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RETURNING TO BAGAMOYO
+++++

Bittersweet Tour

It was December 19, 2023. | was visiting Bagamoyo for the first time
in more than 20 years. My last trip to this Tanzanian historic town had
taken place in 2002. As | reminisced about that weekend getaway, |
recalled losing my loaded wallet in the ocean. | decided to ignore the
circumstances behind the displacement of the wallet in question.

Losing a wallet had been nothing compared to the tragedy that
spoiled my first-ever visit in 1996. The '96 incident was the only
episode | would rather have erased from my travel chronicles. My
inability to save the life of the boy | had swum with on that dark day
still haunted me. Long story short, a fellow beachgoer had drowned,
turning a festive atmosphere into a somber one.

This time, | didn’t challenge the sheer power of the Indian Ocean
waves. After all, | had a lot of history lessons to soak up. My itinerary
included extensive tours of Kaole Ruins, Old Town, and the Catholic
Museum.
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| looked forward to a pilgrimage-like experience at Kaole’s 13th-
century mosque and tombs. While strolling the streets of Old Town, |
planned to visit the Old Fort, the slave market, and the German
colonial governor’s castle. When | finally set foot on the premises of
the oldest church in East Africa, | hoped to learn one or two things
about the introduction of Christianity in the region.

Over the next seven days or so, | planned to publish pieces
highlighting my tour of Bagamoyo. Once again, | would cover the two
topics | hated most: slave trade and colonialism. Furthermore, | was
scheduled to explore the history of both Islam and Christianity in this
part of Africa.

Later in the evening, | kicked back on the beach and nursed some
coconut juice. Unfortunately, as hinted earlier, swimming was out of
the picture. 1996 sounded like a medieval year, but the trauma still
lingered.

As | strolled through Bagamoyo’s narrow streets, | could almost hear
echoes of the past—fishermen calling, traders bargaining, and the
silence of captives once forced to march to this shore. The coral stone
buildings and fading facades spoke of wealth, sorrow, and resilience.
History didn’t whisper there; it lingered in the air, carried by the sea
breeze and the scent of salt and spice.

As night fell, Bagamoyo took on a softer rhythm. Taarab music drifted
from a café as lanterns flickered to life along the beach. | sat quietly,
watching the waves dissolve into darkness, grateful for that second
chance to reconnect with a place that had shaped so much of my view
of the world. The visit felt less like a return and more like a
reconciliation—with the ocean, with memory, and with myself.
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KRAOLE RUINS
+++++

Putting History into Perspective

My unforgettable tour of Bagamoyo was flagged off at the Kaole
Ruins, near the old harbor. Once upon a time, this shallow-water port
thrived with the movement of dhows, spices, and dreams. Today, it lies
beneath a thick cover of mangrove vegetation, its history breathing
through roots and shadows. Standing there, | could almost hear the
echoes of sailors calling out to one another, the rustle of trade goods
being offloaded, and the rhythm of life that once pulsed through this
gateway to the Indian Ocean.

Speaking of shallow waters, the harbor’s inability to host large ve-
ssels was precisely what forced the German colonial government to
shift the capital of German East Africa from Bagamoyo to Dar es
Salaam in 1891. That decision marked the beginning of a slow fade.
Bagamoyo’s golden age as a seaport dimmed while Dar es Salaam rose
into a modern metropolis. Yet, as Dar’s skyline climbed, Bagamoyo
held fast to its spirit—a quiet keeper of East Africa’s layered past.

Bagamoyo is a living museum. Its narrow lanes, coral stone buildings,
and faded doors with intricate carvings whisper stories of merchants,
missionaries, and mystics. As mentioned above, my tour began at
Kaole Ruins. The ruins themselves are more than remnants—they are
tombs of those who lived here in the 13th century, their legacy
preserved in coral limestone and legend. Archaeological findings

BAGAMOYO | 07



08 | BAGAMOYO

reveal that life thrived here as far back as
the 6th century, when maritime trade
connected this coast to Arabia, India, and
Persia.

The first thing that struck me upon arrival
was the clear evidence of lIslam’s deep
roots in East Africa. The ruins of an ancient
mosque, nearly a millennium old, stood as
proof of faith’s endurance. The arched
mihrab faced the same direction wor-
shippers have turned for centuries, uniting
generations through prayer. The air carried
a quiet reverence, as though the place itself
remembered every whispered “Bismillah.”

Kaole is not just a historical site—it’s a
spiritual one. Apart from casual tourists
and researchers, it attracts countless
pilgrims every year. In faith-based tourism,
Kaole’s most revered landmarks include the
legendary well said to possess healing
powers, Sharifa’s tomb believed to bring
blessings, and the Lovers’ Tomb—a ro-
mantic and tragic symbol of eternal
devotion. Each site is a chapter in a story
that still unfolds through belief, tradition,
and the timeless pull of the sacred.




The ruins also preserve 15th-century tombs and the remains of a
second mosque from the same era. Together, they paint a vivid picture
of how Islam, Swabhili culture, and Persian influence intertwined to give
birth to the Shirazi settlements that defined much of the East African
coast. It’s a powerful reminder that culture, like the tides, is shaped by
countless currents—trading, mingling, and evolving.

Ancient sites like Kaole draw us deep into the fabric of time. They
remind us that the world we know was built upon layers of resilience,
faith, and creativity. Every weathered stone tells a story of endurance.
Every crumble is a monument to human perseverance. As | walked
among the ruins, | felt transported—no longer a visitor, but a witness to
the continuity of history.

At one point, | paused beneath a towering baobab tree, said to have
stood there for over 500 years. Its massive trunk seemed to hold the
secrets of centuries—the laughter of traders, the prayers of pilgrims,
the sighs of lovers. Beneath its shade, | took a sip of cool water and
listened. The wind rustled through the mangroves, the ocean hummed
in the distance, and | felt a connection so deep it was almost spiritual.
Bagamoyo had once again reminded me why travel is more than
movement—it’s communion with the stories that shape who we are.
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OLD TOWN
+++++

Footprints of Slave Trade and Colonialism

After a tour of Kaole Ruins, | booked a bodaboda ride and headed to
Old Town. For readers in the Dominican Republic, motorcycle taxis are
popularly referred to as bodabodas in this part of the world—a quick,
bumpy, and utterly local way to navigate Bagamoyo’s narrow streets.
The wind whipped past my face as | weaved through alleyways lined
with coral-stone buildings, their faded walls bearing silent witness to
centuries of commerce, faith, and struggle.

My next stops included the Old Fort, the German cemetery, the slave
port, and the mansion that once served as the official residence of the
German colonial governor. As | wandered from one attraction to the
next, | stumbled upon more ancient structures—an old post office,
administrative buildings, and a 19th-century mosque. Unlike the ruins |
had seen at Kaole, this mosque had been renovated multiple times and
remained operational, its call to prayer still rising above the town like a
bridge between the past and the present.

My tour of Old Town inevitably led me to confront the two topics |
most dread: slave trade and colonialism. Every corner seemed to carry
traces of pain—slave traders’ offices, colonial-era signage, and port
facilities where captives were once loaded onto dhows. | also gathered
detailed accounts of the Abushiri Revolt of the late 1880s, an uprising
that had challenged German domination but left scars that lingered in
the town’s collective memory.
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Walking on the pain-etched ground and touching
the atrocity-ridden walls, | could almost hear
whispers of untold stories and the echoes of lost
identities. Yet amid the fusion of anger and sorrow, |
felt compelled to turn these historic sites into spaces
of reflection, resilience, and healing. Every step was a
lesson, every ruined facade a call to remember and
honor those who suffered here.

Bagamoyo’s history as a departure point for
enslaved people captured from the interior of East
Africa weighed heavily on me. The town’s very name
derives from the Swahili phrase Bwaga moyo,
meaning “lay down your heart” or “give up hope’”
Standing on the waterfront where dhows once
carried captives into the unknown, | could almost
feel the despair of the victims, the silent resignation
that lingered long after the chains were removed.

After touring Old Town, | stopped at Traveller’s
Lodge for lunch. The cool breeze off the waterfront
and the aroma of freshly grilled fish rekindled
memories of my 2001 weekend getaway at this
blissful facility. For about an hour, | let the sounds of
the harbor, the chatter of locals, and the gentle
waves restore my energy. Yet, even as | savored each
bite, | knew my exploration of Bagamoyo was far
from over. My next destination—the Catholic
Museum—awaited, promising new stories, artifacts,
and perspectives that would add another layer to
this journey along the East African coast. What |
discovered there will be shared in my next post, as
the town continued to unfold its secrets one historic
step at a time.
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CATHOLIC MUSEUM
+++++

Complex Intersections of Religion, Colonialism, and Identity

Earlier on this unforgettable day, | visited Kaole Ruins and Old Town,
two sites that together capture the heartbeat of Bagamoyo. My stroll
through Kaole’s 13th-century mosque and tombs felt nothing short of
a pilgrimage. The air was thick with reverence, and each coral stone
seemed to pulse with centuries of faith and devotion. Standing by the
ancient tombs, | imagined the lives of those buried there—their
prayers, their struggles, and their quiet endurance through the
centuries. The ruins weren’t just remnants; they were living
storytellers, whispering histories that textbooks rarely capture.

From there, | wandered through the winding streets of Old Town,
exploring the Old Fort, the former Slave Market, and the imposing
castle that had once housed the German colonial governor. Walking
these streets felt like stepping into a time machine. One step at a time,
history unfolded in vivid, almost cinematic detail. Every faded docu-
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ment, every weathered wall, every carved doorway seemed to speak:
of merchants trading spices and ivory, chiefs negotiating power,
enslaved people being marched to the coast, and colonial masters
imposing order with rigid authority. For a fleeting while, | wasn’t merely
a visitor; | became a silent witness to centuries of triumphs, tragedies,
and resilience.

By midday, | sought respite at Traveler’s Lodge. As | savored some
spicy chicken wings and sipped on fresh coconut juice, my thoughts
drifted to the past—but a more recent one. In 2001, | had escaped to
this palatial waterfront property for a weekend retreat. More than
twenty years later, | gazed at the same cottage | had slept in, feeling
the curious blend of nostalgia and astonishment at how time folds
memories and places together. The gentle breeze off the Indian Ocean
seemed to carry whispers from that younger version of myself,
reminding me of the enduring rhythm of this town.

After lunch, | flagged down a bodaboda for the final leg of my tour.
For readers unfamiliar with the term, a bodaboda is a motorcycle taxi—
a nimble, fast, and quintessentially African mode of transport. Across
East Africa, these two-wheeled vehicles carry everything from
groceries to furniture, and occasionally, an entire family or household.
As the engine hummed beneath me and the wind tousled my hair, | felt
a thrill in moving through Bagamoyo the way locals do—immersed in
both the sights and the smells of daily life.
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My last stop was the Catholic complex, home to the
Holy Ghost Fathers. | stood in silent awe before the
oldest church in East Africa, its sun-bleached walls
radiating centuries of devotion. Outside, the tide gently
lapped against the shore, punctuated by the sight of a
cross erected in 1868 to mark the establishment of the
mission. Each wave seemed to murmur stories of freed
slaves who had once sought refuge here, of missionaries
who had walked these sands with purpose, and of the
delicate dance between faith and colonial ambition.

Before entering the museum, | paused at Dr. David
Livingstone’s temporary tomb. Under the towering
monument, | reflected on the journey of his body from
the heart of Africa to this very coast in 1874. Livingstone
had died near Lake Bangweulu in present-day Zambia,
and his loyal followers had carried him over a thousand
miles to the Indian Ocean—a testament to devotion,
endurance, and human resolve. Eventually, his remains
were shipped to Westminster Abbey, but for a brief,
poighant moment, Bagamoyo bore witness to the final
stage of a remarkable journey.

Christianity in Bagamoyo was never just a religion; it
was intertwined with broader missions, shaped by both
humanitarian ideals and the ambitions of colonial
powers. The mission, once a haven for freed slaves, now
stands as a living archive—a place where faith, freedom,
conquest, and identity intersect in complex, often
uneasy ways.

By the end of the day, | realized this was not just a
sightseeing tour. In the span of about eight hours, | had
traced the footsteps of two major religions, confronted
the ghosts of slave traders and colonial masters, and
felt the pulse of a town that has endured, transformed,
and remembered. Bagamoyo left me with more than
history lessons—it left me with reflections on resilience,
memory, and the enduring power of place.
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