Time line

1 750 000 BC – Earliest known ancestors of humankind lived around Olduvai Gorge (Tanzania)

Circa 1000 BC – Arabs began trading on East African coast.

0-1000 AD – Movement of Bantu speaking farmers to East Africa.

1000-1500 AD – Arab merchants settled along the coast; independent Swahili states set up. Trade with India and S.E. Asian in spices, pottery, gold, salt and slaves. Trade develops between coast and interior.

1500-1700 - Portuguese rule. 

1498 – Portuguese fought for trading position on East African coast.

Circa 1550 – Portuguese established monopoly on trade.

Circa 1600 – Dutch, English and French were trading in the area.

Circa 1650 – Omani Arabs attack the Portuguese.

1700-1800 - Omani rule. 

1800-1918 - Growing European power in East Africa. 

1800s – British used Zanzibar as a trading base.

Circa 1840 – First European missionaries arrive.

1873 – Zanzibar under the control of the British.

1885 – German power growing in the area now known as Tanzania.

1890 – European colonial power established. Zanzibar becomes a British Protectorate. Other parts of modern Tanzania become German East Africa.

1895 – Kenya becomes a British Protectorate.

1918 – After World War One the league of nations authorised the British to administer former German territory which became known as Tanganyika.

Resistance to colonial powers intensified after the Second World War. The Independence movement grew and gained popular support.

1944 – Kenyan African Union (KAU) formed to seek political reforms within the colonial administration.

1952 – Mau Mau uprising against colonial powers.

1960 – KAU becomes KANU (Kenyan African National Union).

1963 – Independence/Uhuru. Jomo Kenyatta becomes President.

1967 - Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda set up trading union, the East Africa Community. Antagonism later led to its collapse 1977 and the closure of the Tanzania boarder until 1983. 

Information about Lamu and Islam

Arab traders started travelling to the East African coast in the second century. Some decided to make their homes there and began mixing with the local population, resulting in the Swahili (coast) culture. According to some, Islam was brought to Kenya by two Arab chiefs from Oman. Sulayman and Sa‘eed are said to have fled their homeland together with their families and supporters after refusing to submit to Caliph Abdul-Malik bin Marwan (685-705 C.E.). They landed on Pate, one of the islands that make up the Lamu archipelagos, where they settled. 

The earliest physical evidence of Islam in Kenya, a mosque in Lamu, dates back to 830 CE, where gold, silver and copper coins were discovered during an exaction in 1984.

The Muslim population of Kenya accounts for anywhere between 8% and 35% of the overall population. This community consists of three distinct groups. The Somali (in the North Eastern Province), the Swahili (mainly in coastal urban centres) and the Digo (in Kwale District of the Coast Province).

The Swahili community, centred around Lamu generally follows the Shafi`i school of Sunni Islam. 

One of the most distinctive practices of Islam in Lamu is the Milad-un-Nabi also known as the Maulidi, an annual festival held during the third month of the Islamic calendar, celebrating the prophet Mohammed’s birthday. The religious celebrations take place in and around the Riyadha Mosque. Habib Salih, a Sharif with family connections to the Hadramaut, Yemen, who settled on Lamu in the 1880s, and became a highly respected religious teacher, built the mosque in 1900.

The central square outside the mosque is partitioned into areas for men and women, and traditional dances- accompanied by local energetic drumming groups- are held. The best known of these dances is the Goma. This involves lines of men standing together holding long walking sticks known as Bakora. Swaying gently to the rhythm of the drums, the men extend the sticks forward or interlink them among their drums. At the same time, other men pair off and arm themselves with traditional curved Arab swords. They stage mock fights to the beat of the drums, using sandals as shields.

More solemn are the prayer vigils held throughout the night, when the townspeople gather around the illuminated mosque and pray throughout the night, with sessions of group prayer and contemplation alternated with gentle song and chants that last through the night until dawn.

On the last day of Maulidi, the men of Lamu gather at the town cemetery and surround the town of Habib Swaleh. Following quiet prayers, groups of men and boys join together and begin a procession into town, holding hands and interlinking arms. The colourful, energetic procession winds along the seafront towards the centre of town, with the crowds singing and dancing together. 

In the large open square in front of Lamu’s fort, under the shade of two spreading casuarina trees, many of the town’s men gathered for a Bao competition. Bao is probably the oldest known game in human history, with archaeological evidence suggesting that the game has been played throughout Africa and the Middle East for thousands of years.

The game is based around a basic board of four lines of shallow holes. Bao boards have been found etched into rock at many archaeological digs, though today, the boards are more commonly made of wood. Lamu’s ornately carved boards have become a local art form.
The game itself involves beads, seeds or stones being placed in the holes, and each player then redistributing these objects around the board by following a simple set order- with the winner placing theirs in a set pattern before the other can. 
Play is simple enough, with a few well-defined rules, but the game is incredibly complex- with endless possibilities for elaborate strategies and techniques. Players need to think quickly, and be ready to enact aggressive strategies and to counteract moves by their opponent.
Lamu’s bao players are talented and extremely fast. Games here progress at a breakneck pace, with fingers blurring across the board. There are three different versions of Bao played in Lamu- Bao la Kete, Bao la Dama and Bao la Dumna.

Other events include a Dhow race, a swimming competition, a cross-country run and a football match. The real highlight of every Maulidi festival is the donkey race. Local donkey jockeys literally spend the entire year honing their riding skills for this event, and the winning rider wears his title with great pride. This year saw the largest ever contingent of donkeys ready to race, and over a series of heats the islands best pundas (donkeys) were selected for the final.
Being a winning donkey jockey requires a specific set of skills. As with most such races, small physical stature is helpful, but keeping a stubborn donkey moving and on course requires a definite talent.

Also, during the Maulid, the various Islamic schools (madrasas) participate in calligraphy competitions, while women take part in henna design and painting competitions.

Even though some other Muslims, such as the Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia, consider the Maulid to be bid’a (a reprehensible innovation) it has been part of been a part of Swahili Islam for as long as can be remembered. 

The Funerary rites are another distinctive feature of Swahili Islam. Whereas it is generally considered that a person loses their ability to perform good acts when they die, in Swahili Islam they make the point that even though a person can no longer act, their acts can have good results after their death.

Du'aa
The prayers of other Muslims on behalf of the dead will benefit the dead, by the permission of God. Had they done no good, no one would consider praying for them. If they were evil, the prayers of others will not benefit them.

Fasting
Fasts missed by dead persons may be done on their behalf by their close relatives. The fasts may be from Ramadan or from oaths (nathar). If a person died owing fasts, people may fast on their behalf.

Paying Financial Debts

Anyone may cover the debts of a dead person, whether they are relatives or not. Furthermore, the payment of outstanding debts can benefit the dead by relieving them from some of the punishment due to them for their negligence in repaying them.
The Charity of Children

Parents will benefit from whatever righteous deeds their children do, without decreasing the reward of their children's good deeds. A righteous child is considered to be part of the parent's earnings.

These beliefs shape the funerary rites amongst Muslims in Kenya; however, this is also considered bid’a by the Wahhabis.
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