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Voices from before a now forgotten massacre 
 

 HE ITALIAN DOCUMENTARY FILM AFRICA ADDIO 

(‘Farewell Africa’) made in 1966 by Gualtero 

Jacopetti and Franco Prosperi is for some of its 

scenes as strongly engraved in my memory today as 

when I first saw it in a Leiden cinema, now 54 years 

ago. I am writing about the massacre of Zanzibar’s 

Arab population. Some five thousand of them lost 

their lives in a pitiless hunt, killed on land or drowned 

in sea. The ‘shockumentary’ shows it all. 
 

 
 

Massacred Arabs on Zanzibar’s shore. Still from Africa Addio. 

(https://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2f3rig) 
 

In 2005 I visited Zanzibar twice, and saw that the 

Arabs had almost entirely disappeared from public 

life, though some of them still lived there, and the 

Sultanate of Oman, that one could call Zanzibar’s 

former colonizer, has a consulate there. During my 

first visit, that took place in early February, I was a 

member of the Omani delegation that had been sent 

to the island by Sheikh Abdullah bin Mohammed al-

Sālimī, the Omani Minister of Religious Affairs. I then 

met with Arabs living in their clove plantations, 

together with a few black Africans as their servants 

and labourers, former slaves possibly.  

In the course of 1977 I visited Muscat, Oman’s capital, 

for the first time. In the library of the Ministry of 

Heritage I met with the minister, Sayyid Fayṣal Bin ʿAlī 

Āl Saʿīd, whom I presented with a beautiful tapestry 

and he me with the silver Omani dagger, Khanǧar, 

that still ornates my collection of travel relics. In a 

bookshop in old-Muscat’s Sūq, market area, that now 

does not exist anymore, I purchased an envelope with 

a small manuscript in it, together with two letters. 

These follow hereafter, as silent witnesses of a world 

that is gone for ever. They came from Zanzibar’s  

firm of H.S.M. 

Ruwehi & Bros. 

which was, till 

the Zanzibar 

revolution of January 12, 1964, a well established all-

round trading house on the island, as can been seen in 

a pre-revolutionary mention of the firm by the US 

Department of Commerce in Washington D.C.  
 

 
From Foreign Commerce Weekly 67/16 (April 16, 1962) p. 662. 

 

 
 

Business letter from Sulaymān b. Sallūm al-Aghyarī to Shaykh 

Sālim b. Khamīs al-Rawāḥī, dated 12 Raǧab 1377 / February 2, 

1958. MS Leiden, Ter Lugt Collection, in No. 56.  

Prices are expressed in piaster (Qirsh) and shilling. 
 

 
 

Business letter from Ḥammūd b. Sālim b. Muḥammad al-

Rawāḥī (= H.S.M. Ruwehi) to Shaykh Sālim b. Khamīs b. Ḥamad 

al-Rawāḥī, dated 7 Shaʿbān 1381 / January 14, 1962.  

MS Leiden, Ter Lugt Collection, in No. 56. 
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