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The doors axe listed wvander Llot nuwhor and oo anaiiond
ior eosier location on the wap ¢in the toun includced,
Originally the town was <ivideda into nitan, or town
vards, where families of the came clan and nationolity

tenced to live together, The present plot nuinborincg

o

gystem dates only to the mid-twentieth centurv and cuts

[

across traditional boundaries. Howevear it is

interesting to see the distribution of the doors and

-

note that areas XXX/ and #x¥1l/ contain most of the

[}

finest framed doors and were forumerly the Daghani and

Shangani guarters of town, where the chief
adininistrative Arabs lived, Arcas XXXIV/ and XXxv/
contain many Indian doors, c¢ntrances to shops and
warehouses, marking the old business centres oI town.
The town was once enclosad by a stone wall, which
roughly followed the red dotted line, as marked on the
map and continued along the sea rfront. Fort Jesus
stood just outside the wall, guarding the entrance to
the harbour. Most of the older buildings and carved
doors are contained within these limits, as the Swanili
families, who livea just beyond the town wall to the
north and just within the town wall to the west, did not
have carved doors and lived in simplef single storey

maxuti roofed dwellings of less durable construction
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than tne grand stone Huildings oi the wercuailtts and

[N R STy, - - 3
04 STuLy QXIowUng Zaulvad Looro 1n

3

o
[ 4]
-]
-
o]
o}
.

Hompasa is that there are virtually no cat

anG nrooarty was not registered natil tho vwentieth

century and conseguently it is impossible to tell

exzactly when the older buildings were Huilt, or indoe=d
[

who ouned them, ost of the information contained in

9]

this inventory is therefore oral and received fron
citizens of the 01d Town, frequently descendants of
Indian merchants still woxking ana living there, who
tend to be more forthcoming with information than the
older Swahili/Arab residents, many of whom have since
noved away, the wealthier returning to the Gulf

states frowm where they originated. Information has
also been taken Zront a 1904 street directory for lombagsa
and an early hnandoool: published in 1909, which lists the
main commercial buildings. Various early photocgraphs,
which show doors, taken in the 1890's by missionaries
living in ilombasga have also been consulted. Veryv few
of the buildings are owner occupied and much of the
property is rented and divided up into small flats,
owned in trust by mosgques and communities or by owners
living overseas. This too makes research more

difficult as the residents usually know nothing about
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tue buildings in wvhich thev live. Heny of tie ola
merchant nouses nall wvarelousing or LAClory prawises
palog and accouoc.ation ahovae. Taese are nows
convertad ifraguontly into suoos and olfices, LAs niost
prastivious Aran wasions had recestion arcas below wi
scating arvangenents and inner carved doors leading o

3

the living areas beyond and the women's harem above.

Vhen walking around riombasa 0la Pown, one soon realises
that there ars several distinct stvles of doors, wnich
seem to correspond with the original ownershin, An

~

Indian merchant had a difierent stvle oif door fron an

Arab official. The amount of elaboration depended on
the status of the owner. The owners were almost

witnout exception itluslim and the mosques had the largestc
numver and Wwost ornameintal Coors. for convenience sake
the doors are divided into four stylistic categorics as
tollows:

Framed and unframed doors

Gujerat doors

Indian neo-classical doors

Zanzibar doors

The oldest door type appears to be the framed and
unframed doors, which date from ¢.1850-1900 and would

seem to be of local manufacture, Fraied doors are
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found in the main mosuues and in the properties oI

prominent wonnasa families, The less elaborate

“ .

owned by Arcab and 8Swanili merchants and shippers wio

~

srew wealthy at tne end of this period. Interior

\

HRE}

oors also tend to be simpler than wain entrances.
Nearly all Liombasa doors date to the latter hali of the

nineteenth century a time when carved doors becane

=5

increasingly popular as status symbols in this part o
the world and began to bc acqguirec hy a greater cross
scction of society. The earlier carved <oors arc by
and large only to be seen in mosgues and roval
residences.

Gujerat doors are characterized by their distinctive
structure and the use of tolla, projecting corbels
which mark cross beans which connect the outer door
frame to an inner frame, an unusual structural feature
that is found in the domestic architecture of Gujerat,
north west India. They are the largest and widest of
all the doors and were owned by Indian merchants and

used generally as entrances to warehouses and shops.

r+

The door panels are elaborately coffered and the fines
S Y

examples have a central hinge so that only a part of one

-d

ice of the door need be opencd. The floral type date

Ul

post 1890 and were probably carved in India and shipped



over DY GhoW. Therce is an earlier tyne with no lintel,
uncarzved tolla and simplified coor nancls, The
cather cruder version of the later floral style

occasionally seen, was provanly ladce locally ¢.1500,

InGian neo-classical doors are usually made of teal and
iported, dating post 13880, They are the plainest of
the door types included and Quranic inscriptions at the
centre or round the outside of the circular door head
are their oaly ornamentation. This type of door was

very coumnonly to be seen in British colonial India.

Zanzibar doors, so called as they are mainly to pe seen
there, are again of Indian origin and generally of
Indian workmsnship, to be dated post 1380. They are
the grandest of the door styles and grace the houses of
former officials of the Sultans of Zanzibar. The style
was wace popular by Sultan Barghash, who introduced
these doors from India in his palace 'The House of
Wonders' built on the waterfront in Zanzibar in 1333.
They continue to be carved today in Lamu and in ilombasa
and several modern examples are included in this

inventory.

There are also scveral doors which do not fall into

these categories and may be the result of a personal
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preference ¢ an owner or brought in from elsewnecre,

The earliest cooxr in coubhasa is provably the Fort Josus

door <2cor

Y
(g

tac vith nalius aud aicaes, waich was rccusou

ny Goverwnor Jdardinge for uig o:dfice in 13¥b, i

coor may date bhack to the eigateenth century as the
nichework rcecalls the fashion for plaster niches found
in eighteenth century Lamu houses, The rianahry mosque
doors wiich have Quranic inscriptions and a dooir behind
the old port with a long inscription divided into
sections along the lintcl may also kelong to the first
nalf of the ninetcenth century. There are carved
inscriptions on tie beams of the eignteenth century
tlazrui Hall in Fort Jesus and on one other beam in the
fort carved to commemorate a victory in 1830. 1his
last beam is decorated with a pattern of simple rosettes
on one side, which nas similarities to a design found on

e

a door at the back of ilandhry mosgue. Inscristions as

a form of decoration in their own right became less

popular as the century progressed.

Ropework carved round tine edge of the door and sometimes
even across the caoorstep is a particular feature of
ilombasa doors. It is a traditional ornament and is
found in the stonework of the medieval Swahili

settlenents. Chain decoration, on the otner hand, wvas




introducod from Incia in the
and reeluork desicngs cane in
appearance or ilon-anod
tue Jdoor.
by wa2ans of a
dinges and brass ornament,
were introduced

Centuiry.

The carvlicest

aeaded neils and the ponels

nincteentih centusy anc

even later. Thoir

yivoes some indication
£

I | g
saiied oL ar

nivot construction,

e

from India late in the nineteenth

The panels of the oldest doors were

gencrally made from one piece ¢l wood, tne use oi

olanking indicates inferior and generally wmore recent

manufacture.

or

including the chain locks

Qa0

There are certain patterns which appear to be peculiar

to viombasa.

marasni, along a lintel is most unusual and not seen

elsewhere, while the design of semi-circular rosettes

along a lintel is uncomnmon,

long history.

though it is

a

motif

There is an old lintel now in Lamu

'ne appearance of rose water sprinklers,

with a

museum which has this feature in simplified form and is

dated 1785.

pattern found in all the doors of the area.

The centreposts and frames follow a set

There are approximately 100 carved doors still existing

in 0ld Town iiombasa.

year and others are endangered due to rebuilding and

Two have disappeared in the past
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mocernisatction vwrojects, It is hoped that this

inventory will bring attention to the fince doors still

-

1 . -
4

surviving in lonbagsa and ancourace their protection for

3

i

future genevatious. Several creo coverca in layers o
unsigiitly paint, wviidch thougyh providing protection of a
s0rt, onscuxe thae fine carving, others are naslhed hy
unnecessary additions and layers of Gust and dirt.

ilany hours were spent walking round the 0ld Towun
locating these doors and then photogrephing them, no
easy job cdue to their positions often in a dark allev or
under a heavy gshace, Nusted vehicles have been bodily
removed and children and livestock wvere frequent
hazards. tiv sincerest gratitude goes to tiaurice Tairfe,
who took most of the vhotograpns and printed them in the
dark room of Fort Jesus iluseum. Witnout his help this
inventory would not have been possible. The owners of
the doors have at all times been most understanding and
helpful and T hope that this work will please them and

encouracge more appreciation of the cultural heritage

with which they are so fortunate to live.

Judy Aldrick

Mombasa, 1988
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Fort Jesus iLusecuir, accession wook

Friends of Vort Jesus (1985): fwae C1¢ %own .omhaza, a
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JEVELL, J. (1978): llombasa, the friendly town, Hairobi

FIRKIIALL, J. (1974): Fort Jesus, a Portucuese fort on

w

the East African Coast, London

MACHYILLAN, A, (1930): East Africa _and Rhodesia, London

SOMEKSET-PLAYNE (19038): British Lasc Africa its aistory,

people, commerce, industries anc

resources, London

Photogyrapnic

I}

Friends of Fort Jesus, Photographic Collection, Mombasa
Gladys Beecher Collection, Wational lluseums, Ilairobi
Hollis Collection, National Musecums, Nairobi
Photographs from the Royal Comnronwealth Society, London

L]

Photographs from the Xenya Railways Collection, Nairobi

Oral

Inforiation received from residents of 0ld Town itiombasa










































































































































































































































































