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disrupted this development, Mombasa and Pate became new centres
of commerce, trade, Swahili civilization, coastal Islam and

resistance to the Portuguese.

With the Busaidi restoring peace in the Indian Ocean, with
the help of the British, the Yemeni Arab permanent settlement
in East Africa increased. They were employed in the Sultan®s
services in commerce and in manual labour, so that by the 19th
Century, the Yemenis formed an important section of the Arab

population along the coast of East Africa.

The Hadhrami sharifs played an important role in the spread
of Islam in East Africa. |Islam spread into the interior from
the coast with a predominance of the Shafii madhab in all the
religious ceremonies and rituals, in spite of the fact that
there was a large settlement of lbadis from Oman as a ruling
class. As the Yemenis migrated and settled in East Africa,
they brought along with them their social and cultural values.
They tried to preserve a distinct cultural identity, by
maintaining strong ties with their homelands. Their
conservativeness helped to preserve and cement these values and

identity.

However, with the advent of colonialism after 1895, and

through the process of assimilation and cultural interaction
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GLOSSARY

Abd (plural Abld) slave.

Alim (plural Ulama) scholar

Bedu tribesmen.

Bida "h innovation with no

doctrinal basis.

Bui bui a black cloak worn by

muslim women.

Dhaif (plural Dhuafa) - weak .
Debe
Diwani title used by the Vumba for

their rulers.

Duka Swahili for shop.

Duka-walla shopkeeper.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation aims to survey the history of the Yemeni
Arabs in Kenya during the colonial period. The Yemenis, who
have had a long history of association with the East African
coast, have not been a subject of research per se. There have
been studies on}or description o” the coastal Arab community in
general by historians, social scientists, colonial government
officials and even travellers who visited the coast of East
Africa. However, a study of the Yemenis’ economic,
socio-cultural and political contribution has not been
undertaken so far. They have been studied within the context
of the whole coastal community. Their historical contribution
to Kenya can not be under-estimated and as such a study of this
community is long over-due so that one may see them as a
distinct society, separate in many important ways from the
Omani Arabs and the Swahili-speaking peoples of the Kenyan

coast. This is what this dissertation sets out to do.

In spite of a large degree of interaction with the people
at the coast, over a long period of time, the Yemenis have
maintained, to a large extent“their distinct cultural and
social traits, that set them apart from the rest of the coastal

community. They shall maintain ties with their relatives in
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The significance of the two dates, therefore, lies in the
fact that the study of the Yemeni is undertaken for the
colonial period. However, it does not mean that these two
dates have been observed strictly. Their history before 1895

and a brief survey after 1963, has also been included.

As observed earlier, the immigration, settlement and
subsequent history of the Yemeni Arabs in Kenya during the
colonial period has hardly been the subject of any major
historical study. A number of published as well as unpublished
works deal broadly with the Arab community, but none can be
defined as a special study of the Yemenis. There is a tendency
by historians and other social scientists to group all Arabs
as one single ethnic entity. This has led to the study of
Arabs as a homogeneous society. The Yemeni Arabs are one of
the two Arab groups that are present in Kenya. The other group

is the Omani Arabs.

From the existing literature on the history of Kenya, there
is no study of the Yemenis per se. The only two works that to
some extent touch on the history of the Yemenis of Kenya, are
Ahmed Idha Salim®s Swahili-Speaking Peoples of Kenya®"s Coast,
published in 1973,; and Abdul Hamid M. el-Zein®"s, The Sacred

Meadows, published in 1974. A.l. Salim®"s work provides a most
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instance, are almost wholly archaeological or published
accounts. Later chapters, however, draw upon more abundant
oral and written accounts, unpublished archival material and
newspapers. It can, however, not be claimed that all possible

sources have been tapped for this dissertation.

It will be seen that | have worked with comparatively few
informants - thirty one to be exact - and that 1 rely more
heavily on some than on others. The reason for this is quite
simple. During my five (5) months of field work, these were
the people whom 1 found to know something about the history of
the Yemeni Arabs in colonial Kenya. Initially, 1 was asked to
get a list of informants from my Advisor, Prof. A.l. Salim. |
was introduced to the elders of the community by Prof. A.l.
Salim and Mr. Abdul-Aziz Salim Bajaber. At first, |
encountered some problems in the field, basically because the
conservative elders of the community were suspicious about
being questioned. However, after being assured of the aims of
the research, their attitude changed and their information
proved most valuable. Once in the field, 1 found that some
informants who possessed valuable information were very
valuable, while other possible valuable informants were too
fearful, suspicious or resentful to volunteer information.
This was especially so in Malindi and Lamu. | was able to get
names of more informants from those Interviewed, in response

to questions which they did not have any knowledge of.
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or sultanate on their way unless it accepted their suzerainty
and agreed to pay tribute. They built a chain of forts along
the coast in East Africa, forts were built in Kilwa and Mombasa
and garrisons placed at different points along the littoral.
In Southern Arabia, forts were constructed in Socotra, Aden,
Mukalla and Hurmuz; on the Western coast of India, forts were
built in Goa, Diu, Gujerat and Calicut. The disruption of the
trade had the effect of creating foot-shortages for the local
people, especially in South Arabia, where they imported a lot
of grain from East Africa. Also, important local industries
fell due to Portuguese destructive policies. For example, the
town of Sofala and Kilwa declined in prosperity because of the
decline in the gold trade; in Aden, the glass industry on the
Aden littoral also declined, although this could have been due
to the competition from Venetian glass. Merchants suffered
great losses due to Portuguese piracy at sea, where no Muslim
or Arab was safe. So haunted was Arab shipping that even the
coastal crafts had to "steal from creek to creek”. The system
of trust on credit used by merchants was completely destroyed,
since the merchants never know whether the goods they were
carrying would be looted from them by the Portuguese

pirates.

By the time the Portuguese were firmly established in East

Africa, commerce was virtually restricted to a brisk coastal
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the Mijikenda were unable to defend themselves, they were
forced to flee to the South. The Galla who were expanding
overran a number of coastal towns at the turn of the
seventeenth century and reached Pate and Malindi by 1624.49
They plundered fields and towns and disrupted the inland trade
that was carried on by the local Africans and the coastal
trading towns. The Galla demanded tribute from all the
Mijikenda trading in the area or anyone wishing to trade with
them. They also received steady payments from the Swahili.
There can be no doubt that the Galla were a major destructive
factor on the coast. The already declining trade at the coast
suffered further pillage inland from the Galla raids which kept
Swahili traders from reaching the required goods. The overall
effect of the Mijikenda migrations to the area adjacent to the
coastal towns and the Galla invasion was to intensify the

destructive impact of the Portuguese on Swahili trading towns

and the trade in general.

Beside the widespread insecurity on the mainland and the
seas, the decline of the Muslim world also contributed towards
the decline of the trade in East Africa.The discoveries
of new markets transferred the world"s trade to new routes, and
the entire realms of the Eastern Mediterranean began to sink
into the background. The discoveries of the America®s shifted

the trade from the hands of the Arabs to the hands of the
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demolishing the forts at Kuriate, Matera and Dobera on the
Eastern coast of the Persian Gulf; to exempt all the subjects
of the Imam from paying custom dues; and to grant freedom of
trade and commerce in the Arabian seas. In 1650, the nephew of
Sultan Nasir, Imam Sultan bin Seif, besieged Muscat again and
this time the Portuguese in the garrison, together with the
Arab mercenaries were allowed to withdraw to Diu on the Western
coast of India, thus finally breaking the influence of the
Portuguese in the Persian Gulf. In Socotra, the Portuguese
were overpowered by the Mahra in 1510 when the fort was
besieged till all the Portuguese died. The Mahra then rebuilt
their fort after the departure of the Portuguese. In Aden, the
Portuguese were overpowered by the local people with the help

of the Turks.”

From then onwards, Oman turned herself Into a maritime
power and because of the close connection between Muscat and
the East African towns, the war between the Portuguese and the
Arab spread to East Africa. It is very likely that once the
Omanis were firmly established in Muscat, they went to East
Africa. In 1652, the Omanis made a devastating attakh on
Zanzibar and killed a number of Portuguese, including some of
Augustinian towns and their inhabitants called upon the Imam to
help them against the Portuguese tyranny. It was the beginning

of the Omani intervention in East Africa. Resistance to
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Portuguese rule eventually centered on the Nabhani state of
Pate. It became the base for Portuguese resistance. Pate
revolted against the Portuguese several times, in 1637, 1660,
1678, 1686 and 1687.~ All these rebellions were suppressed
although each time it proved more difficult for the Portuguese,

since the Imam of Oman supplied aid to Pate.

The Portuguese stronghold on the East African coast -
Mombasa Fort Jesus - was finally overrun by the Omani Arabs
with help from the local Inhabitants, in 1698 after a siege of
three years.” Under an army from Oman and Pate, Zanzibar,
the only surviving ally of the Portuguese, fell to the Omani
troops a few years later, thus bringing the most important town
on the East African coast under Omani performance. However,
the expulsion of the Portuguese from Mombasa was not the

beginning of Omani ascendancy in East Africa.

Civil war in Oman and the Persian invasion of the region
kept the Omani Omams occupied for nearly a century at home,
leaving the East African towns "free to forge their own
destiny.This led to a continuing involvement with East
Africa. |Individual Arabs and, at times, families remained at
the coast especially after the Imam"s authority had been firmly
established. More immigrants from South Yemen and Oman began

to settle permanently at the coast. The effect of the
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Arabia. In fact it was during Seyyid Said"s reign that more
Yemenis began settling permanently at the coast. They formed
an important section of the Arab population of Zanzibar.
Writing in 1857, R. Burton observed that '"the poor Arabs who
flocked Zanzibar during the seasons are Hazramis, and they work
and live as hard as the Hammals of Stanboul. These men club
and mess together as gangs under an Akida, who supplies them
with rice, ghee and scones, and who keeps the account so
skillfully that the labourers receive annually about Pounds 36,
though he may gain four times that sum.”ft9 Speaking at the
same time, Colonel Rigby writing in 1860, observed that, "a
considerable number of Arabs from Hadhramaut coast also come to
labour as porters and carriers, they are a patient industrious
people and most useful to the merchants in loading and

unloading ships.”63

Seyyid Said also employed many Hadhrami soldiers to man his
garrisons. All of his soldiers were either Baluchis or
Hadhrami Arabs. One such Hadhrami soldier was Abdallah bin
Mbarak Bakhashwein who came to East Africa from Dauan In
Hadhramaut. He was made the Akida of Fort Jesus in Mombasa in
1842. According to the system of allegiance at the time, all
loyal subjects of the Sultan had to raise volunteers to assist
the Sultan whenever he asked. Abdallah led a body of

twenty-five Hadhrami volunteers to assist the Sultan®s army in
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evict him. Muhammad bin Abdullah was taken prisoner to the
courts of Zanzibar and was deported to Mukalla, Hadhramaut.

However, he returned to Zanzibar in 1888 and died there a

broken man 1in N

Here was a Hadhrami Arab in the service of the Sultan, but
because of the rivalry between the Mazrui Arabs from Oman and
the Hadhrami Arabs, he was brought to his downfall. What is
interesting to note is that, this rivalry between the two
sections (the Omani and Yemeni Arabs) has continued right to
recent times. The Omani Arabs as the ruling aristocracy and
the other Swahili families looked down on the Hadhramis because
according to them, the Hadhramis were not "wangwana" since they
even accepted menial jobs, as water carriers,, labourers,
unlike the Omani who were from the aristocracy and who owned
tracts of land at the coast. The Omani Arabs and Swahili
always referred to the Hadhramis as "Washihiri” in a derogative
manner, but because of their ability to ignore such remarks,
the Hadhramis have been able to better themselves, at the coast
and were later to thrive at a time when the Omani Arabs and
Swahili suffered decline after the abolition of the slave trade

which hit their plantation economy.

The majority of the Hadhrami Arabs came to the Sultanate

for a short period in order to earn money and return to their
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The spread of Islam in Kenya was carried on by traders who
were the Ffirst to travel into the interior. The Pokomo in Tana
River District seem to have been in contact with the Muslims,
particularly the Swahili of Barawa and Lamu since the seventeen

century.74

In Pokomo land, Chara was an extremely rich
trading centre which attracted many traders from the coast.
These traders sold cloth, sugar, salt and beads in return for
rice, maize and beans. The traders exported their goods to
Mombasa, Lamu, and finally to the Persian Gulf. These traders
were described as "white Arabs"™ from Arabia as well as
Swahilis, so they probably included not only recent immigrants

from Oman and Hadhramaut, but also the old established Arabs

and Swahilis.

In order to have good relationship with the Pokomo, these
Muslim traders seem to have spread Islam to their Pokomo trader
partners. Islam was attractive to the Pokomo in Chara for two
reasons: a Muslim earned the priviledge of wearing the dress
Kanzu, which in traditional society was reserved only for the
elders. Islam also offered all adult males a part in rituals
to bring blessings on the participants and his family, whereas
in traditional religion, only elders of the society could
invoke God in prayers. In embracing Islam, one could attain

the social equality with the traders who came from the coast to
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However, a large number of their population was temporary
residents who paid frequent visits to the East African trading
centres for the purpose of trade. As traders and labourers,
they came to East Africa in search of a better life. They
depended on the monsoon winds, which facilitated their
movements up and down the littoral. The Yemenis became an
important section of the population and the Sultan employed
them in his garrisons. In fact a large number of the forts
were manned by these Hadhrami soldiers and Akidas. As
labourers they were important workers in Zanzibar, Mombasa and
Lamu, loading and off-loading dhows at the ports. By the end
of the nineteenth century the Yemenis formed an important
section of the Arab population along the coast of East Africa.

They played an important role in the spread of Islam in Kenya
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The Saiyids or Sadah, meaning masters or lords form the
highest stratum, consisting of people who claim to be
descendants of Prophet Muhammad. They are regarded as having
the noblest descent and religious status in the society. Many
of the families of sadah are hereditory chiefs bearing the
title of mansab (chiefs). Until the revolution that brought
independence they were recognised as spiritual leaders by the
surrounding tribes and even by tribes far away. In Hadhramaut
they were very influential, though in the tribal districts
there and in the former Aden federation their numbers were
small. In North Yemen, the great Saiyid houses belong to the
Zaidi school of moderate Shia, whereas in Hadhramaut they are
orthodox Shafii, although there are also Shafii Saiyids in
North Yemen, who are held in great respect (ihtiram). In both
Yemens, they had great influence over the people and wielded
great power as a religious aristocracy. To maintain their
authority, they relied on their descent from the Prophet and
the reverence of their ancestry. In Hadhramaut, the saiyids
did not carry arms, but the Saidi Saiyids bore arms and their
Imam was always a military figure, unlike the Hadhrami Saiyids
who had given up carrying arms and relied on their spiritual
prestige to maintain their position in the society. They were
extremely "jelous"™ of their priviledges as saiyids, and guarded

their positions by adhering to such customs as the Kkissing of
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an equal descent status, although the mashalkh are given a
higher rank because of their religious status and role. The
gaball, however, have been responsible for the intense and

continous feuds in Yemen society.13

IT a man is killed in

war, his kinsmen take retaliation for him. IT a man killed
another during peace time, the debt which is payable, life for
life, can only be paid by his life or by that of one of his
kinsfolk. If it is not done, a feud starts between the
murdered man®s kinsfolk on the one hand, and the kinsfolk of
the murderer. It is not strange to find a grandson, whose
father died before the claim was settled by retaliation, making
a claim for the life of his grandfather, killed many years
before. There are accounts of some tribesmen who have not been

outside their houses for nearly twenty years for fear of being

killed by neighbours with whom they are feuding.14

The Masakin or Dhuafa (singular MIskin, meaning poor, and
Dhaif, meaning weak), form the third stratum. They have the
lowest descent status because they do not belong to the line of
the Prophet nor to the line of ancestors who were religious
leaders. However, within this stratum there are
sub-divisions. Traditionally the main criterion for
distinguishing between the different masakin people has been
their different occupations. The highest within this stratum
are the townsmen, among whom are the farmers, merchants,

workers, artisans, labourers and servants. They live in towns
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The Abid (singular Abd), meaning slaves or ex-slaves formed
an important category within the Hadhrami society. Slaves were
principally owned by the rulers of the two States, although
private ownership did exist. However, apart from the fact that
they were slaves, there was very little that distinguished them
from the rest of the community in their social life, except
their visible African features. They performed menial jobs and
were traditionally the khadims in the houses. They formed a
large part of the forces of the Sultans and are said to have
been the most trusted part of the forces. They are the
equivalent of the Maluks, or the so-called "slave armies of
JSgypt". Slaves in Hadhramaut were well treated and some of
them rose to high positions in the country. They were set free
in 1918, when the two States were formed by the treaty between
Great Britain and the two Sultans of the Quaity and Khathiri
States. For example, the Governor of Shibam in 1930 was an

ex-slave and so was the Magistrate of Mukalla.22

As we have seen above, Yemen society divided all people
into social classes - almost castes - which are expressed in
many symbols, both physical and behavioural. People®s ranks
simply depended on the basis of their descent. Hadhrami®s
recognize two lines of ancestry - that of the Prophet and that

of Qahtan. Those who were their descendants were given higher
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there occurred long periods of famine after floods which
destroyed crops and animals. Also the intense and continous
feuds amongst tribesmen in Hadhramaut, and long standing wars
have been frequent in Hadhramaut history - a major factor for

the migrations of many people from South Arabia.

The migrants came from all the section of the population,
Peasants, merchants, mercenaries, saiyids (sharifs) and
mashaikhs, migrated and settled in distant lands. These holy
families were a sizeable contingent among the migrants,
especially after 1200 AD due to religious persecutions in their
homelands. Wherever they settled, the sadah, or sharifs as
they are known in East Africa, enjoyed such tangible benefits
as tax abatements, and were often recipients of pious gifts
from the non-Sharifs. This was due to their highly ranked
descent status and ascribed religious role in Hadhrami and,

later, East African coastal societies.

With the settlement of Arabs on the East African Coast,
Islam was introduced in three main periods. The Islamic
cultural history can be traced to the early settlements of

Muslims in the coastal area under the Zanji rulers, observed by
Ibn Battuta as early as 1331 A.D. The second period is that of
the “Shirazi"s", which led to the formation of petty dynasties

all along the coast and the Comoro Islands, the third period
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Swahili language and culture.30

In spite of the strength of
the connection with Arabia, the Swahili culture was formed
independent of full Arabization. The interaction was dynamic
in that the influence of South Arabia and Bantu cultures were
reciprocal. Islam dominated the life of the settlement, but
the Bantu speakers modified the character and life of the
community. The culture, however, reflected the definite stamp
of its South Arabian birth place. After the Portuguese period
in East Africa, the new wave of immigrants and settlers of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from Hadhramaut, Yemen and

Oman moulded the development and character of the Swahili

language and culture.

Much of the Islamization of the East African coast and
later the interior was the work of the Sharifs and Sheikhs of
Hadhrami origin. The position of these sharifian immigrants
from Hadhramaut over many centuries was an important but
complex one. Some writers refer to them as a 'separate social

sl These

class" others as "cream of the aristocracy".
migrants were regarded by contemporaries as highly desirable
additions to Muslim societies, and if they participated in
government, they could lend it a degree of prestige and
legitimacy. Those concerned with religion and law and the

arbitration in quarrels had a great impact on East Africa,

particularly on the Islamization of the coast and the Islands.
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Sultanate, in the early 1900"s, when the Hadhramis supported
the Zanzibar Busaidi authority against the Sultan of Witu in
spite of the fact that it was the Sultan of Witu who helped
them open up their small retail shops in Lamu and Witu.91
They were interested in the maintenance of peaceful conditions
in which to sell and transport their goods and to carry on
business and as such needed a well-established and stable
system of government. And in the Busaidi sovereignty, they saw
better and more peaceful conditions in which to trade, thus
they supported the Busaidi Sultan against the authority of the
Sultan of Witu. Generally speaking the Hadhramis did not take
sides in political matters but preferred to sit on the fence so
to speak and very ably summed up a situation before committing
themselves. However, there have been instances when they have
taken sides against an enemy or a person who they felt
threatened their economic and commercial activities. This is
one reason why the twelve tribes of Mombasa accused the
Hadhrami immigrants of being "disloyal to the Queen" and
advocated the 'strictest immigration controls against

them. -

But the colonial administration encouraged the
settlement of these Hadhramis as they were considered the ones
who would be able to uplift the declining economic situation at
the coast. However, this policy of encouragement changed
suddenly after World War 11 because of the economic depression

that had hit Mombasa and the coast at Iarge.95
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victims of tuberculosis and other illnesses at the Port Reitz
and the chest and Infectious Disease Hospitals. It also helped
in the washing and preparation of the dead person for burial,
when he or she had no relatives or was unable to meet the

burial expenses.99

The President of the society, Sheikh
Mbarak Mahfudh bin Dohry, although bed-ridden due to some
ailment of his legs did some benevolent work in collecting

funds for the society by appealing to the Muslim population.

Other activities of the society included helping the
immigrants who arrived in Mombasa, especially after the Second
World War. There was a large influx of Hadhrami immigrants at
this time due to the economic hardship that Hadhramaut was
experiencing. The regular remittance by the Hadhrami
communities in the Far East to their homeland had been but off
because of the Japanese occupation of those distant lands.
With their source of livelihood literally cut-off, the
Hadhramis turned to East Africa for relief. The authorities at
Mombasa had however sent word to Aden with regard to the
prohibition and restriction of these migrants, since Mombasa
was already experiencing an economic recession and there was
acute unemployment.***** To limit their number, it was
suggested by the Mombasa District Commissioner that a deposit
of Pounds 10 be demanded from all Hadhrami immigrants who came

to Kenya
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By the end of 1959, the welfare society was experiencing
financial problems. An appeal was sent out to the community to
assist with generous donations. Those empowered to receive
donations and issue receipts on behalf of the society were
Sharif Omar al-Attas, Sharif Abdulrehman A. Shatry, Messrs
Mohammed Suleiman Mazrui, Bwana Obo bin Dini, Maalim Said bin
Ahmed, All bin Abdullah bin Hassan and Abdulkarim bin
Aii™M0/  The East African Muslim welfare society gave a
generous donation to the society. A house worth Shs. 30,000/»
(Thirty Thousand Shillings) was purchased in the name of the
society, the monthly rent of Shs. 250/* (Two Hundred and Fifty
Shillings) was to benefit the society. From then on, the
society had a regular source of income, together with the
membership subscription and donations from individuals, to
enable it to carry on with the benevolent work it was doing for

the Muslim community in Mombasa.

Basically the Hadhrami Arabs lived very “simple” lives
pursuing their economic activities with very few social
activities. Religious life too was “simple® and according to
the people of Lamu they "were not paying enough attention to
religious affairs." Although the Hadhramis came from
places where sharifs, sadahs and saiyids have well-defined
ideological and social role to play in the society, with their

claim to supernatural power never being doubted, the sharifs at
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their daily lives. A woman®"s status is correlated with purda
and therefore there has been considerable variation in the
degree of structures of the purda required of women by their
menfolk.. Hadhrami women have always felt a striking aversion
to emigration. A large number of Hadhrami men who travelled
backwards and forwards between Southern Arabia and East Africa
for the purpose of trade or to earn a living from some
occupation on either side, did not settle permanently in East
Africa. Therefore, many of them did not bring their wives and
children with them. Those who were regular visitors married
local women or they entered into a kind of temporary liaision
with the local women.113 Others sought brides from amongst
the Omani Arabs, the Comorians and sometimes even the
Africans. At first some of the children born locally,
especially the girls, were sent to Hadhramaut to their
relatives. This was a way of ensuring that their children did

not get lost in the Swahili culture.

Thus, in the early decades of the colonial rule, very few
Hadhrami women migrated and settled on coast. In 1921 there
was a total number of 1,380 Arab women in Mombasa

district.114

This figure however includes all Arab women.
It is unfortunate that separate figures for Hadhrami women are
not given. Just before and after the Second World War, a large

influx of Hadhramis migrated to East Africa together with their
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of Mombasa’8 Muslim community. The Hadhrami Arabs did not
escape the wind of this social change in spite of the fact that

they sought to reproduce their own way of life.

In traditional Hadhrami society, children were promised in
marriage at an early age. Otherwise the mother of a young man
of marriageable age would start to look for a wife for him
among the daughters of her Hadhrami friends, often within the
same clan or families of friends. The search was conducted by
the mother, sisters or aunts of the young man. In general, the
consent of the girl was not required and her wishes were hardly
considered at all. Theoretically, marriages were endogamous
with respect for the principle of kafa*ah - social equality -
of the marriage partners. As interpreted by the sadah of
Hadhramaut, kafa’ah was held to refer to equality of descent.
They argued that a man ought to marry one of equal descent
status as himself, but if no such suitable spouse existed, one
may marry a woman of lower descent, since the children of such
a marriage will take the descent status of their father and not
of their mother. A woman, however, should not marry a man of
lower descent than herself since the children would take the
descent status of their father, though sh may marry a man of
her descent status. However, the strongest preferences were
for both man and woman to have endogamous marriage within their

stratum 117
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Over the years the marriage patterns have changed.
Although the Hadhramis prefer to marry from their own community
and from the same descent stratum, there has been a lot of
intermarriages between the Hadhrami and other communities.
This has had the effect of weakening the traditional strong
ties to the principle of social stratification. People from
different social strata married regardless of their descent
status. Only the sharlfs tried to maintain the principle of
descent status. Another factor which has contributed to the
change in marriage patterns, was the influence of modernisation
and western values in the community. Early in the twentieth
century hardly any Hadhrami children went to school. By the
1940"s more and more younger generation were exposed to these
new values which had the effect of changing the social values
and mode of thinking among them. This however, is not to say
that they completely discarded their traditional values and
conservativeness, but that they became more accommodative
although the strong clannish feelings still remained in spite

of the social change in the community.

In conclusion, one may assert with some justification that
the Hadhrami Arabs had had an impact on the East African Coast
that has left its stamp on the Swahili-culture. Islam was
strengthened and promoted by the Sharifite Hadhrami families

who left Arabia to settle at the coast. The spread of Islam at
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CHAPTER 3

THE ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES OF THE YEMENI ARABS IN COLONIAL KENYA

During the colonial period, the Yemeni Arabs were an
important factor in the economic and commercial activities of
the country where they represented a significant competition to
the Indian traders. They were drawn to Mombasa by
opportunities of retail trade and hamali (one who carries
goods, usually in a cart, from one place to another) work at
the port from very early times. By the early 1920"s, many of
them were being encouraged to settle at the coast by the
colonial administrators. Soon many of them became involved in
duka-walla; (shop-keeping) in import and export; in transport
business; in restaurants and many other commercial activities.
Many of them operated along the coast, but as they expanded,
they moved into the interior as far as western Kenya and into

Uganda.

There has been close commercial, ethnic and cultural ties
across the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden with the East African
coast from pre-Islamic times which has continued to the present
times.” The entire network of trade in the East African

interior and to a lesser extent along the coast depended upon a
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The second "pillar” of the economic structure at the coast,
that is land, was undermined in 1908 when the Land Title
ordinance was passed whereby large traits of land became
alienated or were declared Crown Land. This ordinance was
passed at a time when large areas of land owned by the Arabs
and Swahili had become bush due to loss of slave labour over
the years, and the boundaries between these lands and '"waste"
land could not be distinguished. The government therefore
regarded these lands as Crown Land whereby many Arabs and

Swahili lost their land to the government.

The construction of the Uganda Railway was also a
significant factor in the economic decline of the coastal
people. Many slaves deserted their masters to work in the
construction of the railway, thus making it difficult for the
plantation owners to replace the already scarce slave labour.
The railway also affected the caravan trade which had been
monopolised by the Arab Swahili traders since the railway line
ran along the old caravan routes replacing these caravan
expeditions with the railway line. The decline of this trade
meant that many of those who hired slaves as porters for the
expeditions lost the income that occurred to them from this
caravan trade. With the advance of the railway into the
interior, a steady flow of Asian immigrants moved into the

interior establishing themselves as petty merchants along the
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smaller scale, had increased in numbers with the gradual
establishment of the Protectorate. With the extension of "Pax
Britanica” and the opening of the Uganda Railway, the interior
was opened for the Asians and Arabs to move inland for trade.
Many of them followed the railway zone and began trading with
the Africans inlands. These Hadhrami immigrants certainly
played an effective and important role in the economic and
commercial activities in the Protectorate. They were regarded
by the colonial administrators as the ones who '"represented an
outstanding example of contrast of industry and potential to

general Arab apathy and decline on the coast”.10

With the development of Mombasa as an entrepot of the
Protectorate, a number of Hadhrami Arabs were attracted to the
port because of the development of the Kilindini Harbour and
the increase of the Asian whole-sale trade, to form a large
labour force in the port, and for the haulage demand in the
town.11 In fact, the immigration of these industrious
labourers had the blessing of the Provincial Commissioner for
the coast, who wrote in the 1919-20 Annual Report of Seyyidieh

Province;

"....the definite recognition of the Hadhrami and Shihiri
Arabs as a distinct community is a matter of considerable
political importance, for | believe that on the successful
handling of these people rests to a great extent the
future development of the coast.'™2
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livelihood and did not involve themselves in local politics and
were thus encouraged by the colonial authorities to settle and
pursue their economic interests* They were known for their
economic interests. They were know for their hard work as
labourers and porters by the authorities. Because of their
acceptance of these menial jobs, they were despised and the
name Washihiris came to be used as a derogatory term for them.
In spite of this, the Yemenis, felt it was better to earn one"s
living honestly even if it meant working in inferior jobs.
Their ability to overlook this state of affairs was important
because it left them free to pursue their economic interests.
There is not a single wealthy Hadhrami who transferred his
business from Arabia to Kenya; all the wealth in the country
was locally created. The extreme thriftness of the Hadhrami,
his willingness to live on narrow profit margins, and most of
all his complete absence of any desire for leisure or hobby
made him the ideal trader and worker in his own image, but
unfortunately the object of suspicion, jealousy and ridicule.
The Hadhramis knew about the abundance of grain and other
trading items on the coast, which were in demand in the outside
world. However, this was not to say that the East African
coast was not affected by the world economic depression after

the First World War 18
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July 1916, the Mombasa Township Vehicles Rules was passed

whereby all carts - vehicles had to be Iicensed.23

The
registered labourers were each provided with a badge and paid
daily by the employers at the traffic rate laid down by the
authorities, in front of a government official at the

Government Labour Office.24

This rule was not effective in
controlling the hamalls, because although the haraalis were
registered, they were not obliged to their calling and the only
punishment was to confiscate the labourer®s badge. This did
not produce the desired effect. By December 1917, there were
1,797 hamalis and 953 stevedores registered at the Port Labour
Registration Office. These figures included all the hamalls
and stevedores in the whole of Mombasa District, of whom only
279 were paid off through the Labour Office. They earned RS.
1.90 daily per man.25 The above figures show that in spite

of the government®s measure to control the hamali laboures in
Mombasa by introducing rules and regulations, the hamalls had
organised themselves as a group in such a way as to enjoy a

monopoly.

Some of the Hadhrami haotali labourers who worked for the
Indians or on their own usually managed to save to be able to
own a number of carts, which they operated as gangs on the same
lines as the Indian labour contractors. These Hadhramis

employed their fellow Hadhramis, Swahilis and Africans to ply
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immigrant from sailing from Arabia, especially those without
proper valid documents, even though they were all British
subjects or protected persons. Word was sent to the
authorities in Aden to restrict this influx of immigrations to
East Africa, which was increasingly because of the worsening
economic conditions in Southern Arabia. The reason put forward
for the prohibition of these immigrants was that Mombasa, like
the rest of the world, was experiencing an economic recession,
and there was acute unemployment and thus no opportunity open

for these immigrant labourers from South Arabia.33

However, the immigration policy towards the Yemeni
immigrants was not effective, and with every dhow season, more
Yemeni immigrant-labourers came to Mombasa. Mombasa became an
important centre for economic and commercial activities for
many of the Yemeni immigrants. |In 1911, it was estimated that
the total population of Arabs in Kenya was 9,100.w The
expansion of Kilindini Harbour and Mombasa itself had economic
opportunities such as retail trade and informal pursuits, such
as hawking. At the apex of the commercial organization of
Mombasa were about two dozen powerful European-owned houses and
a handful of thriving Indian-owned enterprises. Together, they
performed the vital function of importing goods from the
outside world, and ensuring their distribution in the

d-35

hinterlan At the same time, they also organised the
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Commissioner for Lamu wrote to the Senior Coast Commissioner

about the decline of the Larau dhow trade stating,

Ve I have to report that something approaching a
climax has been reached in the Lamu dhow trade...... very
many of the dhows have run at a loss during the past
seasons, losses running from Fls. 500 to over Fls. 1000....
I fear that unless a means is found to deal with the
matter Immediately, the dhow traffic may cease, throwing
the sailors out of employment and causing loss to

owners' .38

During World War Il, the dhow trade flourished. The Germans

and Japanese captured or blockaded many of the ports on the

British Empire and sank many British ships on the open seas.

Consequently, dhows played an important part in supplying the

imports and exports of Mombasa. Sharif Abdul Rahman A. Shatry,

who was the Dhow Registrar for over 30 years at the old Port,

stated that, "the usefulness of the dhows especially during the

war cannot be under-estimated because of the part they played

in transporting much needed food-stuffs to the different ports

of the British colonies since these dhows were not attacked by

the

"enemy” ships. We registered more dhows during this period

than any other period during colonial rule.” The average

number of dhows calling into the Old Port till 1948 was high

with a record of 433 foreign dhows recorded in 1946. However,

from 1948, the number of dhows calling at Mombasa has been

steadily declining.
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Swahili word "Nguru', is Kingfish. The Late Swaleh Sherman was
a very popular man in the dried fish business, hence he was

known as Swaleh "Nguru".

Swaleh Sherman realised the importance of diversifying his
business. He bought a second hand car in 1920 and became a
taxi driver, but he retained his old business in dried fish.
Later on, he bought a small shamba in Kisauni, where vegetables
were grown for sale in the town market. He had the skill and
ability of an entreprenuer, and was quick to realise that with
the age of transportation advancing, people with rising incomes
would be quick to buy cars. As a result, he started the
business of buying second hand cars and selling them at a
profit. From the capital accrued, Swaleh Sherman bought land
on Mombasa island, especially in Majengo area, after 1945. He
diversified this business and worked in close partnership with

TS sons.40

The dhow trade provided economic opportunities for those
who were alert to it. Many a man made a living and became
prosperous because of the dhow trade. The Shatry family of
Mombasa were important dealers in Arabian wooden chests and
Persian carpets. The Shatry family is known to have resided at
the coast for over a century. Before Sharif Muhammed Shatry,

his father was an active trader in the Arabian wooden chests
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47

dried coconuts valued at KShs. 540. Such was the nature of

trade carried on between Latnu and Kismayu.

The Yemeni came to form a large proportion of the labour
force, for the port haulage demands in the towns. Apart from
this contribution to labour, many Yemenis traded in cattle,
while at the same time operating petty business in the town,
similar to the Indian dukawallas. In spite of the fact that
there was a well-established Indian monopoly of the wholesale
trade from Europe and India, the Hadhrami traders and

shopkeepers gradually came to equal the Indian dukawalla.

The Yemeni trader and businessman came to play an
important part in the economic sphere as small-scale traders or
dukawalla, as they were called. The Indians became a buffer
between the powerful British ruling class and the majority of
the underprivileged indigenous African population. The racial
hierarchy in colonial Kenya was Europeans, Indians, Arabs and
lastly Africans. Arabs, however, in most cases were treated as

48

Africans, except in the payment of Hut tax. This in itself

tended to favour the Indian trader and businessman.

Trade as a function of the entreprenuer is of course a
very wide term, but the trade pattern followed by the Indian or

Arab® entreprenuer in East Africa can be readily typified, the
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basic unit always being the dukat seen as an indefinitely
expanding unit. Almost all of the successful entreprenuers
started off with a small, duka as their father or paternal
uncles did, and thereafter expanded into other commercial

activities.

In economic parlance, the Indian and Yemeni middlemen
could be termed as ™entreprenuers”. In a capitalist system of
production, an entreprenuer plays the key role, he innovates
and bears risks. Peter Harris and Anthony Somerset have

described entreprenuersfthip as:

.... a practical creativeness which combines forces and

opportunities Ln new ways. It is not necessarily
inventive, entreprenuers turns invention into profits, but
need not originate it....... It is essentially a very

practical talent for combining assests in a form which has
not been attempted before."”

In the East African context, the Indian trader came to
play the role of entreprenuer even before the period under
consideration. He extended the money economy, stimulated the
production of cash crops, and facilitated the diffusion of
imported commodities."?* However, there has been a deep and
sharp hostility towards the Indian trader in spite of his role
as an entreprenuer among all communities be they European,

African or Arab.~™" It is true that to a certain extent the
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The next most important position in the commercial
organization of Mombasa®s economic system was, the one held by
the wholesalers. They played a vital role in the trading
network of supplying the important needs of the bazaar
merchants of the interior, who, in turn, maintained the flow of
goods to the retailers and the travelling traders. In
different towns of the interior, many of the Mombasa wholesale
merchants had branches of their firms which were canvassing
orders for imports and feeding them to the coastal
headquarters. The bulk of the wholesale trade in cotton piece
cloth and other items was in the hands of Indian merchants for
a long time.53 It was not until the 1930"s that their
position as wholesalers was threatened by the Hadhramis who had

entered that business.

Most of the Hadhrami wholesale traders relied on their own
energies and abilities to travel into the interior in order to
trade with the African population, since their businesses were
usually very small and they did not have any assistance. They
were hardly more than three people working in the same business
at the same time. A few examples may suffice to illustrate the
activities of some of the Hadhramis who entered the wholesale
business and became very successful. One such trader was
Sheikh Abubakar Zubedi, who came to Mombasa from Hakme,

Hadhramaut in 1918 when he was a boy of 12 years. He lived
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2
with his uncle, Sheikh Salim Zubedi till 1923, when he was sent
to Nairobi by his uncle to work as a cashier for an Arab, Salim
Abdallah, who owned a restaurant in Pangani. He lived in
Nairobi for three years and in 1926 returned in Mombasa to
start working as a hawker, selling mostly cotton piece cloth
and other imported manufactured goods in the Old Town. After
some years, Sheikh Abubakar opened a shop, where he began to
expand and diversify his interests. He began importing cotton
piece cloth and beds from India. Later on, he went to Zanzibar
where he imported curved beds and sold them in Mombasa. With
the rising costs of importing goods, Sheikh Abubakar got into a
contract with a local Sikh carpenter, who made curved beds

locally for him at Mwembe Tayari, Mombasa in 1930.

In 1938, Sheikh Abubakar and his brother Sheikh Abdallah
Zubedi opened a wholesale shop on present day Biashara Street.
They were the first Hadhrami Arabs to enter the wholesale
business with a capital of about KShs. 1,000.00 The profit
margin was very small, and they had to work extra hard because
they were faced with stiff competition from the Indian
wholesalers, who had monopolised the business for a long time.
Sheikh Abubakar had this to say when asked how he became so

successful in the business.

"We were the first to enter the wholesale business in
Mombasa. We imported cotton piece goods from Japan,
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over the wide areas to collect orders periodically. These
commission agents were often individuals of relatively poor
means. For a long time, Sheikh abubakar Zubedi acted as a
banker and a commission agent for the hawkers and traders in
Mombasa, especially the Mahra traders. However, the hawkers
and itenerant trader had to buy all their supplies from his

shop.

There was always an opportunity for a man to start a small
retail or indent business, and once he had made enough profit,
the trader usually invested in opening another shop as a
wholesaler. The early economic history shows how business
spreads from the earliest founded settlements to newer and less
developed ones, frequently the same firm later branched out yet
further afield. Rather than open a new shop of his own, a man
might prefer to set up a son in another area altogether, for if
he opened a branch of the firm under his sole control, the
difficulty of finding a manager, whether a relative or anybody
from the community, made a risky enterprise even more
hazardous. Hence, the tendency for retail traders to do
business with their sons, even if it meant they were in the
same business. The rate of bankruptcy was always so high and
if a man failed in one township, he tended, if he could find
the means, to move out to a more remote settlement and continue

the same line of business or otherwise enter another business
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altogether. On the other hand, a successful trader was more
likely to move into a larger town with wider business prospects

and may even diversify his business.

Mombasa®s position as a centre of trade certainly
attracted a lot of trade links with the interior. But this is
not to say that there was no north/south trading links with the
other coastal towns. Mombasa®"s commercial organization was
also geared to the needs of the coastal trade. By 1900, it was
reported that the trade of Malindi district was almost entirely
in the hands of some 65 Indian traders residing particularly in
Malindi, Takaungu and Mambrui.58 They were engaged in a
flourishing trade with the Giriama and other coastal people,
bartering cotton cloth, brass and copper wire, beads, kerosene,
oil and rice for ivory, Indian rubber, gum copal, sirasim,
tobacco and corn. There was certainly a lot of trade carried
on between the coastal towns from Lamu in the North to Vanga in
the South, and no doubt, the Indians had the monopoly of the
trade for a long time. One cannot deny the important position
the Indian merchants held in the economic history of any of the
East African countries. But, this is not to say that their
monopoly was complete as is often assumed to have been the
case. There was certainly competition from the Hadhramis who
were engaged in retail trade. After acquiring the skills of
the trade, they became successful traders and a constant source

of competition to the Indian trader.
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with a strong reinforcement that arrived from India, Mbaruk and
his followers fled and secured asylum in German East Africa.
Thus, after the defeat of Mbaruk in March 1896, the coastal
people of the British East Africa Protectorate had to accept

British domination.”

Given the mood then prevailing, A.H. Hardinge had to use
"tact and diplomacy while dealing with the Arabs at the coast”,
by granting them a special position in the administration of
the protectorate. As a way of compensation, Hardinge set out a
deliberate policy of appointing the Arabs as key figures in the
administration of the coast and its hinterland. He argued that
young Arabs and Swahilis should be trained in judicial and

administrative work and stated,

"1 would endeavour by this means to enlist the rising
generations of Arabs and Swahilis (of the better class) on
the service of the government and whose interests with ours
would thus become identified and so gradually create
throughout the territory a body of men which could serve as
a useful intermediary between the British rule and the
native population."®

Thus, because of his policies, there emerged at the coast an
administrative run by both the Arabs and the British
administrators. For example, there developed two types of
courts: the courts of the Liwalis, Mudirs and Kadhls, and those

under the Europeans.
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influence in Mombasa among the people who came from Eastern
Hadhramaut, including a large number of former slaves, who
formed a significant part of the Yemeni community in Mombasa.
He was also very popular among the other clans because it is
said that he was a very "just" mugaddam and carried out his

3L Sheikh Abdul Hadi

duties with "honesty and conviction."
was not officially appointed, or paid a salary by the colonial
government; they merely recognised him in his traditional
capacity as a mugaadam. It must however be noted that, this

socio-political organization amongst the Yemeni Arabs lasted

throughout the colonial period.

Thus was the socio-political organization of the Yemeni
Arab community at the coast. Political activities at the local

level was confined to a few individuals only.

When in 1921, the Coast Arab Association was founded with
Rashid bin Sud Shikely as its President, it demanded on behalf
of the Arab-Swahili community, among other things, elected
representation and that more attention be given to coastal
affairs such as education, their economic plight and reduction
of Arab administrators. Member list of the association does
not reveal any Hadhramis except Sharif Abdallah Salim, who is
of Sharifite origin, therefore of Hadhrami descent. However,
there is no evidence that the recent Hadhrami migrants were

actively involved in the association.
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CONCLUSION

Before we close the chapter on the history of the Yemeni
Arabs in Kenya during the seventy odd years of colonial rule,
let us highlight the main arguments and conclusions of this
study. The Yemeni Arabs had connections with the Kenyan coast
from very early times trading with the local people. They
became not only an important economic factor but also a
socio-cultural factor in the course of their settlement on the
coast. After the advent of colonial rule, they represented a
competition to the Indian monopoly of retail and wholesale
trade. By reviewing their economic development, it c”n be
concluded that they had been able to "better" themselves by the
mid-twentieth century in spite of the fact that they had come

as an immigrant labour community.

They formed an important section of the Arab community
the early decades of the twentieth century. They kept much of
themselves, clinging to their social and cultural valueSj which
they had brought along with them from Southern Arabia. The
Yemenis sought to reproduce those values without any
fundamental changes. To a certain degree they were suCcessfu”.
but they also experienced a degree of social change through
interaction and integration with the other communities at the
coast. Through the process of modernization, acceptapce Qf

western values and secular education, the new generatiOns Qf
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of living of many families. The life style of the Yemenis has
also changed over the years, in terms of material acquisitions

and comforts.

The natural death suffered by political organization and
welfare societies has left the community without any kind of
organization. Although there had been a higher degree of
socialization and integration, the problem of full-integration
still exists. Being a minority group, they are faced with the
same kind of problems that the other minority communities face,
although on a much smaller scale. In spite of the fact that
Kenya is a multi-racial country, the Yemenis feel a certain
degree of insecurity and discrimination against them. This can
be seen in the wider context of tribalism in the country, where
complaints are often heard of discrimination here or there,

against this section of Kenyans by another.

Inspite of increased economic prosperity enjoyed by some of
the Yemeni businessmen, a significant portion of the community
has been experiencing problems arising from the unemployment
which drove many youths to greener pastures in the Middle

East. A considerable number of young men remain unemployed.

There has also been a conflict of cultures within the
community. There are those who believe that with greater

socialization, the Yemenis are loosing their distinct
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