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‘Cloths with Names’: Luxury Textile Imports 
in Eastern Africa, c. 1800–1885

Sarah Fee

In the nineteenth century, a vast area of  eastern Africa stretching the length of  the coast and 
into the reaches of  the Congo River was connected by long-distance trade mostly channelled 
through the Omani commercial empire based in Zanzibar. As studies have recently shown, 
a critical factor driving trade in this zone was local demand for foreign cloth; from the 
1830s the majority of  it was industrially made coarse cotton sheeting from Europe and 
America, which largely displaced the handwoven Indian originals. Employing archival, 
object, image and field research, this article demonstrates that until 1885 luxury textiles 
were as important to economic and social life in central eastern Africa, textiles known to 
the Swahili as ‘cloths with names’. It identifies the thirty or so varieties which élites — and, 
increasingly, the general population — selected for status dress and gifts, instrumental in 
building the commercial and socio-political networks that linked the great region. Finally, 
it shows that the production and procurement of  most varieties remained in the hands of  
Asian textile artisans and merchants; most prestigious and costly were striped cotton and 
silk textiles handcrafted in western India, and in the southern Arabian nation of  Oman. 
European industrial attempts to imitate them were hampered by several factors, including 
their inability to recreate the physical features that defined luxury fabrics in this region — 
costly materials, rich colours, complex designs and handwoven structures.

While crossing the busy ivory trading trails near Lake Victoria in 1860, the English explorer 
John Haning Speke found his life hinged on a question of cloth. Chief Lumeresi was refus-
ing his caravan passage unless Speke gave him an imported cloth of striped silk and gold 
thread known as déolé. Lumeresi would accept no substitute; he needed a déolé to wear ‘on 
all great occasions’. After a four-day tense stand-off, Speke handed over not one, but two 
of the ‘beautiful silks’ valued at $40.1 Typical of regional exchange practices, this incident 
vividly illustrates the complex roles of cloth in the social, political and economic life of 
nineteenth-century eastern Africa. It also spotlights luxury textiles, a category of cloth that 
has perhaps been overshadowed by low-cost industrial cotton sheeting and prints in the 
growing field of western Indian Ocean trade studies. As importantly, Lumeresi’s insistence 
on a specific type of striped silk suggests that scholars likewise need carefully distinguish 
fibre, colour and pattern if they wish to understand consumption patterns, vertical markets 
and producers’ strategies in eastern Africa’s fiercely competitive market. The current wide-
spread interest in ‘cotton textiles’ notwithstanding, a significant minority of trade textiles 
in the western Indian Ocean were not made of cotton at all.

 This article aims to identify the imported luxury cloths that contributed to reshaping 
social and economic life in eastern Africa in the nineteenth century, and in the lands of its 
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trading partners. The same thirty or so cloth types were sought by élites, and, increasingly, 
the general population, across the vast area of Sub-Saharan eastern Africa engaged in the 
export trade in ivory, slaves, gum copal and spices which, at its peak in the 1870s, radi-
ated from Zanzibar to Somalia in the north, to Mozambique in the south, as far west as 
Uganda and east to Madagascar and the Comoros Islands. Called ‘cloths with names’ by 
the Swahili, these luxury textiles made up a small part of cloth imports, from 6 per cent 
to 25 per cent of value depending on the time and place; yet they were indispensable to the 
social relations upon which trade depended.2 Employing archival, object, image and field 
research, this study shows that the majority of ‘cloths with names’, including the déolé, 
were striped cotton and silk textiles handwoven in Oman and western India. They repre-
sent another ‘new fashion’ that replaced the central Gujarati fabrics that had dominated 
imports through the eighteenth century.3 Europe and America both remained largely shut 
out of this high-end market. This study of eastern Africa thus supports scholarship on the 
resiliency of Asian handweaving in the colonial era, which as Douglas Haynes, amongst 
others, has shown, was characterised by ‘geographic mobility’ and ‘pockets of growth’.4 
The discussion concludes c. 1885, which marks the end of this phase in eastern Africa’s 
textile topographies, one transformed by colonial borders and protectionist measures, 
the disruption of centuries’ old trading networks, changing local fashions, and industrial 
innovations in both Europe and India.

‘Cloths with Names’ 

Approaching the category of luxury textiles requires an understanding of its foil: common or 
coarse cotton cloths. As the export ivory trade in particular expanded far into the interior of 
eastern Africa in the nineteenth century, rising wealth and changing fashions led increasing 
numbers of people to give up their local barkcloth or hide dress for imported woven cloth. 
Studies have shown that the bulk of it — c. 51 per cent in amount and value — consisted 
in plain-weave, unbleached cotton yardage.5 Worn as rectangular body wrappers, the cloth 
served as dress for rural dwellers and the urban poor (Fig. 1), with certain specific varieties 
used in some areas as a commodity currency for obtaining labour, food and local commod-
ities.6 A separate product in the category of coarse cottons was indigo piece-dyed cloth, 
known as kaniki, which likewise served for common dress and as a currency in the interior. 
In some times and places, kaniki was preferred over unbleached cloth and usually was not 
interchangeable with it.7 Over the nineteenth century, its price hovered below unbleached 
goods and overall was imported at a 1:3 ratio in value.8

Until modern times, both types of monochrome cottons came from western India, then 
the world’s foremost textile producer and exporter, one tightly connected to eastern Africa 
through favourable monsoon winds and dense commercial networks. Until about 1800, 
ports in central and southern Gujarat (the Gulf of Cambay) together with their hinterland 
weaving centres were ascendant. Thereafter, production, procurement and shipping of many 
varieties shifted to the independent territory of Kachchh, today the north-west district of 
Gujarat. Scholars, notably Chhaya Goswami, have traced this move to multiple factors, 
including British and Mughal policies, Kachchh’s dynamic merchant groups who heavily 
financed and conducted trade in eastern Africa and, not least, the mobility and skills of 
regional textile artisans.9 Kachchh’s great port of Mandvi emerged around 1800 as India’s 
gateway to Arabia and Africa and a major regional emporium, home to an estimated 50,000 
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people and 800 ships.10 Both the port and its deep hinterland became heavily dependent on 
producing varieties of cloth for eastern Africa.

However, Kachchh’s monopoly in supplying the all-important category of unbleached 
cottons was by 1830 challenged by newly emergent industrially made cloth. Bucking global 
trends, the greatest competition came from the United States, not from Britain.11 As sev-
eral scholars have traced in great detail, merchants from Salem, Massachusetts, eager to 
acquire eastern Africa’s ivory and gum copal, had New England mills develop an unbleached 
sheeting based on Indian prototypes.12 Dubbed merikani (‘American’), the cloth proved 
wildly popular throughout the western Indian Ocean for its durability, and merchants of all 
nationalities were eventually required to trade in and with it. Disruptions in merikani sup-
plies during the American Civil War created openings for new products and new suppliers, 
especially Bombay’s first steam-powered factories which by 1878 supplied millions of yards.13 
The fate of the indigo piece-dyed kaniki, which knew niche consumption throughout the 
century, was somewhat different. Although the base fabric was increasingly manufactured 
in British factories, into the 1880s the actual indigo dyeing continued to be carried out in 
western India, as African consumers steadfastly rejected European-dyed imitations.14

In contradistinction to these common cottons, consumers in eastern Africa and foreign 
traders both recognised a second major category of imported cloth: luxury cloths with 
coloured patterning, fancy textures or weaves, and/or accents in silk or gold thread. They 

Fig. 1.  Servant children dressed in wrappers likely made of unbleached American cotton 
sheeting. Madagascar, c. 1858–1863.
Photograph by William Ellis. Courtesy of  the Royal Ontario Museum © Royal Ontario Museum.
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were called by the Swahili ‘cloths with names’ and cost from three to a hundred times more 
than monochrome sheeting.15 Conforming to general definitions of luxury, most types were 
relatively expensive and rare, initially the dress of élites, occasionally subject to sumptuary 
laws, and increasingly desired by the wider population as it, too, progressively engaged 
with the commoditised world of international trade, and the new social aspirations and 
possibilities it offered.

In 1856, English explorer Richard Francis Burton, the first European to cross the central 
ivory zone from Zanzibar to Lake Tanganyika, recorded detailed observations on nineteen 
‘cloths with names’. Indicative of their critical role in facilitating travel and trade, Burton 
went to great lengths to obtain information on them; he quizzed Zanzibar’s custom master, 
Ladha Damji, on provenance and manufacture, acquired physical specimens of each type 
and sent them to London for analysis by the textile expert Mr Alderman Botterill.16 Table 
1 presents Burton’s list, together with eleven additional names I have culled from other 
nineteenth-century sources.

The remainder of this article is devoted to identifying these imported ‘cloths with names’, 
their physical attributes, provenance, production details and ‘biographies’ once they entered 
eastern Africa. The names themselves offer important insights. Rarely do they reference 
physical patterning. Most retain a foreign name or toponym, suggesting that, as with luxury 
generally, the cachet of the exotic, ‘the rare and the unusual’, added to their appeal.17 A few 
names point to processes of domestication or appropriation. The northern Swahili coast, 
for instance, applied the Portuguese term for handkerchief, lenço, to all printed wrappers no 
matter their size, while further south several new local names were devised, kikoi and kanga 
being two prime examples.18 Finally, some names appear to have been created by producers 
or traders, one of their many ploys to attract customers and beat fierce competition.

By matching cloth names at producing and consuming ends and, where possible, to extant 
physical samples, we see that ‘cloths with names’ belonged to three main technological 
types: British woollen prototypes, ‘prints’ and, above all, stripes and plaids ‘exported from 
India and Arabia’.19 An examination of the last two categories reveals enduring success for 
Asian merchants and artisans, even as they were increasingly displaced from the coarse 
cottons trade.

Broadcloth and ‘Turkey Red’ Bunting: Speciality Fabrics from Britain 

In addition to introducing industrial unbleached cottons in the second quarter of the nine-
teenth century, traders from Europe and North America — primarily Hamburg, Germany 
and Salem, Massachusetts — came bearing many samples of finer, more costly cloths, and 
went to great lengths to develop and market them. However, both remained largely shut out 
of the luxury trade. Only two products of purely European design were adopted as ‘cloths 
with names’ and captured a tiny share of the market. They were broadcloth and bunting, 
export versions of British woollen prototypes. These cloths did not ship directly, but were 
re-exported out of Bombay, western India’s major port city, which in the years 1850–1880 
was the primary export market for British industrial textiles, notably Turkey red cottons.20

 Unlike West Africa, eastern Africa was little receptive to Europe’s woollen fabrics, 
with one major exception: broadcloth. Made through labour intensive wool processing 
and surface felting, broadcloth is a thick, stiff fabric distinctive for its nap, sheen and dura-
bility, the stuff from which the ‘redcoats’ of the British army were made. By the eighteenth 
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di

en
ne

s,
 e

t e
n 

gé
n.

 d
es

 fe
m

m
es

 d
e 

qu
al

it
é.

 C
e 

vo
ile

, p
ri

m
it

iv
em

en
t o

ri
gi

na
ir

e 
de

 
M

as
ca

te
, c

or
re

sp
on

d 
a 

l’u
ka

ya
 d

es
 fe

m
m

es
 d

u 
pe

up
le

’ (
Sa

cl
eu

x)
.

go
rd

i 
al

so
, k

or
ti

‘n
am

e 
of

 a
 k

in
d 

of
 c

ot
to

n-
pr

in
t (

go
rd

i a
nd

 sh
ed

i) 
(k

ih
in

di
?)

’ (
K

ra
pf

). 
‘s

or
te

 d
’in

di
en

ne
 (n

am
na

 y
a 

si
ti)

 d
e 

pr
ix

 p
ou

r v
et

em
en

ts
 d

e 
fe

m
m

e.
 R

. 
C

f. 
H

in
d.

 K
ur

ti,
 c

am
is

ol
e,

 ro
be

’ (
Sa

cl
eu

x)

is
m

ai
li 

al
so

, s
m

ai
li

‘s
or

te
 d

e 
pa

gn
e 

ti
ss

é 
de

 d
iv

er
se

s 
co

ul
eu

rs
, à

 fo
nd

 b
le

u 
fo

nc
é 

av
ec

 le
 

bo
rd

 in
fé

ri
eu

r 
ra

yé
 d

e 
ro

ug
e 

et
 d

e 
ja

un
e’

 (S
ac

le
ux

).
 S

ee
 a

ls
o 

K
ra

pf
, 

M
ag

er
.

‘I
sm

ai
li 

no
m

 p
ro

pr
e’

 (S
ac

le
ux

)

ja
m

da
ni

 
al

so
, d

ya
m

da
ni

‘s
pr

ig
ge

d 
or

 w
or

ke
d 

m
us

lin
’ (

Bu
rt

on
);

 ‘a
 w

hi
te

 b
ro

ca
de

’ (
Jo

hn
so

n)
.

Im
po

rt
ed

 fr
om

 In
di

a;
 ‘P

ri
ze

d 
fo

r 
tu

rb
an

s 
by

 th
e 

di
gn

it
ar

ie
s 

of
 th

e 
m

ar
it

im
e 

ra
ce

s 
an

d 
ra

re
ly

 c
ar

ri
ed

 u
p 

co
un

tr
y’

 (B
ur

to
n)

.

ja
w

i 
al

so
, d

ja
vi

, d
ya

w
a

‘a
 k

in
d 

of
 c

lo
th

 o
f 

A
ra

b 
m

an
uf

ac
tu

re
 (R

.)
 p

er
ha

ps
 r

at
he

r 
of

 
K

ih
in

di
’ (

K
ra

pf
);

 ‘D
ja

vi
, t

is
su

 à
 r

ay
ur

es
 r

ou
ge

s 
fo

nd
ue

s 
en

 é
co

ss
ai

s,
 

co
up

es
 d

e 
23

 in
ch

es
 s

ur
 8

5 
in

ch
es

’ (
M

ag
er

);
 ‘D

ya
w

a,
 J

av
a.

 D
ya

w
a 

(D
ya

w
i, 

ou
 k

it
am

be
 c

a 
D

ya
w

a)
’ (

Sa
cl

eu
x)

.

jo
ho

 
‘b

lu
e 

or
 r

ed
 w

oo
le

n 
br

oa
dc

lo
th

.’ 
A

ra
bs

 ju
dg

e 
it

 b
y 

th
e 

‘s
hi

ne
 o

f 
th

e 
ex

te
ri

or
’, 

an
d 

A
fr

ic
an

s 
by

 ‘l
en

gt
h 

of
 p

ile
 a

nd
 d

ep
th

 o
f 

ti
nt

’ 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

‘c
he

ap
 E

ng
lis

h 
ar

ti
cl

e 
…

 A
t U

jij
i a

nd
 o

th
er

 
gr

ea
t i

vo
ry

-m
ar

ts
; w

or
n 

…
 r

ou
nd

 th
e 

lo
in

s 
by

 m
en

 a
nd

 r
ou

nd
 th

e 
bo

so
m

 b
y 

w
om

en
’ 

(B
ur

to
n)

.

ka
ng

a
‘G

ui
ne

a 
Fo

w
l c

lo
th

’ (
St

an
le

y)
.

ka
ri

at
i 

al
so

, k
ar

ea
ti

, k
ar

ia
du

‘v
ar

ié
té

 d
e 

ki
ta

m
bi

 à
 fo

nd
 r

ou
ge

 fo
nc

é,
 p

ou
r 

pa
gn

e 
ou

 tu
rb

an
’ 

(S
ac

le
ux

).
 S

ee
 a

ls
o 

K
ra

pf
.

‘d
e 

K
ar

ia
t e

n 
O

m
an

’ (
Sa

cl
eu

x)
.

kh
es

i 
al

so
, k

es
s,

 k
he

ss
sc

ar
le

t s
ilk

 m
ad

e 
at

 T
an

na
h;

 r
ar

e 
im

po
rt

at
io

n 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

W
an

ya
m

w
ez

i c
hi

ef
s 

pr
ef

er
 lo

w
er

 q
ua

lit
y 

an
d 

sm
al

le
r 

si
ze

; w
he

n 
la

rg
er

 a
nd

 a
do

rn
ed

 
w

it
h 

go
ld

 s
tr

ip
es

, i
s 

pr
iz

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
In

di
an

s 
of

 Z
an

zi
ba

r 
(B

ur
to

n)
.
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kh
uz

ar
an

gi
Eu

ro
pe

an
 c

ot
to

n 
‘d

ye
d 

a 
re

dd
is

h 
na

nk
ee

n 
w

it
h 

po
m

eg
ra

na
te

 r
in

d 
an

d 
ot

he
r 

co
lo

ur
in

g 
m

at
te

rs
 a

t M
as

ka
t’

 (B
ur

to
n)

.
U

se
 ‘a

lm
os

t c
on

fin
ed

 to
 th

e 
A

ra
bs

, w
ho

 
m

ak
e 

of
 it

 th
ei

r 
no

rm
al

 g
ar

m
en

t …
 c

al
le

d 
di

sh
da

sh
a 

or
 in

 S
w

ah
ili

 k
ha

nz
u’

 (B
ur

to
n)

.

ki
ko

i
‘w

hi
te

 c
ot

to
n,

 m
ad

e 
at

 S
ur

at
, c

oa
rs

e 
an

d 
th

ic
k,

 w
it

h 
a 

br
oa

d 
bo

rd
er

 o
f 

pa
ra

lle
l s

tr
ip

es
, r

ed
, y

el
lo

w
, a

nd
 in

di
go

 b
lu

e’
 (B

ur
to

n)
. 

Se
e 

al
so

 K
ra

pf
.

‘a
 s

up
er

io
r 

va
ri

et
y 

is
 m

ad
e 

pr
in

ci
pa

lly
 

fo
r 

th
e 

us
e 

of
 w

om
en

, w
it

h 
a 

si
lk

 b
or

de
r’

 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

ki
su

tu
 

al
so

, k
is

ou
to

u
‘a

 la
rg

e 
pi

ec
e 

of
 p

ri
nt

ed
 c

al
ic

o’
 (K

ra
pf

);
 a

n 
in

fe
ri

or
 v

er
si

on
 o

f 
th

e 
m

su
tu

, ‘
in

di
go

 b
lu

e 
up

on
 a

 m
ad

de
r-

re
d 

gr
ou

nd
, s

po
tt

ed
 w

it
h 

w
hi

te
’ (

Bu
rt

on
).

C
om

es
 in

 th
re

e 
di

ffe
re

nt
 s

iz
es

 (L
oa

re
r)

.

ku
m

bi
sa

 m
pu

ng
a

O
n 

ca
ra

va
n 

pa
ck

in
g 

lis
ts

 o
f 

St
an

le
y, 

Be
ck

er
. 

ku
ng

ur
u

(p
l. 

m
ak

un
gu

ru
)

‘C
ut

ch
-m

ad
e 

co
tt

on
 p

la
id

, w
it

h 
la

rg
e 

or
 s

m
al

l s
qu

ar
es

, r
ed

 a
nd

 
w

hi
te

, o
r 

bl
ac

k 
an

d 
bl

ue
’ (

Bu
rt

on
);

 ‘I
nd

ie
nn

e 
à 

ca
rr

ea
ux

 b
le

us
 e

t 
bl

an
cs

, p
ou

r.p
ag

ne
’ (

Sa
cl

eu
x)

; ‘
a 

ki
nd

 o
f 

ca
lic

o,
 m

ad
e 

at
 C

ut
ch

’ 
(M

ad
an

).

‘M
ad

e 
in

 C
ut

ch
; A

n 
es

pe
ci

al
 fa

vo
ur

it
e 

w
it

h 
th

e 
W

am
as

ai
 tr

ib
es

’ (
Bu

rt
on

);
 ‘C

’e
st

 
le

 p
ag

ne
 q

u’
on

 d
on

ne
 a

ux
 p

ri
so

nn
ie

rs
; 

de
 l’

em
pl

oi
 d

u 
te

rm
e 

po
ur

 d
es

ig
ne

r 
le

 
pr

is
on

ni
er

 lu
i-

m
em

e’
 (S

ac
le

ux
).

le
so

 
al

so
, l

es
u,

 la
ss

o
‘a

 h
an

dk
er

ch
ie

f;
 le

ss
o 

ya
 k

u 
fu

ti
a 

ka
m

as
i, 

a 
po

ck
et

-h
an

dk
er

ch
ie

f’
 

(K
ra

pf
);

 ‘h
an

dk
er

ch
ie

f, 
—

 o
f 

pr
in

te
d 

ca
lic

o,
 o

ft
en

 w
or

n 
ro

un
d 

th
e 

ne
ck

 o
r 

on
 th

e 
he

ad
. Z

. y
a 

up
an

de
 m

m
oj

a,
 th

e 
‘s

ca
rf

 o
f 

co
m

m
er

ce
, 

on
e 

pi
ec

e 
fo

rm
in

g 
a 

ka
ng

a,
 i.

e.
 a

 w
om

an
’s

 d
re

ss
. Z

. y
a 

ku
- s

ho
na

, 
ha

nd
ke

rc
hi

ef
, —

 tw
o 

pi
ec

es
 o

f 
th

re
e 

ha
nd

ke
rc

hi
ef

s 
ea

ch
 b

ei
ng

 
se

w
n 

to
ge

th
er

 to
 m

ak
e 

a 
ka

ng
a’

 (M
ad

an
).

 S
ee

 v
ar

ie
ti

es
 fo

r 
a 

la
te

r 
pe

ri
od

 in
 S

ac
le

ux
.

m
as

na
fu

 
al

so
, m

as
na

fi,
 m

as
en

ef
u

‘m
ix

ed
 s

ilk
 a

nd
 c

ot
to

n 
cl

ot
h,

 o
f 

st
ri

pe
d 

pa
tt

er
n,

 m
ad

e 
at

 M
as

ka
t’

 
(B

ur
to

n)
; ‘

pi
èc

e 
de

 s
oi

e 
do

nt
 le

s 
fe

m
m

es
 s

e 
ce

ig
ne

nt
 à

 la
 fa

ço
n 

du
 

m
ah

az
am

u 
ou

 q
u’

el
le

s 
se

 je
tt

en
t s

ur
 le

s 
ép

au
le

s 
en

 g
ui

se
 d

’é
ch

ar
pe

; 
la

 m
od

e 
se

m
bl

e 
en

 a
vo

ir
 p

as
sé

’ (
Sa

cl
eu

x)
; l

is
te

d 
by

 K
ra

pf
.

M
ad

e 
in

 M
us

ca
t;

 H
ig

hl
y 

re
ga

rd
ed

 in
 

U
ny

am
w

ez
i; 

la
rg

er
 k

in
ds

 r
is

e 
in

 p
ri

ce
 

an
d 

‘t
he

 A
ra

bs
 w

ill
 p

ay
 fr

om
 2

0 
to

 2
5 

do
lla

rs
 fo

r 
th

os
e 

w
or

ke
d 

w
it

h 
go

ld
 th

re
ad

’ 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

m
su

tu
‘in

di
go

 b
lu

e 
up

on
 a

 m
ad

de
r-

re
d 

gr
ou

nd
, s

po
tt

ed
 w

it
h 

w
hi

te
; 

in
fe

ri
or

 v
ar

ie
ty

 is
 k

is
ut

u,
 C

al
le

d 
sh

az
ar

 o
n 

th
e 

co
as

t’
 (B

ur
to

n)
.

Eu
ro

pe
an

 c
ot

to
n,

 d
ye

d 
at

 S
ur

at
; w

or
n 

by
 A

ra
b 

an
d 

W
as

aw
hi

li 
w

om
en

 a
s 

a 
ni

gh
td

re
ss

 a
nd

 m
or

ni
ng

 w
ra

pp
er

s;
 in

 th
e 

in
te

ri
or

 it
 b

ec
om

es
 a

 r
ob

e 
of

 c
er

em
on

y 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

pa
su

a-
m

oy
o

ty
pe

 o
f 

ki
ta

m
bi

 (s
tr

ip
ed

, c
he

ck
ed

 c
lo

th
) l

is
te

d 
by

 S
ac

le
ux

. 
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N
am

e
Ph

ys
ic

al
 D

es
cr

ip
ti

on
N

ot
es

 o
n 

M
ak

in
g,

 C
on

su
m

pt
io

n,
 e

tc
.

pa
ti

 
al

so
, b

ad
i, 

ba
th

i, 
pa

th
i

‘a
 c

ol
ou

re
d 

cl
ot

h 
br

ou
gh

t f
ro

m
 In

di
a;

 m
’d

o 
w

a 
pa

ti
, o

r 
ki

sa
ba

o 
ja

 p
at

i, 
a 

cu
sh

io
n,

 o
r 

a 
ja

ck
et

 o
f 

co
lo

ur
ed

 c
lo

th
, s

tr
ip

ed
’ (

K
ra

pf
);

 
‘n

am
e 

of
 a

 k
in

d 
of

 c
ol

ou
re

d 
cl

ot
h’

 (S
te

er
e)

.

re
ha

ni
 

al
so

 r
ea

ni
‘a

 k
in

d 
of

 c
al

ic
o 

m
ad

e 
at

 C
ut

ch
 in

 im
it

at
io

n 
of

 M
us

ca
t f

ab
ri

c’
 

(M
ad

an
);

 ‘a
 k

in
d 

of
 s

ilk
 c

lo
th

 w
it

h 
st

ri
pe

s 
in

 r
ed

 o
r 

a 
co

ffe
e 

co
lo

ur
’ (

K
am

us
i S

an
if

u)
.

sa
bu

ni
 

al
so

, s
ab

ou
ni

‘a
 s

ilk
-b

or
de

re
d 

co
tt

on
, a

 s
m

al
l b

lu
e 

an
d 

w
hi

te
 c

he
ck

; t
he

 r
ed

 a
nd

 
ye

llo
w

 e
dg

in
g 

w
hi

ch
 g

iv
es

 it
 it

s 
va

lu
e 

is
 a

bo
ut

 1
/5

th
 o

f 
th

e 
br

ea
dt

h’
 

(B
ur

to
n)

; ‘
a 

ki
nd

 o
f 

cl
ot

h’
 (K

ra
pf

).

M
ad

e 
in

 M
us

ca
t;

 m
or

e 
ex

pe
ns

iv
e 

va
ri

et
ie

s 
‘r

ar
el

y 
fin

d 
th

ei
r 

w
ay

 in
to

 th
e 

in
te

ri
or

’ 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

sa
ha

ri
 

al
so

, s
oh

ar
i, 

sa
ha

ry
, 

sa
ha

re

‘a
 b

lu
e 

an
d 

w
hi

te
 c

he
ck

 w
it

h 
a 

re
d 

bo
rd

er
 a

bo
ut

 5
 in

ch
es

 b
ro

ad
, 

w
it

h 
sm

al
le

r 
st

ri
pe

s 
of

 r
ed

, b
lu

e,
 a

nd
 y

el
lo

w
: t

he
 e

nd
s 

of
 th

e 
pi

ec
e 

ar
e 

ch
ec

ks
 o

f 
a 

la
rg

er
 p

at
te

rn
, w

it
h 

re
d 

in
tr

od
uc

ed
. T

he
re

 
ar

e 
m

an
y 

va
ri

et
ie

s 
of

 th
is

 c
lo

th
’; 

al
so

 c
al

le
d 

ri
di

a 
(B

ur
to

n)
; ‘

(1
) a

 
co

un
tr

y 
in

 A
ra

bi
a;

 (2
) a

 k
in

d 
of

 c
lo

th
 b

ro
ug

ht
 fr

om
 th

at
 q

ua
rt

er
, 

ch
ec

ke
d 

st
uff

 fo
r 

tu
rb

an
s’

 (K
ra

pf
);

 ‘n
am

e 
of

 a
 p

ar
ti

cu
la

r 
ki

nd
 o

f 
st

ri
pe

d 
cl

ot
h’

 (J
oh

ns
).

‘M
ad

e 
at

 M
as

ka
t’

; ‘
fo

rm
s 

an
 a

cc
ep

ta
bl

e 
pr

es
en

t t
o 

a 
ch

ie
f.

…
 T

he
 c

he
ap

es
t k

in
d,

 m
uc

h 
us

ed
 in

 
U

ny
am

w
ez

i’ 
(B

ur
to

n)
.

sh
al

i 
‘(

co
rr

up
ti

on
 o

f 
th

e 
In

di
an

 s
ha

l)
, c

om
m

on
 E

ng
lis

h 
im

it
at

io
n 

sh
aw

l 
pa

tt
er

n 
of

 th
e 

po
or

es
t c

ot
to

n’
 (B

ur
to

n)
.

En
gl

is
h 

fa
br

ic
at

io
n;

 ‘B
ri

gh
t y

el
lo

w
 o

r 
re

d 
gr

ou
nd

s,
 w

it
h 

th
e 

pe
ar

 p
at

te
rn

 a
nd

 s
im

ila
r 

or
na

m
en

ts
, a

re
 m

uc
h 

pr
iz

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
ch

ie
fs

 
of

 U
ny

am
w

ez
i’ 

(B
ur

to
n)

.

sh
az

ar
Se

e 
ku

ng
ur

u.

sh
it

i 
A

ls
o,

 s
hi

t,
 s

he
di

 
‘o

f 
m

an
y 

di
ffe

re
nt

 k
in

ds
. T

he
 c

om
m

on
 E

ng
lis

h 
is

 a
 r

ed
 c

ot
to

n 
st

ri
pe

d 
ye

llo
w

 a
nd

 d
ar

k 
gr

ee
n’

 (B
ur

to
n)

; ‘
th

e 
na

m
e 

of
 a

 k
in

d 
of

 
co

tt
on

-p
ri

nt
 (R

.)
’ (

K
ra

pf
);

 ‘p
ri

nt
ed

 c
al

ic
o 

pi
ec

e-
go

od
s,

 p
ri

nt
s,

 —
 

so
ld

 m
os

tl
y 

in
 Z

. f
or

 w
om

en
’s

 d
re

ss
es

’ (
M

ad
an

).

‘L
it

tl
e 

pr
iz

ed
 in

 th
e 

in
te

ri
or

’; 
in

 
U

ny
am

w
ez

i a
nd

 U
jij

i, 
Fr

en
ch

 a
nd

 
H

am
bu

rg
 v

ar
ie

ti
es

 a
re

 p
re

fe
rr

ed
 (B

ur
to

n)
.

Št
ir

ba
zi

 
al

so
, s

tu
rb

ad
i, 

sc
ha

te
rb

az
, s

it
ir

ba
zi

, 
se

de
rb

az
, c

ha
te

rb
as

i, 
Št

ra
ba

zi

‘s
or

te
 d

e 
pa

gn
e 

(k
it

am
bi

) t
is

sé
 d

e 
di

ve
rs

es
 c

ou
le

ur
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Fig. 2.  The vest of an Arab trader from East Central Africa (former Belgian Congo). 
Broadcloth, embroidered trim, cotton print lining. Collected before 1900. Object i.d. 90.0/ 2700.
Courtesy of  the Division of  Anthropology, American Museum of  Natural History.

Fig. 3.  Arab merchant of Zanzibar, dressed in dishdasha, vest, turban, waist sash, c. 1848. 
Not seen is his hip wrapper (wizar).
Lithograph from a daguerreotype by Charles Guillain. Public domain.
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century, broadcloth was the speciality of western England, its products exported around the 
world.21 In eastern Africa, British broadcloth knew great success in the small niche market 
of élite men’s wear. It was the preferred fabric for making men’s vests and ceremonial over 
robes (joho), long-sleeved, tight-fitting garments open at the front, often embellished with 
embroidery or metallic braid (Figs. 2–4). An Arab fashion carried by Omani men to eastern 
Africa, the robe was also adopted by Swahili élites and eventually rulers far in the interior, 
in western Madagascar and the Comoros Islands. Over fifteen shades, including ‘dragon 
green’ and orange, were imported, but scarlet, blue and black were favourites.22 In the inte-
rior, meanwhile, broadcloth was considered ‘a present for a prince’, worth seven times the 
price of unbleached merikani, and a favourite amongst people ‘of wealth’ residing at ‘great 
ivory-marts’. Rather than tailor it, however, they wore lengths of the cloth wrapper fashion, 
wound ‘round the loins by men and round the bosom by women’, and overwhelmingly 
preferred shades of red.23 Indeed, in Madagascar, scarlet broadcloth (jaky) was, from the 
late eighteenth century, adopted for royal dress and regalia, notably at the highland Merina 
court.24 As in West Africa, its appeal appears to have derived from its novel saturated hues, 
produced by the unique combination of wool, nap and brilliant red dye.25

A second import based on a European woollen prototype was British factory-made ‘tur-
key-red’ bunting. Originally a worsted woollen fabric with a heavy glaze made in various 
areas of Europe, the bunting imported into eastern Africa was made of cotton and always 
bright red. It was known generally in eastern Africa as bendera, from the Portuguese term 

Fig. 4.  Group of Swahili men in formal wear of kanzu, vests, over robes and fez or turbans. 
Image courtesy of  the Melville J. Herskovits Library of  African Studies Winterton Collection, 
Northwestern University.
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for ‘flag’ (bandeira), as it originally served on the coast for making the blood-red flags of 
Mombasa and the Omani sultanate. 26 Over the century, the term came to cover any bright 
‘Turkey red’-dyed cotton, for more important than the cloth’s texture was its dye.27 The 
distinct cherry-red shade of ‘Turkey red’ was invulnerable to the sun of the tropics. A com-
plex, labour-intensive madder-based dye, it was only made commercially viable for mass 
markets in the nineteenth century, produced by specialised European mills, notably in the 
export-driven region of Glasgow.28 In interior Africa, bendera yardage was, like broadcloth, 
appropriated for élite wrapper garments, ‘especially prized by women’ in some areas.29 In 
1859, broadcloth and Turkey red fabrics accounted for 2.5 per cent of Zanzibar’s total 
textile imports in terms of value.30

A final red wool prestige garment was the conical red felt fez, or tarbush (see Fig. 4). 
Worn by Swahili men and interior élites in the nineteenth century, this Ottoman fashion 
had spread from Egypt to eastern Africa. The hats were variously manufactured in France, 
Germany and Bohemia, their trade into the eastern African interior a speciality of slave 
peddlers. Some 6,000 were imported in 1859.31

Fine Cottons and ‘Prints’: Competitive Creativity

While Britain’s unbleached cotton yardage generally failed to find buyers in eastern Africa, 
several other classes of its cottons carved out niche markets by mid-century, a few earning 
the status of ‘cloths with names’. A first gain was in the small market for bleached (‘white’) 
shirtings (Sw. bafta), which Arab, Swahili and élite men of the interior used for making their 
tailored garments, the iconic Swahili kanzu and Arab dishdasha, long-sleeved, ankle-length 
tunics (see Figs. 3 and 4), as well as associated caps, shawls and vests. Originally a costly and 
lengthy process, bleaching was expedited in Europe by industrial means, and by mid-century 
eastern Africans came to prefer British-made bleached fabrics over products from western 
India.32 Likewise, various grades of British ‘grey’ cottons were adopted, but only as the base 
fabric for piece-dyed or patterned-dyed goods. Prestholdt has thus conceptualised them as 
‘raw materials’ that had to be ‘radically redesigned’ in Asia or Africa.33 Even then they were 
destined as middling or low-end products. They might be indigo piece-dyed in Bombay or 
Kachchh to make kaniki, or sent to Muscat, Oman, for dying red with pomegranate rind, 
the latter (khuzarangi) serving for the dishdasha of poor Arab men, notably sailors. From 
mid-century, indigo dyers in Bombay used English loose-weave cottons to create the ukaya 
headscarf worn by free Swahili women in some areas (see Table 1). Africans, too, were 
observed to piece-dye or otherwise colour imported sheeting using local colouring agents.34

As throughout much of the world, British factory-made cottons came to enter eastern 
Africa mainly as the base for ‘prints’, namely cloth pattern-dyed after weaving. From early 
times, Gujarat supplied eastern Africa with what the Portuguese called ‘spotted cloths’, 
whose design was undoubtedly effected through painted and/or printed resists and mordants. 
Throughout the period considered here, western India remained a major source of eastern 
Africa’s imported ‘prints’. In Kachchh in 1854, a ‘stamped and dyed’ cloth called fallin was 
observed being made ‘chiefly for Africa’.35 On the African end, however, sources from the 
1840s and 1850s suggest a provenance in Surat, particularly for the two main varieties of 
pattern-dyed cloth: the msutu and the similar but ‘inferior’ kisutu.36 These full-sized body 
wrappers were observed to form the standard dress of free-born Swahili women (Fig. 5). 
A smaller number went for bed coverings and men’s bath wrappers. Burton’s description 
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of them as ‘indigo blue upon a madder-red ground, spotted with white’ is borne out by a 
few rare nineteenth-century samples (Fig. 6), which further reveal a classic Indian design: 
selvedges framed by a narrow floral meander and guards, a centrefield of small rosettes 
arranged in rows, with the most elaborate patterning — multiple rows of geometric motifs —  
reserved for the two ends.37 Zanzibar alone imported 10,000 to 11,000 pieces annually.38 
Symptomatic of the era’s entangled and hybrid production, dyers in Kachchh employed 
yellow mangrove bark (mkandaa) imported from mainland eastern Africa as a red colouring 
agent.39 So, too, by 1860 at least, as printers throughout the world, they mainly employed 
British cottons as the ground fabric. There is convincing evidence that some printing was 
also done in situ in eastern Africa by resident artisans — either African, Indian or both.40

The earliest article imported to eastern African that was both woven and printed in 
Britain seems to have been yardage of simple design (shiti, Table 1). ‘Barred and striped’ 
or with small repeats, it was the modest type of print which formed the bulk of global 
trade.41 In the late 1850s, Zanzibar imported ‘many different kinds. The common English 
is a red cotton striped yellow and dark green’. It was mainly used for élite coastal women’s 
tunics or as garment linings (see Figs. 2, 11); in areas of the interior by the 1870s, French 
varieties were also being consumed.42 Burton listed as well a separate category of print, 
shali (Eng. shawl), one of several new terms that began to enter lexicons; it was an English-
manufactured print with a wider colour palette, including ‘bright yellow’ grounds, the 
harbinger of developments to come.43

As foreign competition for the products and consumers of eastern Africa intensified in 
the 1870s, and as local incomes and aspirations changed, so, too, did varieties and producers 

Fig. 5.  A Swahili woman wearing a printed shoulder wrap with kisutu design, c. 1848. 
Lithograph from a daguerreotype by Charles Guillain.
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Fig. 6.  A hand printed and dyed example of the kisutu cloth, likely made in western India, 
collected between 1872 and 1881 in Zanzibar by Johann Maria Hildebrandt. Cotton, resist 
print, mordant dyed, hand painted indigo, 105 × 200 cm. Object i.d. III E 432. 
© Ethnologisches Museum zu Berlin, Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Fotografin: Claudia 
Obrocki.

of imported printed wrappers. Scholars have shown that new printed fashions became ever 
more important to the identity of Swahili women, with status enhanced by the ability to 
acquire newly arrived designs.44 In this fashion driven by novelty, female consumers, Indian 
and European merchants and artisans all contributed to the creation of new formats, sizes 
and designs. Dutch, Swiss and British manufacturers produced to these needs, also influ-
encing design along the way. As Ryan shows in this volume, after 1870, one printed wrapper 
design emerged victorious, the kanga (variant leso) whose design — wide framing borders, 
large-scale centrefield design and inscription — can be traced in large part to a separate 
design prototype: printed handkerchiefs.45 The older style kisutu came to be industrially 
printed in Europe, the term now applied to a class of patterns based on the Indian orig-
inal; no longer used for daily dress, it was reserved for ceremonial occasions, especially 
bridal wear.46 Throughout these changes, all producers and consumers continued to prefer 
Manchester-woven cloth as the base fabric.

 Colourful, pictorial and the basis still today of Swahili women’s dress, prints have 
dominated the scholarship on imported cloth in eastern Africa. However, they were a mid-
dling or even low-end product and, while all the rage in Zanzibar and coastal towns, until 
1880 prints represented a small fraction of the imported cloth that moved inland, likely 
less than 4 per cent in value of Zanzibar’s cloth imports, and its caravan cloth loads bound 
for the interior.47 By far the most costly, luxurious and popular of ‘cloths with names’ in 
the nineteenth-century were stripes and plaids. Glossed by the Swahili as kitambi, and in 
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western trade literature as ‘coloured cloth’ or the Anglo-Indian term lungee, these striped 
and checked cloths represent highly elaborate and colourful versions of today’s iconic east-
ern African kikoi. Arab and Swahili men favoured them as hip wrappers, waist sashes and 
turbans, and élite women wore them as head cloths and shoulder cloths; in the interior, 
meanwhile, people coveted them as waist or chest wrappers and, to a lesser extent, turbans.48 
These colourful stripes and checks were handwoven in Kachchh, as well as in the southern 
Arabian nation of Oman, each of which is examined below.

‘The Striped Cloth of Cutch’ and ‘Coloured Cloth’ from Elsewhere in India

Long considered a victim of inexorable ‘decline’, Indian handweaving in the nineteenth 
century is now being recognised for its malleability, innovations and ‘pockets of growth’.49 
The striped and checked cloths made in Kachchh’s major port town of Mandvi for export 
to eastern African represent one clear instance. Termed ‘coloured cloth’ or ‘coloured goods’ 
in western trade literature, this class of textile is distinctive for its patterning made on the 
loom, using pre-dyed yarns.50 In Mandvi, these striped and plaid export cloths were known 
as seeah kupra, ‘black cloth’, likely due to the fact that most featured dark indigo threads 
in the centrefield.51 However, their distinctive feature was in fact the bright red and yellow 
striping along the selvedges, which was made of a novel fibre, British industrially spun and 
dyed cotton yarn. From the 1820s, British mills began to aggressively export cotton yarn, 
including Turkey red-dyed thread.52 At half the cost of Indian-spun thread, it was eagerly 
sought in Asia. Mandvi’s weavers appear to have been among the first in western India to 
adopt it en masse, a century before artisans in neighbouring areas.53 These innovations, 
coupled with what appears to have been the creation of a whole new line of named striping 
patterns, likely contributed to Kachchh capturing the African market from central Gujarat 
(Gulf of Cambay). In the late 1830s, some 950 bales of seeah kupra were shipped annually 
to Zanzibar, constituting the ‘vigour’ of Mandvi’s commercial life.54

 A port-based export product reliant on imported fibres and dyes, seeah kupra were 
woven by Muslim men, the finest by immigrants from the neighbouring province of Sind.55 
Working at pit looms, they produced pieces about 34 in. × 235 in., ‘adapted to the taste of the 
people traded with’, including northern Somalia (Berbera), Zanzibar, the African interior, 
with a small fraction shipped up the Gulf.56 Table 2 presents fifteen named varieties which 
English administrators noted being made in Kachchh for African markets between 1837 
and 1855.57 Although of a wide variety, designs were ‘usually in a small chequered pattern, 
with bright and variously coloured borders’.58 They were ‘distinguished from each other by 
their colour and number of threads in the warp’, which varied from 800 to 4,000 threads, 
and by the width of the colourful border stripes (from a mere 1.4 in. to 21 in.), with corre-
sponding differences in price and ‘fineness’.59 Visually similar striped and checked lungees 
were simultaneously produced by weavers in the Punjab, Sind and Madras, but Kachchh 
seems to have been India’s sole supplier to eastern Africa prior to 1885.60

Matching Mandvi’s seeah kupra (Table 2) to eastern Africa’s ‘cloth with names’ (Table 1) 
is not entirely straightforward, however. A neat match exists between the taujiri of Zanzibar 
and the towjeree of Mandvi, the latter described as a cloth of mid-range quality, with 
alternating dark and light blue stripes and borders of yellow, red, green, blue and white, a 
description that corresponds to cloths collected in Kachchh (Fig. 7) and Madagascar (Fig. 8) 
before 1905. Four other matches — the bhorah, ismail, sabbayeh,and kikooe — are discussed 
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later, as they likely represent Kachchhi imitations of striping styles associated with Oman. 
The kess made in Mandvi was probably a simplified, cotton version of the elaborate khess, 
a doubled-faced plaid of large checks, associated with Sind, although Burton observed the 
kess in Zanzibar to be a ‘rare article’, made of silk scarlet in Sind’s major weaving centre in 
Tannah.61 The panchputty and possibly kitanee may in fact be cotton-silk mashru blends (see 

Fig. 7. ‘Coloured cloth’ corresponding to descriptions of the taujiri, made and collected in 
Kachchh, India, c. 1867. One length of a wrapper garment. Cotton, stripes on one selvedge, 
checked centrefield, with warp sets of six dark blue threads alternating with two light blue threads. 
Said to be for the “Arabian market”. 165 x 96 cm. Victoria and Albert Object i.d. 5612 (IS).
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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below). The remaining seven names in Table 2 never appear in trade literature for eastern 
Africa; we learn only from Mandvi that they had ‘close’ (i.e. narrow) stripes in blue and 
white or red and white — presumably in the centrefield — and wide border stripes. Some 
presumably received new names in Africa, for observers there ascribed Kachchhi origins 
to two additional striped cloths, both inexpensive, simply patterned cottons. The barsati, 
regularly mentioned in African trade and travel literature from 1838 to 1885, had a restrained 
design of solid blue with a broad red band ‘extending along one quarter of the depth’, made 
of either European- or Kachchhi-dyed threads.62 Perhaps originally a high-ranking cloth, by 
mid-century the barsati was generally of poor quality, ‘the favourite among poorer freemen, 
slaves, and women’, and the common wear of the Nyamwezi, worth half the price of other 
‘coloured cloths’.63 The second, kunguru (literally ‘crow’ in Swahili), has enjoyed a long 
life. This plaid of white and blue or white and red came in handkerchief-sized squares (75 
cm square). In the late 1840s it was particularly popular as ‘turbans and wrappers of the 
poor and slaves’, especially in Portuguese Mozambique, although its fashionability was 
observed to be on the wane (Fig. 9).64 However, as the ivory frontier expanded, so too did the 
kunguru’s fortunes. Kunguru is the probable origin of the iconic ‘Maasai plaid’, the red and 

Fig. 8. ‘Coloured cloth’ corresponding to descriptions of the taujiri, collected in Madagascar 
c.1899. One length of a wrapper garment. Cotton, stripes on one selvedge, checked centrefield, 
with warp sets of six dark blue threads alternating with two light blue threads. 280.5 x 49.5 cm. 
Object i.d. 2003.65.105. 
Courtesy of  Penn Museum, image # 251616.
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blue chequered wrappers worn still today by Maasai peoples of Kenya and Tanzania, who 
by 1860 were deeply involved in translocal trade. Scholars have proposed British industrial 
plaids as the origins of this famous ‘Maasai shuka’, but Burton clearly noted that Kachchhi-
made kunguru was ‘… [a]n especial favourite with the Wamasai tribes’.65 Sold by the yard 
by the 1870s, kunguru may have cost less than even American unbleached cotton sheeting.66

Fig. 9.  A cloth industrially woven in the factories of Frohlich Brunnschweiler & Cie, 
Ennenda, Switzerland, for the Mozambique market, likely based on the Kachchh cloth style 
kunguru, but in a new colourway of yellow and brown. Cotton. c. 1905–1915. 75 × 42 cm. 
Object i.d. 13967.
Photograph courtesy of  the Museum für Gestaltung Zürich, Collection of  Applied Art. © ZHdK.
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Fig. 10.  An élite woman’s headdress made of two seamed widths of mashru, with added 
side fringes and beaded loop for securing cloth to the forehead, collected in Zanzibar before 
1880. Silk, cotton, beads. Satin weave and weft floats. 148.59 × 118.11 cm. Object i.d. 121973. 
© 2016 Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, MA. Photography by Bob Packert.

Fig. 11.  Three Swahili girls wearing turbans of cotton-silk mashru similar to the cloth 
shown in Fig. 10. 
Courtesy of  Zanzibar National Archives.
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Mandvi-based observers never mentioned silk weaving in relation to exports for eastern 
Africa, yet supplementary evidence suggests otherwise. ‘Cutchi stripes’ such as the barsati 
might have silken red or yellow stripes or be made entirely of the costly fibre.67 Certainly, 
Mandvi was home to large numbers of silk weavers producing a specific silk blend for export: 
striped cloth known in the general literature as mushru, allatcha and doria.68 Made of a silk 
warp and cotton weft, woven on a complex loom of multiple heddles, the 5:1 satin-weave 
of this textile brought the silk to the surface and pushed the cotton to the back. As only the 
cotton touched the wearer’s skin, the cloth was ‘permitted’ (mushru) to Muslim men who 
are theoretically forbidden from wearing pure silks. Often further embellished with small 
floats or ikat, the cloth was made and used throughout much of West Asia. Table 2 suggests 
that Mandvi made at least one variety (panchputty, ‘five colours’) for export to Berbera.69 
Import records never list these satin weaves by name, but photos, local terminologies and 
museum collections reveal they were in use in coastal areas, where the cloth was known as 
kitanee, dusamali, darahani or dalahany, and generally employed for furnishings, notably 
bridal beds, and for the garments of the most élite women of Arab households: trousers or 
head cloths which were worn draped down the back or turban-style (Figs. 10–11, see also 
Fig. 15). On Madagascar’s north-west coast, the Sakalava appropriated the silk-cotton 
dalahany as the dress of royals and their male ceremonial dancers.70

 Rather than from Kachchh, eastern Africa’s plain-weave silks likely came primarily — 
or solely — from elsewhere in western India. In the nineteenth century, Surat was a rising 
cloth manufacturing town with longstanding, dense and growing links to Zanzibar.71 The 
luxury cloth kumbisa mpunga appears on African packing lists from 1870, and points to the 
Koombees, a highly skilled Hindu  weaving caste of Surat.72 Burton specifically noted that 
the resplendent deuli, featured in this article’s opening struggle between Captain Speke and 
Chief Lumeresi, was ‘a Surat silk’. For all the deuli’s political and economic importance, 
however, historic descriptions are lacking. Burton vaguely noted it had a red, yellow or green 
ground ‘striped in various ways and garnished with a border of gold thread and fringe at 
Zanzibar’, while the Yao historian Abdallah remembered it as a red cloth.73 Figure 12 pre-
sents a possible example from the Peabody Essex Museum.74 Still other areas of the Indian 
subcontinent supplied speciality cloths to eastern Africa in the nineteenth century, albeit 
it in very small amounts and nearly exclusively for the consumption of coastal Arab and 
Indian élites. Jamdani, a brocaded white-on-white loose-weave cotton produced in central 
and eastern India, was in Zanzibar ‘[p]rized for turbans by the dignitaries of the maritime 
races and rarely carried up country’.75 Kashmir shawls — tapestry-woven woollens from 
northernmost India — were worn as waist sashes by ‘respectable’ Arab men; they were also 
a favourite of the first Omani ruler of Zanzibar, Seyyid Said, who presented fine shawls as 
diplomatic gifts to foreign dignitaries, including Queen Victoria, and had at least one outer 
robe (joho) tailored from the cloth (Fig. 13).76

 Unquestionably, in both value and volume the largest number of ‘cloths with names’ 
shipped from India were the striped seeah kupra cotton wrappers made in Mandvi. However, 
Kachchh did not have a monopoly on this class of goods. As discussed below, competition 
also came from southern Arabia.
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Fig. 12. Detail of a mostly silk cloth corresponding to descriptions of the deuli. Cotton, 
silk. Interlocking wefts and woven end bands. 229.87 × 113.66 cm. Object i.d. E4573.  
© 2016 Peabody Essex Museum, Salem MA. Photography by Bob Packert.

Fig. 13.  An over robe (johh), tailored out of Kashmir cloth made in India, attributed to the 
first Omani ruler of Zanzibar, Seyyid Said. Wool, metal wrapped thread; double interlocking 
twill tapestry weave, applied decorative braid; 1803–1856. 133.4 × 161 cm. Object i.d. 24.123. 
The Metropolitan Museum of  Art, Gift of  George L. Cheney, 1924. www.metmuseum.org.
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73Fig. 14.  One length of debwani cloth, collected by Henry Morton Stanley who labeled 
it ‘Dabowain Ulyah Dark Blue. 17”0 per Korjah’. Cotton. 525 × 66 cm. Object i.d. 
HO.1954.72.194, collection RMCA Tervuren. 
Photo J.-M.Vandyck. © RMCA Tervuren.

‘Muscat Cloth’: ‘Cloth with Names’ Made in Oman

 There is a misconception that all Asian cloth that historically entered eastern Africa came 
from the Indian subcontinent. In the nineteenth century, however, a significant share of lux-
ury cloth was woven in, and shipped, from Oman in southern Arabia.77 Known in Western 
trade circles as ‘Muscat cloth’, it, too, was checked and striped ‘couloured cloth’ made in 
narrow lengths (Fig. 14), two of which were seamed together to form a body wrapper of 
approximately 1.2 m by 2.5 m. The names and designs of Omani-made items, however, were 
largely distinct from Kachchhi wares. Also setting them apart, they usually featured more 
costly fibres and finishes. Finally, there is evidence that Muscat cloth — in both kind and 
number — from mid-century came to rival if not surpass Kachchh’s cloth as the ‘dearest 
thing’ in eastern Africa.

 The rise in popularity of Muscat cloth in Zanzibar and beyond parallels the economic 
and political rise of Oman in the western Indian Ocean world. ‘By 1775, Muscat had 
emerged as the principal transshipment centre between the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea and 
India.’78 From this time, too, Oman increasingly turned its sights to the rich trade of east-
ern Africa. Aided by Indian capital, Omani rulers from 1698 ejected the Portuguese from 
Mombasa and other Swahili port towns and set themselves up in their stead, exerting 
political and commercial influence along the whole eastern African coast, and well into 
the interior. This activity intensified in the late eighteenth century under the new Busaidi 
dynasty, particularly after 1832 when the sultan moved his capital to Zanzibar, and funnelled 
all international trade with the mainland through his new island home. Trade reached 
unprecedented heights when the rising global demand for ivory — from both established 
markets in India, and new middle-class consumers in Europe and North America — met 
the growing desire of eastern Africans for cloth and other commodities.
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 From the late eighteenth century at least, major port towns in Oman, and nearby hinter-
land villages, teemed with weavers producing cloth for turbans, mantles and shoulder cloths. 
As in Kachchh, weavers were men, full-time professionals typically based in towns. They 
worked on pitlooms and relied mainly on imported thread and dyes. Their silk thread came 
via the Gulf, an important commodity flow controlled by Oman at the time. Finished ‘Muscat 
cloth’ was both consumed locally and widely exported, up the Gulf and around the rim of 
the western Indian Ocean. Sources specify that production became increasingly centred on 
the eastern Africa trade, Zanzibar in particular, with upwards of 100,000 cloths sent there 
annually from the late 1840s.79 All the major Omani ports were involved over time, including 
Sohar and al Suweik and their hinterlands on the Battinah coast, the capital city Muscat and 
its sister port of Muttrah, with production later shifting southward to Qaryat, Sur and the 
latter’s hinterland foothills.80 In all likelihood reflecting weavers’ reliance on African markets, 
Sur was precisely the region that continued the strongest trade ties to eastern Africa.

 Nearly half of the thirty ‘cloths with names’ in Table 1 are of probable Omani design 
origins. Although there exist no in situ observations of Omani weavers producing for the 
eastern African market in the nineteenth century, the cloth’s provenance can be gleaned 
otherwise. As a general rule, eastern Africa retained the cloth pattern names used in Oman 
(subaya, ismaili, sabuni, rehani), where most of these patterns are still woven to this day. 
Four names reference Omani port towns (sahari, sweki, kariati, perhaps buraa). As described 
in Table 1, most featured colourful border stripes and/or coloured bands at the ends, with 
the centrefields filled either fully or partially with tiny checks of blue and black. The several 
styles apparently specially made for eastern African markets departed from this template. 
They include the barawaji, named for the Benadir port of Brava, which had large black and 
white checks at the centre, the extremely popular debwani (Fig. 14), with its centrefield of 
small blue and white checks and unusual wide bands in beige at the two ends, and the iconic 

Fig. 15.  An élite Antalaotra woman of the north-west coast of Madagascar, c. 1900. 
Courtesy Défap-service protestant de mission, Paris.
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kikoi — today’s classic Swahili male hip wrapper — with its all-white body and narrow 
edging of coloured selvedge stripes. Although kikoi were made in both western India and 
Oman, trade literature tended to assign their production to the latter place; élite versions 
had yellow or red stripes in silk.81

 Figures from Zanzibar indicate that eastern Africa imported significant numbers of 
‘Muscat cloth’: 100,000 pieces annually in the late 1840s, some 20,000 pieces in 1859; $30,000 
worth in Maria Theresa Thalers — or 3.6 per cent of total cloth imports — in 1864, and 
still nearly 2 per cent of total cloth imports in 1878.82 Beyond Zanzibar, Arab shippers also 
carried unknown amounts of the cloth directly to the Benadir coast, to Mombasa, Lamu, 
Kilwa and Nosy Be.83 Sources further suggest that over the course of the nineteenth century 
this Omani-made ‘coloured cloth’ overtook Kachchhi-made varieties, both in stature and 
in import volume. To the outsider, the checked and striped cloth of Kachchh and Oman 
may look alike; so, too, as we have seen, at times both areas produced several of the same 
striping styles. Nevertheless, African consumers recognised Kachchhi imitations of Omani 
striping styles, and vice versa.84 By the 1850s, the basic variety of Muscat cloth (debwani) 
cost twice that of the Kachchh variety (barsati). Altogether, Muscat cloth came to dominate 

Fig. 16.  Emily Reute (Seyidda Salme Said) wearing élite coastal woman’s costume of  
tunic, embroidered flared trousers, silk head wrap and striped shoulder wrap with gold trim, 
c. 1900.
Courtesy of  the Zanzibar National Archives.
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the costly end of imports, with five out of six of the most expensive ‘cloths with names’ in 
1858. Increasingly, all-silk versions of western Indian-made cloth became a rarity, with rulers 
overwhelmingly demanding two Muscat styles, the subaya and stirbazi. Caravan packing 
lists from 1850 to 1880 show that despite their higher prices, Omani styles were carried into 
the interior by a margin of 2:1 over Indian types. The likely reasons for this shift include 
Oman’s easy access to silk, growing wealth and desire for luxury in the interior, and the 
socio-political dimensions of fashion, which I explore in the final section below.

Consuming Luxury: Colour, Silk, Gold Thread and the Handwoven

A study of ‘cloth with names’ provides insight into three interrelated topics: criteria of 
luxury cloth in nineteenth-century eastern Africa, means for maintaining élite distinction 
in the face of a general population desiring — and consuming — luxury ‘brands’, and 
why Euro-American industry struggled to create versions of them in a highly competitive 
commercial environment.

 In publications, British explorers listed varieties of ‘cloths with names’ as ‘African cur-
rency’ or ‘monies’, leaving the impression that the cloths served directly as a medium of 
exchange.85 However, they did not. A close reading of texts reveals that, with rare exceptions, 
only a few grades of coarse industrial cotton sheeting served as units of account, measures of 
value or means of payment: unbleached merikani, indigo-dyed kaniki and, from the 1870s, 
the half-bleached satini.86 And these were accepted in a restricted sub-area.87 Heterogeneous 
‘cloths with names’, on the other hand, with their endless variety of materials, size, pattern 

Fig. 17.  The Sultan of Unyanyembe, centre right, with white ornament on head, ‘showing 
himself to the people’. The striped wrapper he wears is likely the subaya striping style. 
Photograph by Major R.E. Critchley Salmonson 1907–1918. Courtesy of  the Royal 
Geographical Society.
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and finishes, as well as changing fashionability, were wholly unsuited to these purposes. Only 
in times of famine, and perhaps in Ugogo territory, which represented the busiest leg of the 
central ivory trading ‘highway’, might ‘cloths with names’ serve as higher units of account.88 
Rather, they were luxury commodities that, in the terms described more generally by Maxine 
Berg, respond to ‘psychological and sociological characteristics of status differentiation … 
new and endlessly variable consumer goods that would continue to motivate individuals to 
earn enough to afford them’.89 In particular, fine Arab and Indian checks can be identified 
as the ‘cloth’ which élites energetically sought for building wealth, power and client bases, 
with the general population increasingly aspiring to cheaper versions of the same. Local 
merchants catered to both streams of desire by gifting fine cloths to leaders and providing 
less costly versions for sale to the masses.

 As in much of the world, prestige cloths circulated in eastern Africa mainly as gifts to 
create and maintain relations. The colourful turban of the Swahili jumbe leader — a ‘blue 
check pattern with a red border and fringe’ — was an essential sign of his position and 
a prominent object of gift and ritual, including for title payments and burial.90 Above all, 
luxury cloths were central to attracting and maintaining trade partners. Caravans generated 
from the interior could choose to deliver their coveted goods to several coastal towns and 
merchants. Swahili traders and leaders, as well as Indian merchants, competed for them 
by offering precious gifts, often referred to as ‘turbans’.91 In the 1840s, a pro-active gifting 
practice known as magubiko held sway: learning of the arrival of a caravan, coastal traders 
sent advance gifts to intercept it — up to three days’ march inland. This offering ‘consisted 
generally in one or two pieces of cloth to cover the m’chinza [African caravan leader] from 
head to foot’. The caravaner chose his partner in function of ‘the beauty of the cloth’ and 
sent in return a substantial load of ivory. Caravaners’ wives and retinue might have to be 
similarly gifted cloth as part of magubiko.92

 Increasingly, caravans were organised from the coast, led by Swahili, Arabs and 
Europeans.93 Traveling hundreds of kilometres inland, they relied even more heavily on 
luxury cloth, as the many local rulers they encountered required gifts of cloth in return for 
permission and protection to trade in, or simply cross, their territory. Variously known as 
‘toll’, ‘mouth’, ‘covering,’ ‘horn of the land’ or ‘handshake’, this gift of cloth was typically 
the first in a ritualised series of exchanges, which rulers reciprocated with ivory, food or 
livestock.94 The amount of cloth — a combination of coarse cotton yardage and ‘coloured 
cloths’ — was not fixed, but dependent upon political standing and acumen, and delibera-
tions could drag out for days — or even months.95 Most onerous was the heavily travelled 
100-mile stretch of central Tanzania’s Ugogo territory. One Swahili caravan in the early 1890s 
gifted from 250 to 600 cloths to each of the Ugogo chiefs it visited.96 Although often heavily 
armed, caravans could neither circumvent chiefly villages nor abandon negotiations for risk 
of violent retribution, or desertion by their porters, who knew to fear open confrontation. 

 In these negotiations, quality mattered as much as quantity. ‘Cloths with names’ were not 
interchangeable with common cloths, nor were the different types interchangeable.97 Rulers 
often insisted on a very specific type of cloth, as in the encounter between Lieutenant Speke 
and Chief Lumeresi narrated at the start of this article. And this was invariably a striped or 
checked handwoven wrapper from Oman or Kachchh. Rulers’ exigencies, it appears, were 
based not on personal whims; rather there existed regional cloth hierarchies that changed 
over time. Lumeresi’s overriding concern to force a deuli from Speke was in knowing that 
Speke must have been carrying the costly cloth to a more important ruler further west. In 
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such instances, the caravan leader was forced to cede the cloth, to buy one from a member 
of his caravan (fellow merchants, guides or even porters), dispatch someone in search of it 
or face open warfare. One ranking criterion was the striping pattern, with, grosso modo, 
the deuli, subaya and stirbazi succeeding each other as the top cloth. As much so as in 
medieval times, luxury in nineteenth-century eastern Africa was measured in materials and 
finishes: in silk, gold thread, quality dyes, high thread count and elaborate finishes (Figs. 
15 and 16).98 Europeans designated cloth so embellished as ‘first-class’ or ‘royal’. It was 
through these costly details that rulers and other élites maintained distinction in the face of 
growing popular consumption. In addition, gifts to rulers needed to contain sets of lesser 
quality ‘coloured cloths’ — anywhere from four to thirty pieces (see below). Altogether, 
‘coloured cloth’ accounted for up to 10 per cent of caravan total outlay costs and 25 per 
cent of porters’ loads.99

 Bright red fabrics (broadcloth and Turkey red bendera) likewise had defined and critical 
roles to play within the context of exchange relations. Caravan leaders appear to have offered 
them to rulers to close a protracted negotiation, or as special inducement.100 They had also 
to provide red cloth for the distinctive dress of the all-important caravan headmen (nyam-
paras) and guides (kirongozi) who managed relations with caravan personnel and with local 
populations; deprived of it, these men might refuse to march, as a group of novice French 
missionaries discovered, having to send a man eighty miles in search of it.101 Amongst the 
Yao, a small piece of red cloth was required porter pay; the returning caravaner wore it as 
a waist sash to say, ‘I have been to the coast and look how wealthy I am’.102 Broadcloth and 
bunting thus always appear in small amounts on caravan packing lists, forming together 
around 1 per cent of outlay costs.103 By contrast, prints seem to have had little defined role 
in this complex choreography of exchange, except perhaps as gifts to wives of rulers; they 
were thus, as noted, carried in only tiny numbers into the interior before 1880.104

 Once in the hands of leaders, striped and checked ‘coloured cloths’ assumed other 
roles, values and meanings. Rulers were observed to immediately don new cloth (Fig. 17), 
display being primary ‘strategies of distinction’, a ‘main component of the cultural capital 
of a prestige economy’.105 They further used costly fabrics to drape areas of state, sacra 
and graves.106 The greatest of Swahili rituals featured the sponsor seated in a palanquin 
covered in ‘rich imported materials’.107 But ‘the good patron did not merely display wealth, 
he also gave it away’.108 Having received his own gifts, a leader typically insisted that traders 
present ‘showy cloths’ to members of his family or retinue: wives, brothers, mother and 
close advisors.109 Political élites might further redistribute lesser grades of luxury goods ‘to 
attract and reward their followers’, elders and subchiefs or, in decentralised areas, all adult 
men.110 The Galla were observed to do so by solemnly ‘turbaning’ all men in attendance.111 
In Mombasa the leader was required to provide gifts of cloth to every newborn baby, bride 
and deceased in his territory. Leaders also re-gifted some to their own trading partners, to 
those who supplied them with ivory, or granted them passage when they dispatched their 
own caravans to the coast.112

 But political élites were not the only people to covet ‘coloured cloth’ or leverage it for 
status. In Swahili societies of the nineteenth century, as Glassman and Fair show, clothing 
became central in the struggles of marginalised groups to fully participate in community 
life.113 Acquiring striped and checked cottons can be seen as central to this striving. Observers 
noted both on the coasts and far in the interior that the poor and enslaved might dress 
in striped and checked cottons. This democratisation was made possible by weavers in 
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Oman and Kachchh producing specific striping styles aimed at modest budgets, as well as 
lesser qualities of major striping patterns. By lowering the thread count and dimensions, 
using less costly dyes and dispensing with silk and gold thread, they produced ‘secondary’ 
or ‘ordinary’ qualities affordable to the masses. These circulated in various ways, sold at 
interior markets, and by caravan personnel, including porters who received cloth as part of 
their contracts, or acquired it at the coast before returning to their homes in the interior.114 
Some 500,000 porters (mostly of the Nyamwezi ethnic group) annually crossed the central 
trading route alone.115 They famously wore rags while on the march, saving their ‘coloured 
cloths’ to sell along the way, or to wear ‘for displays at home’, thereby also parlaying the 
cloth into social capital.116 The general population of the interior did likewise, gifting fine 
textiles at all major events: betrothal, bridewealth, circumcision, female initiation and burial 
as well as ceremonies associated with blood brotherhood, the settlement of blood price 
and the presentation of new mothers.117 The cloth may also have served in local exchanges 
involving livestock.118

 It was in the manufacture of this ‘imitation’ luxury or ‘semi-luxury’ that European 
industry eventually met some success in making ‘coloured cloths’ for Zanzibar and beyond.119 
The very traits that made ‘first rate’ versions scarce and valuable — silk and gold thread, 
richly dyed silk, tapestry weaves — were difficult to replicate industrially or with fly shuttle 
looms. As K. N. Chaudhuri observed of India’s cloth-making generally, ‘In the production 
of luxury fabrics manual skills were irreplaceable and complex implements were at an 
actual discount’.120 Nevertheless, locked out of both the American-dominated coarse cot-
ton trade and the Asian-dominated luxury market, European merchants active in eastern 
Africa — especially the French and Hanseatic — from the 1840s went to great lengths to 
commission less expensive, factory-made versions of Kachchhi and Omani ‘checks’. They 
found the necessary specialised equipment, artisans and supply chains in rural weaving areas 
of Switzerland and the Netherlands. Both areas, moreover, had prior experience in produc-
ing striped and printed cloths for South-East Asian markets. Instructed by Hamburg firms 
based in Zanzibar, workers at powerlooms in the canton of St-Gallen and at handlooms 
in the eastern Netherlands produced stripes and plaids in close imitation of Omani and 
Kachchhi patterns (see Fig. 9). Their products were partially successful in capturing a share 
of the ‘low end’ trade. The eastern African case thus supports Berg’s general proposition 
that European industry created not a direct replacement of Asia’s luxury textiles, but ‘an 
alternative, a high-quality cotton in a varied product mix’ accessible to the many.121

Conclusion 

‘For the entire nineteenth century’, remarks Jeremy Prestholdt, ‘cloth was at the centre of 
eastern Africa’s global exchanges.’122 Yet not all cloth was created equally. Although indus-
trial sheeting made in Salem, Manchester and, later, Bombay, did present a serious challenge 
to the handcrafted coarse and fine plain cottons coming from western India, it did not 
compete with or entirely displace other classes of imported cloth, or artisanal practice in 
Asia. Departing from past studies, the focus here has been on luxury, on the rare and costly 
types of patterned cloths or ‘cloths with names’ whose demand in eastern Africa helped 
fuel the region’s great commercial boom of the nineteenth century. A small portion were 
British-made speciality industrial fabrics appreciated for their gleaming whiteness or vibrant 
colour. Overwhelmingly, splendour consisted in handwoven stripes and checks made not 



‘Cloths with Names’

80

only in western India, especially Kachchh, but also increasingly in the port towns of Oman 
in southern Arabia. Although ‘trade textiles’, they were not used directly in commercial 
transactions; rather, merchants employed them to create and sustain the social relations 
on which trade depended, while leaders — and ultimately the wider population — relied 
on them to mark and expand their own networks. Costly materials (silk, quality dyes, gold 
thread), complex designs and handwoven finishes defined ‘first rate’ or ‘royal’ luxury cloth, 
distinguishing it from visually similar products geared toward more modest means. These 
same physical features made the cloth initially unwieldy and unprofitable for European 
industry to imitate, but with heavy investments in machinery and labour they would eventu-
ally capture a share of ‘luxury’, although never entirely replace local and regional producers.
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