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" THE OCEAN-GOING DHOW TRADE TO EAST AFRICA
- D. N. MoMASTER

This paper is an obituary rather than a review, although since the monsoons
f the western Indian Ocean have sustained a maritime circulation in sailing
~ships for at least two thousand years one cannot be sure. It is only a partial
-account in other respects: in that the facts and figures presented here concern
essentially the declining years of a formerly vigorous trade; and in being written
from an East African viewpoint without personal, first-band knowledge of the
countries of origin of most of the seagoing dhows. However, those who wish to
- travel further back or further afield with the dhows may engage two excellent
- guides: Hourani (1951) documents the development of Indian Ocean seafaring,
-from the particular viewpoint of Arab participation, from the earliest evidences up
to Vasco da Gama’s arrival at Malindi in 1498; and Villiers (1940) provides a
vivid narrative of a round journey made on a seasonal dhow between Kuwait and
East Africa in the years 1938-9.

The generic term dhow for a wooden-built, lateen-rigged sailing ship, large
-or small, is English and Swahili usage rather than an Arabic generalisation.
Indeed the Arabs frequently employ the old Persian term sanbig (compare the
- modern dhow type, sambuk) in the genera] sense in which the European uses
the word dhow (Hourani, p. 65: Villiers, p. 177 & 337-38); or the appellation
safinah for seagoing ships. Although the ships called dhows in this paper vary
appreciably in size and type and have evolved in their hull construction and
rigging throughout the centuries, they are still demonstrably in the same line of
descent as the ships described nineteen hundred years ago in the Periplus of the
Erythraean sea.

The dhow trade has declined most markedly in recent years, yet a number
of reasons may be suggested which make it a theme of continuing relevance in
geographical study. Firstly, its foundations are essentially geographical, resting
in the seasonal reversal of winds and currents and in the complementary
endowments of the coasts and hinterlands which came within the ambit of the
trade (Fig. 1). Secondly the dhow trade ranks with the Saharan caravan
trade as a strong. economic and cultural contact of tropical Africa with the
outside world before the European influences of the sixteenth century onwards.
Bovill (1958) has illuminated the interactions of North Africa and the Sudan
zone of West Africa through the link of the caravans. No such extended,
unifying treatment has yet followed the wake of the dhows in the western basin
of the Indian Ocean, though Freeman-Grenville (1962 a & b) has recently presented
much significant material for the East African coastlands. Thirdly, the seaward
dhow routes had their landward counterparts probing towards the interior of
- tropical Africa. Vansina (1962), in a consideration of long-distance trade routes
of the Congolands, suggests that the tracing of such routes and their influences
is “one of the major problems facing the historian of this part of the world”.
The dhow ports and dhow cargoes may yet provide clues to equally valuable
study in Eastern Africa. Fourthly, precisely because of its sustained influences
upon populations, crops, cultures and politics, the dhow circulation is significant
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The origins of the maritime trading system between the coastlands of eastern
Africa, Arabia, the Persian Gulf and the Indian sub-continent are not recorded.
- Kirk (1962) suggests that the potentialities of the north-east monsoon for
seafaring came to be realized and exploited in wider circulations between 500

B.C. and 3500 A.D. and concludes that “For upwards of a thousand years, before the
“intrusion of Portuguese seafarers from the southern ocean disturbed the circuiation
~ paitern again, the region of the north-east monsoon constituted a major theatre
of action within which the degree of cultural convergence was controlled by the
geographical setting and maritime initiative of constituent seaboard communities™.
- Subsequently the utilisation of the more boisterous south-west monsoon lent
greater speed and power to the movements. This innovation is set in Hourani’s
discussion (pp. 24-28) at about 90 B.C., or earlier, and he follows the author of
- the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea of c.A.D. 60 in crediting it to Hippalus,

From the East African viewpoint particular significance is generally attached to
the Periplus as the earliest documentary marker of the ocean-going dhows. The
account therein certainly relates to an established trade along the coastlands and
islands of East Africa in which both near-castern and Indian vessels were
involved. The island of Menouthias can be equated with Zanzibar and Allen
(1949) has presented a case for locating Rhapta on the Pangani estuary; Ofiver
and Mathew consider it more likely, however, that Rhapta “lies lost in the
Rufiji delta” (p. 97). By the mid-ninth century there is documentary evidence
that the Chinese also knew through their seafaring and trading contacts of the
land of Po-pa-H, or the East African coastlands, although Wheatley (1964)
stresses that there is no reason to believe that the Chinese themselves visited the

E’a'.st Afri.can coast before Ming times, their first authenticated voyages thus far
being assigned to 1417-19 and 1421-22.

With the development of trade there came the establishment of seaboard
colonies.  There are shadowy references to the flight of Omanis to found
settlements at Mogadishu ‘and Malindi in about 690 A.D. and somewhat firmer
ones to the settlement of Kilwa by Persians of Shiraz in 957 A.D.: but the earliest
erchaeological confirmation of material transmissions from Arabia date from
1107 A.D. on the island of Zanzibar and the late thirteenth century of the coast
of Kenya (Kirkman, 1959).  Archeological evidence on the significance and
influence of the dhow trade in subsequent centuries continues to accumulate
and much is presented in the work of Freeman-Grenville (1962b) and Kirkman
((1964). A recent addition is the account given by Garlake and Garlake (1964) of
dhow engravings on the inner walls of buildings — mainly mosques — situated
on the coastlands from Lamu to Kilwa. These proclaim the importance of
seafaring amongst the communities concerned. In its wider context the dhow
trade persisted through out the centuries of European colonisation, survived the
mcoming of steamships, and received a boost as recently as the 1939-45 war
through the diversion and destruction of modern, powered shipping.

Figures 2 and 3 summarize the climatic context of the dhow trade. The
key that was necessary for sailing vessels to unlock the sea routes was the
understanding of the wind reversals of the western Indian Ocean, Basic meteoro-
logical distributions are set out in two Meteorological Office publications (1943 and
1949); and Kirk (1962) gives a clear outline of the nature of the north-east
monsoon. This circulation is truly ‘monsoonal’ north of the Equator in that it
comprises the alterpate, seasonal dominance of two major wind systems, each of
them affected in parts of the realm by the relative disposition and unequal pressure
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Figures 2 and 3. The maps, drawn on Mercator’s projection, are based with
permission upon diagrams and data in “Weather in the Indian Ocean, Vol I,
HMS.0. 1943 (M.O. 45la), and “Monthly meteorogical charts of the Indian
Ocearn”, HM.S.0. 1949 (M.O. 519). The frequencies represent percentages of
all relevant observations at sea. The streamlines representing mean direction of
flow are generalised from data for each marine five-degree square. The airflow
in January has been additionally shown for the Mozambigue Channel, Tropical
cyclones are noted in the origingl data as winds of about Force 8 upwards. The
finer dotted lines border all areas in which the passage of such storms was
reported. Within the heavier dotted lines tropical cyclones were more frequent
but no precise threshold defines these areas. '

atiributes of land masses and sea expanses. Furthermore, the wind reversa] is
sufficiently decisive to be accompanied by a reversal of currents in the north-
western basin of the Indian Ocean. The north-east monsoon is the major
influence from November to March; the south-west monsoon prevails from May
to September. October and April exhibit less decided wind patterns.
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January is the month of greatest dominance of the north-eastern airflow over
the East African zone and in this month the system attains its widest oceanic
extent. Off Africa, winds with a northern component exceed 60 per cent of all
. marine observations as far as about 10° south latitude. A continuing stream
of light winds in which the northerly component attains 41 to 60 per cent frequency
can be traced further southwards into the Mozambique Channe] to almost 20°S.;
but it is equalled in frequency and opposed in direction by a south-south-easterly
airstream directed towards the Bight of Beira. Furthermore, Janvary and
February are the two months of maximum incidence of tropical cyclones in the
belt of latitude from 10° to 30°S. On the other hand, within its realm of
dominance, the north-east monsoon is a massive and reliable system. Except
off the Horn of Africa, over 90 per cent of all marine wind observations are of
Force 0-4 on the Beaufort Scale and winds of gale force (7 and above) are
generally under 1 per cent of readings. Fog is virtually absent; some mist and haze
are recorded along most coastlines, together attaining 10 per cent of all observations
for the East African coastal zone. Thus the season of the north-east monsoon
provides the optimum conditions for the journey towards Africa for smallish
sailing ships without sophisticated methods of position-finding at sea. As Kirk
notes, the southern limits of this navigation are fairly clearly defined in the latitude
of historic Sofala.  There is still, incidentally, an inviting field of research in
attempting to match the currents -and winds of the Indian Ocean to the inferred
capabilities of canoes and dhows at various periods of cultural transmission.

- July witnesses the full dominance of the southerly flow. This massive and
contant clockwise movement rules from 8°S. all the way to the Indian subcontinent,
and with less frequency to latitude 20°S. Both June and July are months of
strong winds. At least 20 per cent of all observationg record above Force 4
on the Beaufort Scale and in July winds of gale force make up over 5 per cent
of the observations over most of the area, exceed 10 per cent in the north-west
and attain 50 percent east of Socotra Island, where there are, on average, 23 gale
days in July. Visibility is generally poorer than during the north-east monsoon.
The open seas are cloudier; there is some fog, especially about the mouth of
the Red Sea; and more mist and haze on most coasta] approaches north of the
Equator. For wooden-built vessels, without provision for reefing their mainsail.
the hazards are obvious — especially for Arabian dhows which, generallv lacking
the expertise and facilities for astro-navigation, traditionally take a routz home-
wards that is not far out from the coasts and must run through the stormier
north-western sector of the Indian Ocean. Thus June and July are the two
months when it is too rough for ocean-going dhows to lsave East Africa and
the utilisation of the south-west monsoon for the homeward journey is mainly in
the months of its build-up and, to a minor degree, in the months of its decline.

The histograms of the months of arrival of foreign dhows in Mombasa,
Zanzibar and Tanga (Fig. 4) illustrate some of the climatic factors just outlined.
So as to reduce the impact of individual years, the largest run of arrival figures
available for each port has been taken, but the graphs for individual ports are
not completely comparable with one another firstly because the run of vears
varies and secondly because the comparatively small number of dhows arriving
at Mombasa in December is credited in the records to the January of the next
year. Only general indications can be given regarding the journey from Iran
and Arabia to East Africa because many dhows ply between various ports for the
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MONTHLY DHOW ARRIVALS AT EAST AFRICAN PORTS
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Figure 4. The graphs show the months of first arrival of ocean-going dhows ar
the three major East African dhow ports. For each port the total arrival for a
run of seasons has been percentaged by months. The run of seasons is stated for
each port and the total overall entry in those seasons is given in the box. Note
that the first colwmn is for December. This is the December of the preceding
calendar year, which is counted in the records into the following season. At
Tanga the months from June to November each see the arrival of about one
percent of the overall entry.

initial collection of cargo and passengers and also call in at cther ports en route.
Most dhows from home ports in Oman and the Persian Gulf set course for East
Africa between 10th November and the end of February. Those setting out
early experience light, unsteady breezes and average 30 to 40 days sailing to
Mombasa or Zanzibar. The length of voyage shortens as the monsoon becomes
established. From India, dhows leaving early in December take 20 to 30 days
for the journey, and this is shortened to 20 to 25 days in January. Dhows that
leave India after mid-March mainly take route via the Seychelles, Madagascar,
Lindi and Dar es Salaam. The early arrivals in East Africa, chiefly from Somalia,
Aden, the Hadhramaut, Muscat and Oman, come from mid-December onwards
but these are few in number and the peak is attained for each port in March.

Arrivals at Tanga between May and November are virtually all from India or
Madagascar.

Most dhows start to sail from East Africa for home ports from about 1st
April onwards. Those leaving early again encounter less strong and sure winds,
so that Indian dhows may take 30 to 40 days to their home ports if they leave
before mid-April and 20-25 days if they leave between mid-April and mid-May.
Thereafter there is little homeward movement until late August when; with the
decline in power of the south-west monsoon, there is a subsidiary season until
October. By this time virtually no seasonal dhows remain in East African ports.

The annual arrivals of dhows of foreign registration at Zanzibar, Mombasa,
Tanga and Dar es Salaam are set out in Figure 5 as fully as the available





















