; idem, "Ancient Gold
Routes of the Monomotapa Kingdom," Geographical Journal,
CXXVI (1970), 240, 244-246.

51H. de Laessoe, "The Lundi and Sabi Rivers," Pro-
ceedings of the Rhodesia Scientific Association, VI (1906),
128.
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Ibn Madjid's gold route, it should be reiterated, had a
similar limited period for travel.

More convincing data for the Sabi-Lundi theory are
provided by geology and archaeology. Sufficient attention
has not been given to tectonic movements that have affected
not only the Mozambique coast, but also the course and
depth of rivers. Ports and islands have sunk into the
ocean, while waterways have become shallow and unnavigable
or even silted up. The rate of this process appears to
have been very rapid. In addition, rainfall patterns have

52 These

also significantly altered over the centuries.
points make it possible to suggest that the Sabi-Lundi net-
work might have provided a more effective link to the
hinterland than is presently the case. Interestingly, a
tributary of this river system, the Mtilikwe, passes near
the ruins of the earliest notable gold collection center,
Great Zimbabwe. It is not known, however, if this stream
was ever utilized for commerce or, indeed, whether it has
undergone various changes.53

While it would be encouraging to be able to delin-

eate a chain of ancient ruins following the river network,

52Summers, Ancient Mining in Rhodesia, 206-208.

53Balsan, "Route de 1'Or," 99; H. von Sicard, "The
Ancient Sabi-Zimbabwe Trade Route," NADA, XL (1963), 12.
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no such pattern has been discovered.>? Roger Summers has
investigated the region near the confluence of the Sabi and
Lundi which, according to legend, was once the site of a
man-made dock. He has speculated that this anchorage may
have served trading vessels which could not proceed up-

55 There are also oral traditions

stream because of rapids.
which indicate that the Sabi River was regularly utilized
as a trade route with emporia located at its mouth and

56 Corroboration for these tales must

along its course.
await the work of archaeologists.

Although the Portuguese never apparently utilized
the Sabi-Lundi network (which was probably defunct by the
date of their arrival), they were well aware of the exis-

tence of Mambone.57

The European governors regarded the
port as insignificant commercially, especially in comparison

with their stronghold, Sofala. Duarte Barbosa (?- c. 1521),

54Interview with T. N. Huffman, 8 May 1974, Salis-
bury, Rhodesia; O. R. De Oliviera, Amuralhados da Cultura

Zimbdué-Monomotapa de Manica e Sofala (Lourengo Marques,
1963), 19.

55
206-208.

Summers, Ancient Mining in Rhodesia, 156-157,

56Most of the material was collected by J. Blake-
Thompson and exists largely in unpublished manuscripts and
extracts, see J. Blake-Thompson, "The Oriental Ancestry of
the Aulaya-'Nyungwe," South African Journal of Science,
XXVII (1939), 464-467. His material is quoted in Summers,
Ancient Mining in Rhodesia, 206-208; von Sicard, "Sabi-
Zimbabwe Trade Route,”" 8-10.

57The earliest reference I have found to Mambone _
dates from 1511, see Anténio de Saldanha to Troilos Brandao,
27 April 1511, in Documentos, III, 71.
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a minor official, noted simply that in the Hucicas Pequenas
(Sabi Delta) there were "Moorish" trading settlements.58
Pearls were apparently the only valuable commodity obtained
at Mambone, and they were of questionable quality.59 It
seems that such items as ivory and gold were no longer
shipped there, but to more northern ports such as Sofala,
Angoche, and Quelimane, and, later, to the southern town of
Inhambane. The Portuguese, however, did establish a small
garrison post at Mambone, as indicated on numerous seven-
teenth century maps.60

Even from this brief description, it is clear that
Mambone hardly impressed the Portuguese as anything more
than a typical coastal village. Yet, persistent traditions
of the port's more glorious past appeared in the commentaries
of some of the local clergy. Padre Anténio Gomes, in a
1648 document, indicated that to the south of Sofala were
ruins of the Queen of Sheba's factory. They were (supposed-

ly) located on a river preserving her name, the Rio da

Saba.61 In 1723, the prelate of Mozambique reported to the

58M. L. Dames, trans. and ed., The Book of Duarte

Barbosa (c. 1518), I (London, 1918), 5.

59Eric Axelson, Portuguese in South-East Africa,
1600-1700 (Johannesburg, 1960), 186.

60See Armando Cortesao and A. Teixeira da Mota,
Portugaliae Monumenta Cartographica (Lisbon, 1960), V, pls.
560 B, 578 F.

61Eric Axelson, ed., Viagem que fez o Padre Ant.°
Gomes, da Comp.2 de Jesus, ao Imperio de de (sic) Manomotapa;
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learned Academia Real de Histdria de Lisboa that a local

tradition described ships at the mouth of the Sabi that
traveled upstream to procure gold.62 The vicar of Sofala,
Friar Francisco de Santa Catarina, was even more specific
in his 1744 account. He noted that near Sofala "in a land
that is called Mambone one can still see the palace where
the Queen of Sheba was, and in the walls of the said
edifice one can discern some letters that cannot be under-
stood because they appear to be Moorish." None of the
Muslims he asked, however, could interpret the inscription

either.63

If any credence can be given to these semi-
legendary accounts, there is some support for the view that
in a previous period Mambone was a rich entrepot servicing
foreign merchants who voyaged up the Sabi. Recent oral

traditions, in fact, suggest that at one time Mambone was

called Sofala.64

e assistencia que fez nas ditas terras de Alg'us annos
(Lisbon, 1959), 44.

2prei Manuel de S. Thomas cited in H. von Sicard,
"Pero de Covilha's 'Relaction,' 1587," Studia, 29 (1970),
167.

63Frei Francisco de Santa Catarina's original report
is contained in C. R. Boxer's, "A Dominican Account of Zam-
bezia in 1744," BSEM, XXIX (1960), 1-14, note esp. 9-10.
Professor Boxer interprets the curious account of Mambone as
a confused reference to Zimbabwe, see 14 n. 14. I cannot
concur since the document is not geographically muddled and
the author, resident at Sofala, would have been familiar
with Mambone.

64Summers, Ancient Mining in Rhodesia, 205.
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Further confirmation of this theory through archae-
ological work has been hampered largely because of the
difficult terrain. Mambone is situated in a region where

65 Little serious

the coastal shelf is rapidly sinking.
investigation has been conducted until recently. Professor
Balsan, who only briefly visited sites in the Sabi Delta,
indicated that he found no traces of Arab occupation in

the pre-Portuguese period.66 The late Lereno Barradas,
however, carefully scrutinized sites in the Mambone area
and pointed out a number of possible ancient anchorages.

He based his claims, not only upon observation, but also

on examination of old maps and interviews with local resi-
dents. The lack of any observable ruins, he noted, was
probably the result of "strong fluvial corrosion that must
have destroyed everything."67 The destructive force of
both the Sabi River and the Indian Ocean, in conjunction

with devastating cyclones and tectonic movement, could have

eliminated any vestiges of an early emporium.

65This aspect can be most readily observed at Sofala,
where the ruins of the o0ld Portuguese fort are under water
and only the outline of the ravaged site can be seen at low
tide. When I visited Sofala on 17 May 1974, the remnants
of the fortaleza were visible for only one hour, making
archaeological work almost impossible.

66Balsan, "Ancient Gold Routes," 245-246.

~67Lereno Barradas, "A Primitiva Mambone e Suas
Imediagoes," Monumenta, III (1967), 24.
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Recently, R. W. Dickinson began the first excava-
tions at Mambone. He initiated his work to the southwest
of the present village at a site mentioned by tradition
and where pottery previously had been discovered. 68
Dickinson found evidence of an old "Swahili" trading
community including, pottery, spindle whorls, and trade
beads. As yet, he has not been able to assign any definite
dates to the material, though nothing appears to precede
the second half of the fifteenth century.69 Further re-
search is required to clarify this picture, but there
appears sufficient reason to believe that Mambone's history
is closely aligned to any consideration of pre-Portuguese
Sofala.

It seems reasonable, at this point, to present a
speculative picture of how early commercial agents may have
utilized Mambone and the Sabi-Lundi network. Beginning no
earlier than A.D. 1000, traders began to penetrate the
Southern Zambezian plateau in order to obtain the gold mined

70

there. "Not until gold mining in Rhodesia was reasonably

6erid., 27; R. W. Dickinson, "Archaeological In-
vestigations at Nova Mambone, Mogambique," Monumenta, VII
(1971), 24-26; Balsan, "Ancient Gold Routes," 245.

69Dickinson, "Investigations at Nova Mambone," 24-
26; interview with R. W. Dickinson, 3 May 1974, Salisbury,
Rhodesia.

70There is no evidence that gold was ever mined in
Rhodesia before this date; T. N. Huffman, "Ancient Mining
and Zimbabwe," JSAIMM, LXXIV (1974), 240; also see below
Chapter III.
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well organized from within would it have been profitable
for Arabs to establish a permanent settlement in the Sofala
region. Both gold-mining and the coastal trade probably
developed together."71 There are numerous rivers which may
have served itinerant merchants, but the Sabi-Lundi waterway
with its various tributaries reached one of the richest gold
production areas and near the center of a powerful Shona
state, Great Zimbabwe. Navigating from the coast, according
to the season, traders could have departed from their vessels
near the Sabi-Lundi confluence and proceeded by foot. Land
routes alongside the rivers may have been followed where
the waterways themselves were impassable.72

The commerce from the coast may generally have been
conducted by African middlemen and Swahili traders although,
conceivably, foreign craft did venture up the Sabi. Gold,
admittedly, was the major stimulus to this enterprise,
although other important commodities such as copper and

ivory were also sought in exchange for beads, printed cloth,

71T. N. Huffman, "Cloth from the Iron Age in Rho-
desia," Arnoldia, V (1971), 16.

72Carl Peters, The Eldorado of the Ancients (London,
1902), 348; Balsan, "Ancient Gold Routes," 243-245; Hugh
Tracey, "Vias Comerciais Arabes de Sofala ao Monomotapa antes
do Estabelecimento dos Portugueses," Mogambigue, 26 (1941),
33-37; Gervase Mathew, "Some Reflections on African Trade
Routes," Research Review, III (1967), 69-70; Christoph von
Oidtman, O Porto de Sofala e o Problema de Zimbaue,"
BSEM, XXVII (1958), 5-19.
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73 1t is also likely, as hinted by Ibn Madjid,

and ceramics.
that African people made use of the Sabi-Lundi system to
bring their goods directly to Mambone. Almadyas or log

canoes long have been vehicles of transport, at least on

74 In either case, commercial traffic must

the lower Sabi.
have followed a strict seasonal calendar, not only to maxi-
mize river travel, but also to take full advantage of the
monsoon patterns which determined the movement of cargo
ships along the littoral and across the Indian Ocean.’?
As simply a collection center and landing site for
foreign mariners Mambone may never have possessed impressive
buildings but, instead, warehouses and storage facilities.
A small resident community would have sufficed to provide
the necessary amenities and organize the commerce. The lack
of conclusive evidence for Mambone's past may be related to
both its transit function as well as the vagaries of nature.

Wealth percolated from the interior and filtered through

the port to international centers.

73Barradas, "Primitiva Mambone," 28. It is relevant
to note that the lower Sabi was navigated to collect ivory
in the Danda region until nineteenth-century invasions dis-
rupted this traffic; Sebastiao Xavier Botelho, Memoria
Estatistica sobre os Dominios Portuguezes na Africa Orien-
tal, I (Lisbon, 1835), 173-174.

74Diékinson, "Investigations at Nova Mambone,"

27 n.5.

75See Raymond Mauny, "Notes sur le Probléme Zimbabwé-
Sofala," Studia, I (1958), 181-182.
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The future of Mambone as an Indian Ocean entrepot
was foreshortened for natural and, probably, political
reasons. Over the years the course of the Sabi-Lundi River
altered and became impassable over long stretches. It is
impossible to calculate at what date this development may
have occurred. except that it was prior to the Portuguese
arrival. Although other regional centers probably existed,
the focal point of commercial operations was the Sofala of
Gold which apparently shifted northward to the site the
Portuguese claimed in 1505.

This outline is highly conjectural, but provides
an indication of the possible significance of one pre-
Portuguese Sofala. More work must be done not only on the
port of Mambone and along the Sabi-Lundi network, but also
at numerous other sites which possibly were part of the

Bilad as-Sufala. The research will help provide answers

to questions concerning the changing political cond<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>