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Concerns about the environment and its degradation, including the question of how to preserve the continent’s prolific wildlife, are among the most controversial and pressing issues facing Africa today.  The various approaches of governments, scientists, conservation organizations and local people to these problems are a direct result of how they image those same African landscapes.  The media presents Africa through images of land degradation, desertification, deforestation, famine, disease and the extinction of wild animals that lay the blame for this destruction on pastoralists and peasants living in those environments.  In contrast, tourist agencies invite visitors to view a pristine African wilderness that can only be preserved but separating these areas off in the continent’s many national parks. The Great Serengeti plain of Tanzania is one of the West’s most potent symbols of a forgotten Eden, luring 90,000 tourists to the park annually and providing a natural laboratory for scientists from around the world.  Ecologists and historians alike have come to question these contrasting views of the African landscape and have given more attention to indigenous knowledge and care for the environment, laying the blame for environmental crisis on colonial interventions and championing a movement toward community involvement in and benefit from parks that would use local knowledge and commitment to protect rather than to undermine the parks.  Yet after two decades of rather spotty success with community conservation programs little is still known about how local people who live in those environments have imagined the landscape.  Nata, Ishenyi, Ikoma, Ngoreme, Tatoga and Ikizu people, living on the western borders of the Serengeti National Park, have interacted with the environment in ways that fit neither the stereotype of opportunistic newcomers nor natural conservationists.  A more complex and historically grounded view of how the people who live in these environments have viewed the landscape over time and how those views affected their interactions with the environment and with each other is a critical first step in re-imagining ways to preserve the Serengeti landscape.  

It is the purpose of this book to provide a method that will allow access to these past, internal ways of viewing the landscape through a spatial analysis of oral tradition.  In doing so it will tell the particular history of the western Serengeti from 200 C.E. to the present through local ways of seeing the landscape that changed and adapted to other competing views of the landscape over time.  All of these landscapes are imaginative constructions, formed not by an objective vision of the physical land but rather by interpretation in light of historical experiences, social identity and understandings of how that land is used.  Use of this method to analyse many different kinds of oral traditions, as they changed over time, produces a many-layered social history of how people have interacted with the environment.  Work on oral traditions over the past fifty years shows that while oral traditions are notoriously deficient in useable historical chronologies they are amazingly consistent in their accurate representations of specific places and ways of understanding space since memories are attached to place.  Many of the oral traditions that I have collected over the past ten years in the western Serengeti, Tanzania are little more than a string of place names in a clan migration narrative or the stories of miraculous events in specific places.  Elders wanted to take me out to see the places themselves and to walk over the landscapes as they told the stories.  On one of those trips into land that is now part of the Game Reserve and the Serengeti National Park they pointed out and told stories about the origin place of first man and woman, the abandoned sites of remembered clan settlements, the sacred places where guardian ancestors of the land were propitiated, the ruins of fortified settlements used for protection during Maasai raids in the late nineteenth century, the grounds where they hunted in their youth and the boundaries of game reserves that now keep people out.  Just how to interpret these many references to space and place is the central focus of my investigation.

The spatial interpretation of oral traditions depends on the insight that knowledge about the past is embedded in the core spatial images of oral traditions that reflect ways of seeing the landscape.  Oral traditions are transmitted to the next generation by and through specific social groups to communicate knowledge critical to maintaining group identity and relationships with others.  Even where the particular form of social identity has lost its historical function, the spatial images, reflecting much older social patterns, remain.  Once the core spatial images of the oral traditions are identified the same images can also be traced in archaeological, ecological, linguistic and ethnographic sources.  While these kinds of evidence do not prove or necessarily corroborate the oral accounts, they produce a coherent set of ideas that can be traced back to particular time frames, some having relevance since the distant past.  This study thus explores the ecologically differentiated landscapes embedded in the origin traditions about farmers, herders and hunters, the landscapes of social networks that provided access to regional resources in the migration and division stories of clans, and the sacred landscapes in the lists of old settlement sites and in the ritual walk of the generation-set to secure the boundaries.  These different, though intersecting, pre-colonial views of the landscape ordered western Serengeti interactions with the environment, beginning with the oldest kind of oral traditions that go back to the first Bantu-speakers who settled in the region about 200 C.E. and continuing into the most recent conversations about the park.  

These ancient views of the landscape are not static, however.  Rather they represent a set of strategies or approaches that western Serengeti people adapted in a myriad of ways that transformed their society in response to changing historical circumstances.  The second part of the book shows how western Serengeti people used these three pre-colonial views of the landscape embedded in oral tradition in response to three major crises—the late nineteenth century ecological disasters of famine disease and raiding, the advent of colonial rule and the establishment of Serengeti National Park and the views of the landscape that each of those events brought with them.  For example, in response to nineteenth-century disasters they re-established connections with neighboring peoples who figured into their origin stories, called on regional networks for security in times of famine, used their extensive understanding of resource use to survive the drought and formed new kinds of age-set territories to protect the land.  In all of this they had to accommodate a new Maasai vision of the landscape in which pastoralists dominated a regional system.  As a result of these changes western Serengeti people moved further to the west into fortified settlements and left the encroaching tsetse fly bush to reclaim ancestral land as wilderness.  This allowed the first European visitors to formulate their own vision of the Serengeti landscape as an “empty” wilderness.  Western Serengeti people’s efforts at restocking by using the logic of these older strategies then brought them into conflict with the colonial government whose vision of the landscape was a reservoir for economic exploitation of resources and labor.  Because western Serengeti people resisted cash crops, labor migration and famine food with their own strategy of trading hunting products for livestock, they were labelled as lawless “poachers.”  As a result, western Serengeti peoples were marginalized in the political process of creating the Serengeti National Park under a vision of a natural wilderness where people were harmful to the wellbeing of wild animals.  The book ends with western Serengeti people’s conversations about how to solve the problems they face in relation to the park that refer back to ideas embedded in an older view of the landscape about proper leadership that feeds the people and heals the land.

This study is one of very few pre-colonial narrative histories constructed from oral accounts that makes use of the critical insights of Africanist scholars in the last 20 years.  While many other scholars have documented the connection between origin tradition, identity and ecological zones, have noticed how extensive social networks are mobilized in times of famine or have analyzed sacred sites, none have brought the many layers together in one synthetic account of imagined landscapes and how these ideas move through time.  Each chapter draws on a wealth of Africanist scholarship about social processes or ecological responses but pulls this knowledge together in a way that both illuminates local history and also serves as a model for a similar analysis in other places throughout Africa.  While East Africa, and Tanzania in particular, have produced a wealth of recent literature on environmental history, this book is one of the few that looks at the pre-colonial period rather than focusing exclusively on the colonial and post-colonial periods.  Analysing the spatial, rather than only temporal, aspects of oral traditions furthers this field of inquiry.  In the case of the western Serengeti these various ways of imagining the landscape, based on the oral traditions of different groups for different purposes, coexisted, conflicted and created a complex and multi-layered relationship to the land over the past two millennia.  
This book develops and reformulates ideas from my dissertation entitled “Landscapes of Memory:  A History of Social Identity in the Western Serengeti, Tanzania” (University of Florida, 1998).  The written sources on this region, housed in the Tanzania National Archives and the University of Dar es Salaam, are scarce since the German records in the country were largely destroyed, and only an incomplete set of the Musoma District files from the British period survived.  Little archaeological or linguistic work exists for this region, although what does exist forms a critical part of the evidence.  Additional archival data comes from the White Father’s archives in Mwanza, the Public Record Office in London and Rhodes House Library in Oxford, England.  Happily, for a book on environmental history, the ecological data is abundant.  This study, therefore, relies heavily on oral sources collected in the Mara Region between 1995 and 2003.  It represents the culmination of working, doing research and living in these communities over the past few decades: from 1985-91 as a development worker with the Mennonite Central Committee, as part of my Ph.D. research under Fulbright and SSRC fellowships for 18 months in 1995-6, during a brief follow-up visit in 2001 and for six months of research/writing in 2003 under a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities.  A full draft manuscript has been completed.

This books aims to insert a new historical voice, an internal perspective from the communities surrounding the park, to the discussions of a number of different audiences: tourists, policy makers, conservationists, development workers, park managers, academics and students thinking about the future of Africa's humanized wilderness.  An interdisciplinary African Studies audience, including students of Environmental History, African History, Oral History and Ethnic Studies, will find that its narrative style allows undergraduates to identify with the place and its people, while working at issues and concepts that apply in many other places.  Those trying to understand the histories of other non-literate societies, particularly in the pre-colonial period, will value my new approach to oral traditions as historical sources.  I have already published a collection of locally written histories from this region through Brill called Telling our own Stories:  Local Histories from South Mara, Tanzania, in 2003. The two books could be used together in classes as companion pieces.  Those particularly concerned with this area of the world or the future of the Serengeti National Park, in conjunction with the communities that surround it, will welcome this study.  The book aims at providing an accessible historical account for the non-specialist that also works with theoretical concerns of interest to the academic audience.   

Chapter Outline 

The first section, or first three chapters, present three different ways of seeing the landscape based on three different genres of oral tradition.  I explore these landscapes by identifying the core spatial images of these ethnic, clan, lineage and generation-set traditions and then finding evidence from other archaeological, linguistic, ecological and ethnographic sources that evoke the same images and strategies for dealing with the environment.  The early chapters also look at how various groups used these strategies to promote their own interests and to adapt to various historical changes before the nineteenth century. The second section, or final three chapters, then looks at how western Serengeti people used these views of the landscape embedded in oral traditions in more recent social transformations.  It analyzes the challenges and conflicts chronicled in historical traditions that emerged as western Serengeti people adapted to the three major crises, the late nineteenth century disasters, colonial rule and the creation of the Serengeti National Park.  Each of these crises in turn brought other ways of seeing the landscape that western Serengeti had to accommodate but not fully accept.  The book begins with a short introduction laying out methodology, sources and context.
PART I: WAYS OF SEEING THE LANDSCAPE
CH 1.  Ecological Landscapes:  

Settling Frontier Land (Asimoka), 200-1000 

This chapter looks at the view of the landscape evident in ethnic origin, or asimoka, emergence stories that describe the meeting of first man the hunter and first woman the farmer.  Although today asimoka are told as ethnic stories, the core spatial images reflect a peopled, rather than an empty, landscape in which each ecological niche—the hills, woodlands and grasslands—is inhabited by the farmers, hunters and herders, respectively, all practicing different economic subsistence patterns.  The ecological, linguistic and archaeological sources also describe environments created and sustained by human action since the distant past.  These sources tell a story similar to that of oral traditions, giving it great time depth. This view of the landscape orders relationships among peoples who practice different economic subsistence strategies but are part of a larger system in which they are integrally related and dependent upon one another.  Yet the asimoka traditions also legitimize farmers’ control over hunters on the land and men’s control over women in the homestead.    

MAPS – 1) Regional Setting and 2) Ecologies/Origin Sites

CHARTS – 1) Linguistic, 2) Hunting Vocabulary

CH 2.  Social Landscapes:  

Securing Subsistence Networks on the Land (Hamate) 1000-1500
When elders tell clan histories of migration and affiliation, or talk about how they farm or herd, organize their homesteads or find security in times of famine, they imagine a social landscape where diverse and extensive networks controlled by descent groups provide access to the resources necessary for survival.  This demonstrates that as western Serengeti peoples moved into a challenging environment of periodic drought they maintained productive communities by adopting economic strategies of diversification that spread risk rather than concentrating wealth.  Long-term patterns of settlement, agriculture and wilderness resource use illustrate the ways in which they used the land extensively rather than intensively.  Because clans controlled land and access to basic resources elders told clan histories in order to define the membership of local communities.  Yet due to the need for more labor in a land rich but people poor environment clan ideology was inherently inclusive.  Clan histories created an imaginative landscape of widespread regional networks of reciprocity that could be called upon in times of hunger.  This way of seeing the landscape also created a leadership style that exploited this ideology of distribution in order to gain followers. 
MAP – Wilderness Resources

CHARTS – 1) Homestead Layout, 2) Regional Clan Connections

CH 3.   Sacred Landscapes: 

Claiming the Boundaries of the Ancestral Land (Embisambwa) 1500-1800

When people name the old settlement sites and think about how they will ultimately be protected on this land, they imagine a sacred landscape where the ancestors of power, who have become synonymous with the land itself, are buried. Descent groups propitiate these spirits as first-comers on the land. By developing a spiritual relationship to the land through their ancestors who protect the land, they successfully established their claim to the land.  The re-enactment of generation-set traditions serves to re-possess the land ritually as the generation-set walks the boundaries to protect and heal it.  The location of these sites, both within and on the boundaries of the park, demonstrates the range and movement of early settlers.  This way of seeing the landscape has been used to unify people in a common spiritual link to the protective forces of the environment but it also a way to establish exclusive boundaries and claims. These rituals use symbols of encircling, binding and containment to overcome internal divisions, bless, purify and define the community, as well as to legitimize the authority of the elders.  Although the territories themselves have changed drastically over time, the ritual process for defining territorial identity has not and must be redefined in each generation.  

MAP – Settlement Site Map

PHOTOS – Emisambwa sites
PART II:  LANDSCAPES AND HISTORICAL CHALLENGES

CH 4.  The Time of Disasters:  Creating Wilderness 1800-1895
In the oral traditions that recall the late nineteenth-century disasters, elders tell stories of social disruption, depopulation and migration as a result of the drought, famine, disease, ecological breakdown and raiding they experienced as part of a new Maasai-dominated region. These stories are the first oral traditions that can be dated in historical time and, as such, represent a rupture in social time that fundamentally transformed western Serengeti identities.  At this time western Serengeti people lost control of ecological landscapes as the tsetse fly bush encroached and the Maasai view of the landscape as a regional system in which pastoralists dominated replaced the old interdependent model.  The social landscapes of regional networks, embedded in clan traditions, allowed western Serengeti people to cope with famine and to form new kinds of identities through these regional connections.  Western Serengeti people also created kinds of concentrated and fortified settlements as protection against Maasai and new kinds of territorial age-set cycles that both addressed Maasai dominance and provided continuity with the past.  Europeans formed their own view of the Serengeti landscape when they first entered this area around the turn of the century, “discovered” a vast empty wilderness in the Serengeti and surmised that permanent human habitation had never been possible in this inhospitable land.   

MAP – Age-set Territories

CHART – Age-set Chronology, Ikizu Chiefs

CH 5.  Resistance to Colonial Incorporation: Becoming “Poachers,” 1895-1950

Stories from the colonial period find western Serengeti people faced with another set of challenges:  the colonial way of seeing the landscape as a reservoir for the extraction of resources and labor.  However, western Serengeti people were most concerned with restocking their livestock after the disasters ended by employing networks in Sukuma to develop a commercialized trade in hunting products.  Cattle wealth allowed western Serengeti men to resist both cash crop production and labor migration, but ultimately led to conflict with the colonial government.  Western Serengeti people continued to loose control over the ecological landscapes when hunting became illegal and game reserves limited their access to wild resources. Colonial chiefs who gained their power from the colonial government rather than from the people undermined the terms of political authority embedded in the sacred landscape as a responsibility to protect and heal the land.  A new kind of leadership style of wealthy cattle patrons, the nyangi elders, developed from this trade.  These strategies, however, ran into direct opposition to the colonial government who began to see western Serengeti people as cruel and indiscriminate “poachers.” 

MAP – Colonial Tribes

PHOTOS – Cattle owners, Nyangi elders

CH 6. The Creation of Serengeti National Park: Voicing Global Concerns 1950-2003

The Serengeti National Park was created in 1952 by the combined forces of government, international conservation organizations, the European public and individuals who all had political and economic interests in promoting the need to separate wildlife and people and drew on a new vision of a wilderness landscape.  Because of their reputation as poachers and lack of political clout, western Serengeti peoples were marginalize from the process. In the years just before and after independence, global interests dictated that western Serengeti control over the management and use of ecological resources would finally be curtailed through the massive anti-poaching campaigns of the 1950s and 60s within the context of a global market economy and increasing impoverishment.  In the post-independence years of Ujamaa Socialism, strategies growing out of a view of the social landscapes of the past to diversify and spread out risks in the use of wilderness resources were further curtailed by evictions from the park and land tenure laws that restricted people to small plots of land under village or state control. Most recently, in the liberalization era, the new move toward community conservation has sparked a debate over the legitimacy of village and government leadership that suggests the possibility of reconnecting leadership to the older patterns of generation-set ritual protection of the land and feeding the people.  
MAP – Park Boundaries

PHOTOS – The Rogoro Museum
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