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ZANZIBAR REVISITED
In the second article of our new Heritage section, Stephen Battle examines
conservation work currently underway in the old stone town.

W

hen Henry Morton Stanley
sailed into Zanzibar in
1871, he could still describe
it as "the greatest commercial mart on the east coast of Africa". He
continues, "Beyond the native fleet of
trading Muscat dhows, Kilwa slavers and
Pangani wood carriers, the town of
Zanzibar rises from the sea in nearly
crescent form, white and glaring and
unsymmetrical". Today, Zanzibar
occupies a far smaller place in the
economy and politics of East Africa. If
you approach by sea, it is still a breathtaking sight, silhouetted against the blue
like a brilliant, white cliff of coral. But
behind the magnificent fa<;:ade, history has
moved on. As the past becomes less and
less relevant to the present, so it is being
allowed to crumble. The city has been
through many transformations as its
power has ebbed and flowed: it is perhaps
on the verge of its last.
At the time of Stanley's visit, the
Omani East African empire, with its
capital at Zanzibar, was at the height of
its commercial and political power. It was
said "When a flute is played in Zanzibar,
all of Africa east ofthe lakes must dance".
It had not always been so. The Portuguese
were the first to establish a permanent
settlement on the site of the present city
in the early part of the sixteenth century.
Their power was gradually eroded by the
incursions of Omani trading dhows along
the Mrina coast. In 1710, the Omanis
stationed a garrison of 50 men in Zanzibar
in a fort which incorporated into its
defences the walls of an Augustinian
chapel left by the vanquished Portuguese.
But despite the protection this provided,
the town remained a minor polity next to
the major mainland ports of Mombassa,
Pate, Kilwa and Lamu. In 1799, the
British navigator Bissel visited and
reported that the town was "composed
of some few houses and the rest are huts
of straw mats". Following his unification
of Oman in the 1820s, Sultan Said Seyid
sailed south to quell the rebellious Musadi
clan in Mombassa. His own Busaidi clan
had been forced to retreat to Zanzibar,
their last stronghold on the coast. So it
was from Zanzibar that Said Seyid

The Zanzibar skyline reflects its varied
cultural heritage. Here the Catholic
cathedral can be seen behind the minaret of
a modern mosque.

launched his attack in 1828. It is said that
he fell in love with the 'Green Islands' on
this first visit. In 1835, the entire Omani
court was moved to Zanzibar, and so the
modern era in the city's history began.
But it would be wrong to suggest that
an historical accident and a royal whim
were all that brought Said Seyid back to
Zanzibar. The site has considerable
advantages: the best natural harbour on
the east coast of Africa; a constant supply
of good drinking water; and a position 25
miles off the cornucopia of the African
mainland. The merchants that followed
Said Seyid exploited these and turned the
small town Bissel found into the "greatest
commercial mart on the east coast of
Africa".
It is important to understand Zanzibar's
role as a centre of international trade in
order to understand its architecture. The
market in ivory, slaves, copra and cloves
generated fantastic wealth. Merchants
from many nations were drawn to the
city. When the British architect and
planner R. V. Lanchester visited in 1923,

he found it divided into five districts
housing ten different ethnic groups. The
Omani Arabs exercised authority, and
underneath it is still possible to discern a
distinctively Arab-Islamic pattern to the
stone town. But fragments of many
cultures became submerged within the
urban whole as individuals crossed
boundaries; so today you find a hybrid
that is distinctively Zanzibari.
The word I always return to in
describing the town is 'porous'. Like the
coral it is made of, it is an endless
breathing pattern of interconnecting
space, contingent and organic. Amongst
the 2,500 buildings that comprise the
stone town there are 48 mosques serving
six sects of Islam, an Anglican cathedral
built on the site of the former slave
market, a Catholic cathedral and three
Hindu temples. There are two generic
types of residential building. The Arab
town house, massive and authoritative,
generally without applied ornamentation,
washed with lime either sky blue or
white, and to the street a solid intricately
carved teak door covered with large
pointed brass door studs. In the original
pattern of use, on the ground floor,
adjacent to the entrance vestibule, would
be the barze, according to an account
written in the mid-nineteenth century by
an exiled Zanzibari princess, where the
male head of the household "generally
lives and receives his friends . In most
cases, the floor is paved with black and
white slabs of French marble". Beyond
here would be the stair-well, the courtyard where the household work would
be done, store rooms and toilet facilities.
The living area for the female members
of the household would be on the first
floor, long narrow rooms without
distinction of function, with a "bed of
Indian workmanship, very prettily carved
all over, placed in one corner" . Persian
carpets or very fine and soft matting
would cover the floors; thick whiteRight: An Arab house in the old stone
town, with characteristic carved verandas.
Note also the carved teak door with brass
studs. Carved motifs use symbols of good
fortune and fertility.
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Left: One of the Indian houses, probably
built as a single storey originally; the carved
wooden balcony was the result of increasing
prosperity.
Above: The 'House of Wonders', built in the
late 19th century and formerly a symbol of
Omani authority on the Zanzibar seafront.

washed walls would be divided from
floor to ceiling into several partitions by
deep recesses which would themselves be
subdivided by shelves, upon which are
placed the "choicest and most expensive
objects of glass and china. The bare and
narrow walls between the recesses are
carefully concealed by large mirrors
reaching from the low divans to the ceiling". Most Arab houses would have had
a flat roof surrounded by a high crenellated parapet, which would have been
used for receiving guests by moonlight or
sleeping in the cool sea breeze.
Interspersed with these and collecting
together towards the market, are lines of
smaller, originally Indian houses. When
first built, most would have been single
storey, opening out onto the street as a
shop, with a store room and living space
behind and sharing a communal courtyard. As the Indian community became
more established and wealthier, so these

houses grew to two or three storeys, and
in many cases a carved wooden balcony
was added to the front. Walking along
these streets today one is struck by the
plainness at street level that is transformed
on the first floor into an intricate pattern
of carving and trellis work.
There is a hierarchy within the city.
Away from the breeze jostling up towards
the market, are the Indian shops. Along
the waterfront, announcing their
prosperity to the world, stand the former
symbols of Omani authority, the customs
house, the Sultan's Palace, the Fort and
the House of Wonders. This is what so
impressed Stanley in 1871. R. V. Burton,
the explorer, was not so awestruck. When
he visited several years earlier, he
described the front as "mere dicky, a clean
show concealing uncleanliness", and this
could stand as a fair description of the
state of the stone town today.
The current problems of the town are

due principally to neglect. Outwardly,
perhaps, much of its seems strong, and it
is certainly still impressive, but often this
masks inner weakness. The many open
spaces, piled high with rubble, that disfigure the town like a blight, are testament
to this. At the time of writing, the rains
and poor renovation work have just claimed another building and with it, two lives.
In 1964, there was a revolution in the
state of Zanzibar. Many of the Arab social
elite died and still more fled . Most of the
Indian community followed, and with
their departure, the commercial sector all
but collapsed. The new socialist
government nationalized all business and
took possession of the many vacated
properties in the stone town. The urban
poor and rural immigrants flooded into
the town to occupy these buildings and
grab their own piece of the bounty of the
revolution. In 1983, only 17 per cent of
the 15,000 population of the stone town

30

MIMAR 41

31

MIMAR 41

Left: The magnificent Ithnasheri
Dispensary, designed as a hospital in 1899
with decorative balustrades clearly inspired
by Indian motifs. Renovation is scheduled
for early 1992.
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Plan, front elevation and section of the
Ithnasheri Dispensary which will become
the Zanzibar cultural centre.
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were owner-occupiers. Three quarters
were government tenants, paying
nominal rent. In the salt and watersodden Zanzibar climate, buildings
require constant maintenance. A combination of inadequate revenue generated
from rent, tenants with little spare income
to invest, and a national economy
devastated by a fall in the price of cloves,
meant that investment in the fabric of the
stone town over a period of20 years was
negligible. Decay and collapse followed
in awful succession.
Several town plans have been drawn up
in an attempt to solve Zanzibar's
problems. The perception of what these
problems are seems to vary little, but the
solutions differ dramatically according to
the ideological position of the authors. An
East German plan written in 1968
resulted in two and a half kilometres of
five-storey concrete flats built at
Michenzani on the outskirts of town. The
flats are standing up fairly well to the
rigours of the tropical climate, and despite
their social and architectural shortcomings, they seem to be considered
desirable in the popular culture of the city.
Indeed to some, money spent on the old
town is misdirected when modern
buildings such as these are possible. But
preservation of the stone town is not just
about architectural heritage, it is also a
valuable housing asset that would cost far
more to replace than to repair.
In 1983, the United Nations Commis-

Kilosa House. The renovation programme
entails stripping the arches of their coral rag
and re-rendering with lime.
sion for Housing and Shelter (UNCHS)
funded a report on conservation of the
stone town, and this has become the
blueprint for the work now being carried
out. Faced with such rapid attrition of the
building fabric, an emergency programme
was begun.
The UNCHS report identified a
number of landmark buildings, in their
words, "unique or outstanding examples
of their types". The UNDP agreed to
provide technical assistance to the
government body formed to direct the
work (the Stone Town Conservation and
Development Authority or STCDA) and
with funds generated by the Zanzibari
government through the sale of certain
properties in the stone town, repair work
was started.
Current projects include the renovation
of the Omani fort and adjacent to it, Bet
Al Ajaib or the House of Wonders, so
called because when it was built in 1893,
its size inspired awe in the local
population. Work on these is to be
financed by the EEC. Another project is
Socornhugo Square, a recently-completed
renewal scheme of an urban square.
Kilosa House is an example of a
building in the process of renovation. It
is historically important as one of the
oldest buildings in Shangani, the first port

area of the town. It is not known who
originally built it, but Kilosa is a mainland
settlement on one of the old slave caravan
routes that cut into the African heartland,
and so it is assumed that its initial owner
was connected with the 'slave·trade. When
handed over to the STCDA, it was in
very poor condition. Every building in
the stone town over ten years old is built
in the same way, and so the problems
encountered tend to follow a pattern. In
this case, a badly maintained roof had
allowed rain to enter and saturate the floor
and roof slabs. Floor slabs in the stone
town are built using mangrove poles
(boriti) closely spaced between loadbearing walls. The gaps between are filled
with large coral stones, and the slab is
finished on top with a screed of smaller
coral stones red earth and lime, and
plastered between the projecting boriti
below. When the bearing ends of the boriti
become saturated, either from rain or
because of leaking waste pipes, they rot
and are attacked by insects. Collapse
quickly follows. In Kilosa House, the
floor and roof slabs had already fallen in.
Both have been replaced, and the
corrugated iron roof over renewed.
Walls are always massive. In Kilosa
House, they have been tempered with
some elegance, and carry their load across
the internal space with simple arches.
Load-bearing walls are usually built with
large coral rag boulders, bonded together
with a mortar of red earth and lime, and
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rendered over. A plaster of fine lime and
sand is applied to this, and then the wall
is washed either ~~y blue or white with
the purest lime and water. Here, portland
cement had been used to repair the render
coat. This frequent short- cut causes many
long-term problems. Moisture is trapped
behind the waterproof cement, and
because it is stronger than lime and will
not flex, cracks open up, behind and
around. The walls w,er~.bFok;eii·:back to
the coral rag, and entirely rerendered and
plastered. The building has already been
leased to an investor, who intends to fill
it with a crafts centre, a travel agency and
a restaurant.
The work on the landmark buildings
is phase one of the STCDA conservation
programme. Phase two calls for the
writing of a comprehensive town plan to
guide development of the city into the
next century. The work is to be cofinanced by the United Nations, and the
other major investor in Zanzibar's future,
the Aga Khan Development Network.
The Aga Khan's motives for investing
in Zanzibar seem complex. Commercially
any return is a long way off. There are
strong historical ties that link the leader
of the Ismaili community to the city. In
1925 there were 20,000 Ismailis in
Zanzibar, although today that figure has
shrunk to less than 300. Development of
the town fits snugly within the brief of
the Aga Khan Trust for Culture and its
operating arm in Zanzibar, the Aga Khan
Cultural Services (AKCS), to "support
activities which foster a better understanding of Islamic civilization and contribute significantly to its cultural and
intellectual environment". But above all,
His Highness seems to be a genuine
enthusiast. His interest in architecture is
well-known. Underneath the grime and
decay, Zanzibar is an architectural jewel,
and perhaps that is motive enough.
There are two projects within the stone
town. One which is imminent is development of the former external telecommunications building into a 55 bedroom
hotel. The second is renovation of the
magnificent Ithnasheri Dispensary. The
building is so-called because it was used
up until 1964 as a charitable dispensary,
financed from an endowment made by a
prominent Ithnasher businessman, Nasser
Nur Mohammed, whose name now
adorns its front. It was built by another
prominent and immensely wealthy Ismaili
businessman, Sir Tharia Thopan. The
foundation stone was laid in 1899 to mark
the jubilee of Queen Victoria, and
Thopan's intention was for it to be used
as a hospital. He died before it was
completed and the building was sold off
after a family quarrel.
Architecturally the Dispensary is an
astonishing hybrid of styles. The ornately

Detail of coral stone from which most of the
buildings in the old stone town are
constructed. Once the plaster has worn
away (as here), the red earth mortar simply
washes away, leaving the building
vulnerable to collapse.
carved wooden balcony is characteristic
of Indian buildings in the town. Inside,
a covered courtyard fills the centre, rising
three storeys, and crossed by bridges. It
was built of traditional coral rag and lime
construction, but laid over this is a highly
disciplined European neo-classical
ornamentation. The building has been
badly neglected over the past 30 years,
and damp and misuse have taken a heavy
toll on the timber and plaster work.
Renovation is due to start in early 1992,
and the building is to be used as a cultural
centre, 'benefiting the local population as
well as visitors to the island'. This is part
of AKCS policy in Zanzibar, to sponsor
development in the town that balances the
interests of both visitors and local
inhabitants; to bring skills and jobs to the
city through the renovation work; to
stimulate the local economy through the
increase in tourism; but to minimize the
impact of that tourism on the fabric and
way of life in the city.
This raises the central paradox of all the
conservation work - both private and
government funded - in the stone town.
Its benefits to the visitor are clear, but
how it will affect the local population, the
people that live and work in Zanzibar is
far from certain. There are two areas of
concern: firstly, the vast majority of the
structures that comprise the stone town
are not 'landmark' buildings; they are
houses or shops of either Indian or Arab
origin, occupied by ordinary families on
ordinary salaries. Seventy-five per cent of
the buildings I have been into are in need
of some kind of structural repair, either

minor, such as mending a roof or major,
replacing whole lines of rotten boriti.
Buildings and tenants such as these do not
benefit from the current conservation
programmes, but they form the bulk of
the stone town. Without them there is no
stone town. There is a strategy to deal
with this. It is hoped to return most of
the buildings of the town to the private
sector. Quite what will happen to the
urban poor if this occurs is not clear. A
housing fund will be set up, offering
people soft loans to help renovate their
property. A feasibility study for this is
imminent, but the outcome is far from
certain. If it comes to pass, it raises the
related problem of control, how to ensure
that in private sector-led development,
the scramble for tourist dollars does not
) eaCl fo quick and cheap repair, a rash of
guest houses, and the loss of the essence
that makes the stone town unique.
This leads to the second problem, and
the key struggle the town has to face in
the 1990s, that is for its identity. The
majority of the buildings in the
conservation programme are intended to
re-enter productive life in the tourism
sector. This is perhaps the inevitable fate
of monuments. The political, economic
and commercial life of the city has
undergone a profound metamorphosis
over the past 30 years. The landmark
buildings, perhaps the whole town, are
like a magnificent mask, underneath
which the city has changed and shrunk.
Tourism may be the only way of
generating enough revenue to maintain
these buildings, and finance further work.
Certainly, the potential for the economy
as a whole is massive: at last count, there
were 28 new hotel developments on the
island. But an economy dominated by
tourism is extremely vulnerable. Perhaps
more importantly, the town risks
becoming beautiful but hollow, its
urban culture chased out by grossly
inflated ground rents, its identity
consumed by the 'quick fix' demands of
the tourist.
, Undoubtedly an opportunity still exists
to preserve the fabric of the town as well
as the life that animates it. But it remains
to be seen how effectively profit and
preservation can be balanced, whether
good intention can prevail over greed.
UNESCO has designated Zanzibar one
of the world's 100 most important cities
and towns. The struggle to realize this
potential is just beginning. Should it
succeed, Zanzibar will be worthy of
the title.
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