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Zanzibar is the embodiment of a palm-green island of exotic adventures,
widely known as the place of origin of all kinds of aromatic spices, for

haughtiness of the former privileged classes, and for the ruthless trade in |

ivory and human flesh, slavery and hideous degradation. !
This widely established reputation is not proportionate to the size of

this small island society on the East African coast, but maybe it can be :

attributed to the extraordinary importance this island played as a gateway
to the African continent, whether it was in the interests of Arab or
European imperialistic exploitation.

But leaving aside political or moral reflections, the OId Stone Town of |
Zanzibar represents a cultural heritage of great significance and calls for
special attention when considering the acute needs for maintenance,
preservation and renewal of the built fabric facing the town at present.

Hisorical background

The eirliest known description of the East African coast is ‘The Penplus
of the Erytrean Sea’, written by o Greek teaveller in che first CENLUTY AT A%
a merchant's hindbook with advice on the parts and trade of countries
bordering the lndian Ocean and the connecring route to China. The
dccount mentions trade in ivory, chinoceros hom, and torcomse shells;
mainly by merchanes of Arab origin who were said to have intermarried
with the mainlanders, whose ].'.JI!_II.'.:I._l._:{_'h 1hr_'!.' undersiond.!

This early Levantine description is sporadieally supplemented by

succeeding Arab travellers, but on the whole very little is known of the |

history of East Africa until the European voyagers navigated south |

of the continent in search of India and the Oirient in the sixteenth century,

However, archacological indings and local chronicles of a laer time
show that a great expansicn of the Indian Ocean erade took place from the
ninth century onwards stmultaneously with the spread of Tslum, and ciry

tes were established along the coaseal zone from Mopadishu in 1he

reeman-Crrenvilis, (3.5 P north 1o Sofala in the present |">!||'r:11|h:.|'|||i_' in the sourh.
Lbr Eait oAfrs . The Istamic religion came to be accepred by the indigenous people, and
LARetexsl from rs and immipranes firthered the mictore of African,
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monopoly in trade with gold from the Kingdom of Monomatupa—well
known from the ruins of Great Zimbabwe, but the well-cstablished trade
telations were, however, disrupted by the arrval of the Portugucse, who
desrrn)'nd the influential trading ceneres along the coast,

It was the dirty business in Ju-.rn:r and slaves (Ff. 2) which becime the
sad background of the carly tising of Zanzibar town from the beginning
of the nineteenth century. Caravans were sent into the mainfand fram
Bagamayo ot the coast* and further wvia Tabora and Ujiji to the Lake
Diistrict of Central Africa, "whete the snakes danced to the flutes and
drums of Zanzibar', and from where the valuable ‘commuodities’ were
broaghe back for mllmg and redistribution. Realizing the profitable
opportunities offered in Zanzibar, Sultan Sayyid Said (1828-54) decided

to move his capital with the aim of establishing a better control of his

African dominions, For his resjdence in Zanzihar he had erected, between
1832 and 1837 the seiside palace Beit-el Mton, and Beit-cl Sahil in the

eown itself, Soon the town was to become the biggest on the coast with'

the whole commerce of Fasc Aftica passing through the hands of the
merchants of Zanzibar,

However, the days of unrivalled Amb deminance were nuinhered
by the Europeans’ exploratory and commercial efforts culminating in
the imperalistic "sceamble for Africa’ during the later part of the nine-
teenth century and the foundation of overseas European calonies.
Commercial treaties were negotiared with the USA in 1833, Great
Britain in 1839, France in 1844 and Germany in 1860 followed by the
establishment of consulates. A major factor in the European expansion
of commercial interests was the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869
which significantly reduced the distance berween Europe and the markers
of Fast Africa,

Largely because of continued political pressure by the British for an
aholition of the infamous slave teade, an apreement was made with the
Sultan Seyyid Barghash in 1873 to prohibic the export of slives and to
close down the humiliating slavemarket at Mkunazini, The legal status of

slavery was finally abolished by a decree issued in 1897—but the majority
of the Swahili- Afriean population was still occupying in inferior position
in the saciety,

A continuous rivaley bevween Germany and Briain was finally sertled
by 'diptamauie’ agreement in 1890 berween the two states only, as par of
which the North Sea island Heligaland was r:aﬂ':md te Germany in
exchange for the right to declare o British protectorate over the Arab sate
of Zanzibar, which lasted until 1963 when independence was achioved
and Pembe and Zanzibar islands were declared o sovereign sultanate, Bur
this lasted only o few months watl the majority of the populace of mainly
Aftican origin overthrew the Amb oligarchy and formed a pew
government siming ut the building of 4 socialist state, which jubse-
cuently united with the Republic 6F Tanzania.
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The environmental setting

The Stone Town is situated on a peninsula, triangular in shape, jutting
out from the hinterland with an extension of 1-5 km in a southwest-north-
east direction, covering approximately an area of 0-7 km? The site was
from the very outset approached from the sea, and naturally the early
settlement took place at the most western fringe of the salient land.

The topographical conditions are shown in an engraving made in 1846
(Fig. 3), which cleatly illustrates the well protected location of the early
settlement on a low ridge of land linked to the main island by a sandy
isthmus to the south only.” The creek was partly reclaimed in 1915 and
subsequently turned into a green recreational belt which has maintained
the distinct demarcation to the west and favourably preserved the Stone
Town as an identifiable entity.

Urban texture

During the early time of settlernent—whether by Arabs, Indians or
Africans—each migrating tribe or group of people tended to keep
together, and the town became subdivided into wards reflecting the
original ethnic or kin affinities of their inhabitants.® According to family
needs, these developed as clusters of interrelated buildings and court-
yards. The intetjacent land became ‘a no man’s land’ of paths and alleys,
which constantly change direction and were used only by donkeys, carts
and pedestrians.

This self-grown, ‘organic’ structure generates an exceptionally varied
spatial richness; intimate enclosures alternate with ever-changing vistas
and sudden panoramic views to the sea. Not surprisingly it became the
prerogative of the most influential citizens to live along the seashore and
enjoy an undisturbed view and constant breezes. The limited space
available on the peninsula was expensive and scarce, and the result was a
densely built-up fabric with a great number of houses built back to back.’

The Islamic urban tradition in which the houses are mainly oriented
towards internal courtyards for privacy is found also in Zanzibar town;
but the aloof external appearance is modified by the Swahili culture, and
the general character of the town is comparatively more inviting to social
interaction. This is particularly apparent along the bazaar streets;
although they act as the main pedestrian thoroughfares of the town they
do not separate the houses, but on the contrary unify them into an ‘urban
interior’ where the communal life is encouraged by the existence of low
stone benches (barazas) in front of the buildings (Fig. 4).

The involvement of the British in Zanzibar affairs significantly
changed the character of the town dutring the early years of this century
through public work constructions and the erection of a number of
public buildings, mainly in the periphery. The southetn part of the town

5. The foreshote anchorage depending on the height of the tide before the constime

was laid out as a spacious ‘garden suburb’ of new buildings, manly for
administrative and representative functions; as a result the less privileged
classes were gradually pushed out of the Stone Town and ultimately
forced to move to the N’gambo area, literally meaning ‘living on the
other side’ of the Creek.

The first approach to a formal planning guiding the future develop-
ment of the town dates from 1923."° The planning proposals were based
on a concept of ‘diagnostic survey’ inspired by the most advanced
principles of the time, introduced by the British pioneer town planriet
Patrick Geddes (1854-1932). It ‘unravels the old city’s labyrinth and
discerns how this has grown up’ as a point of departure for a
‘conservative surgery’, which fully recognized the socio-economic
conditions and the existing urban qualities of the historic town.

'A plan proposal of the usual colonial type would probably have takena
much more radical approach with the introduction of a rigid grid of
intersecting streets without any -regard for the existing environmental
conditions. Several of the outline proposals put forward by the
Lanchester scheme were implemented during the succeeding years. Oof
specific importance may be mentioned the port reclamation for improye—
ment of the foreshore anchorage dependent on the height of the tide
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