Areas of concern

Lamu, Kenya: a special Islamic townscape
with a conservation plan and no policy

RoNALD LEE FLEMING

Fig. 1. The richness of
carved plaster (‘kidaka’),
the decorative elements
which marked the impot-
tant inner rooms of early
Shela houses, are now
exposed to the elements as
the older houses crumble
into ruins or are engulfed
by modern villas.
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Shimmering in the tropical heat, the grey and white walls of Lamu rise
abruptly from the quay (Fig. 2). East Africa’s best preserved Islamic
townscape retains its identity by the accident of its location in an island
archipelago rather than by the policies of government and the actions of
planners. Its narrow streets running parallel to the waterfront cannot
accommodate automobiles (Fig. 3), and its remoteness and general
accessibility only by boat and by air have done more to preserve its
sixteenth-century pattern than the proposed conservation plan, the first in
East Africa, which, although professionally prepared and partly funded
by government, has yet to be enacted.

Located on an island just three miles off the Kenya coast, a
bone-jarring, seven hour drive along a dirt road (susceptible to monsoon
flooding ) from the coastal town of Malindi, Lamu continues a 1000 year
old urban tradition. But today it has only perhaps half the population of
its boom time in the eighteenth century, when it was one of a group of
Swabhili city states that grew prosperous through trading slaves, cotton,
mangrove poles, copra and sesame under loose protectorate arrange-
ments with Oman and Zanzibar.'
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Fr1G. 3. The main street, running parallel to the waterfront, remains a pedestrian way. The narrow track captures

the wind and provides some shelter from the tropical sun.

Behind ‘the verandas and porticos of a largely nineteenth-century
waterfront, there resides an older Islamic town of coral houses, whose
massed regularity of architectural form and anonymity of exterior wall is
cut by narrow alleys no wider than an overladen donkey and punctured
by carved doorways that hide an interior architectural richness of carved
plaster work (Fig. 7). Some twenty-nine mosques help identify the
sections of this town, whose principal monument is a nineteenth-century
Omani fortress frowning down on an ugly conctete market which
imposes itself on one edge of the only square.

Lamu retains the vernacular integrity of an Islamic Nantucket in stone
rather than wood before the tourist onslaught. It has been preserved
partially by its declining economic status, as its port is unable to compete
with the deep water draft of Mombasa, which gained the rail terminus
from the interior in the late nineteenth century.

Like so many other rare and special places, from Cuzco to Katmandu,
from Bali to Isfahan, it is this economic force of cultural tourism which
bécomes both saviour and savager. Can the scale of two- and three-storey
buildings whose consistency creates a unified townscape withstand the
economic impact of serious hotel building? Will the rhythm of arcades



