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Landscapes of Memory

Standing on a rocky outcropping, one looks across the rows of low
hills to Mangwesi Mountain on the far horizon. The short grass lawn is a vibrant
green, dotted with well-spaced acacias (umbrella trees), beneath which graze a
dozen zebras and a few Thomson’s gazelles. One might see this western Seren-
geti landscape as nature at its finest, a last remnant of unspoiled wilderness
where animals can roam free. Or one might see it as a landscape shaped by peo-
ple who set fires to create openly spaced woodlands with productive grasses, tell
stories about ancestors settling at Mangwesi Mountain, propitiate spirits at the
nearby spring, and follow the paths of hunters, traders, and raiders that crisscross
the land. This second way of seeing the landscape is that of people whose an-
cestors lived in the western part of the Serengeti-Mara ecosystem for the past two
thousand years, including land that is now within Serengeti National Park and
surrounding game reserves. Their view of the landscape has not been a part of
the global conversations of other people who care about the Serengeti. Western
Serengeti peoples have been dismissed as recently arrived poachers within a land-
scape envisioned as empty of people. Yet, for as long as we have memory, the
western Serengeti has been a profoundly humanized landscape with the stories,
hopes, and challenges of its people deeply embedded in its rocks and hills, pools
and streams, vistas and valleys. A history of western Serengeti peoples’ memory
rooted in a humanized landscape introduces a new perspective to current de-
bates about the future of African environments and the histories of people who
live with them.

Serengeti National Park was founded on a view of the landscape that presents
a sharp contrast to local ways of seeing.1 When people throughout the world imag-
ine the Serengeti, they do so through the medium of the many documentary
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films produced by National Geographic and others promoting it as an endan-
gered global wildlife resource. Bernhard Grzimek, who worked for the Frank-
furt Zoo in Germany, produced one of the first films of this genre, The Serengeti
Shall Not Die in 1959.2 The film opens with Grzimek’s explanation of why he
and his son, Michael, were bringing a small plane to the Serengeti—to do a
count of the animals and to map the migration routes in order to aid the new park
in establishing its “natural” boundaries. The beautiful images of wildlife and
scenery in the Serengeti, anthropomorphized stories of animals and interesting
biological facts are interspersed with the plea to save “the last refuge for the great
herds of the African plains.” The narrative suggests that animals can be saved
only by establishing parks, aided by the efforts of people like the Grzimeks, who
perform difficult and selfless acts in harnessing science and technology for the
task. Even the walls of the Ngorongoro Crater are presented as enclosing “the
most magnificent zoo on earth.” In the Grzimeks’ previous African film, No Room
for Wild Animals, parks are described as “a forbidden land for man” where the
animals know no fear of people.3 The image of the Serengeti landscape (or any
other African park) in these films is entirely wild and natural, without history or
social context. They describe a landscape broken into ecological zones—plains,
water holes, and hills—but devoid of names or information that would differen-
tiate one place from another either in time or space.

Portrayals in these films of a landscape for wild animals alone is rooted in the
Grzimeks’ overriding compassion for and delight in the animals and their disdain
for “civilization” and urbanization, which inevitably lead to ecological destruc-
tion. Local people, manufactured objects, and the colonial context in which the
films were shot seldom appear at all; the park is depicted as a completely natu-
ral space that must be kept separate from people for the wildlife to survive. The
film views hunter-gatherer peoples like the wild animals themselves, in danger
of extinction, while the “Negroes” and other “civilized” or “mixed-race” Africans
(referred to as “human hyenas”) wantonly burn the grass, cut the trees, and poach
with weapons that make the animals suffer and “die a lingering, senseless death.”
In the Serengeti film the Maasai appear briefly as proud pastoralist warriors who
recklessly cut trees and brush, causing the water holes to dry up. The only men-
tion of the western Serengeti peoples is an oblique reference in the footage where
Michael Grzimek supposedly “discovers” the German Fort Ikoma as he is look-
ing for water after a plane crash and notes that the Ikoma, who live in this area,
were, during the German period, a “frontier tribe, as unruly then as they are
today.”4 These potently symbolic images of the Serengeti as one of the “last nooks
of paradise,” a wild Africa, existing in its pristine state since the dawn of time,
proved influential in creating the global perception of the Serengeti landscape.5

Yet other regional ways of seeing that same Serengeti landscape still exist, pres-
ent in the collective memory of people who have never been included in global
narratives about Serengeti National Park except as “poachers.” Calling themselves
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Ikoma, Nata, Ikizu, Ishenyi, and Ngoreme, these peoples now live on the west-
ern border of the park. During the summer of 2003, in the course of historical
research, I traveled with Ikoma elders, Pastor Wilson Shanyangi Machota and
Edward Wambura Kora from Morotonga, out to Tanzania’s Ikorongo-Grumeti
Game Reserves, adjacent to Serengeti National Park, to identify the abandoned
settlement sites and graves of their Ikoma ancestors, now accessible only with a
special permit and a village game scout as guide. We tried to get permission to go
into the park to find other Ikoma sites but were unsuccessful. Although restric-
tions had kept these elders out of the area for over thirty years, they directed us in
the car to the old settlement sites, springs, and sacred sites for propitiating the an-
cestors. The elders had to search the whistling thorn brush thicket for a long time
before finding the sacred site at the Kumari spring, where a snake representing an
ancestral spirit guards the land. No one had brought offerings here for propitia-
tion in decades, and the old spring was dry and barely visible. The elders pointed
out, and told stories about, the origin place of the first Ikoma man and woman,
who pitched their camp under the Mukoma tree after arriving from Sonjo, now
on the eastern border of Serengeti National Park. The elders’ ability to locate the
sites in the wilderness came from hunting trips long ago with their fathers and
grandfathers, who told the stories of the past as they walked over the land or camped
in these spots. Seeing these places brought tears of joy to their eyes. As the trip
ended they expressed their gratitude for being granted an opportunity to see this
magnificent land one more time. They only wished that their children and grand-
children could also visit these places where their ancestors are buried.6
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Figure 0.1. Wilson Shanyangi Machota (left) and Edward Wambura Kora at dry spring
in the Ikorongo Game Reserve, abandoned Ikoma settlement site. Photo by Paul
Shetler, 2003
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In contrast to Grzimek’s images, the elders see a differentiated social land-
scape that also includes wildlife. The places we visited evoked stories about the
past that represented a variety of different landscape images and social groups.
The elders identified many of the abandoned settlement sites of generation-sets
by springs, now dry because the people were no longer cleaning them out. Stand-
ing on the higher places, they looked across the landscape and named the areas
settled by different clans, often associated with hills. They uncovered the re-
mains of rock walls that were once fortresses to protect the people from Maasai
raids in the late nineteenth century. One elder said that as a youth he used to
herd cattle and play around these walls, when they were higher than his head.
The walls were now almost gone because the park had used the rock for its build-
ing projects. Because they knew this land as hunters they also knew the water
holes, campsites, and paths that connected them with other communities in the
region. They had walked these paths as migrant laborers going to Nairobi to find
work, stopping and spending the night among friends in Sonjo, to the east, or as
traders to take wildebeest tails to barter for goats and sheep in Sukuma, to the
south. In these later, more historically identifiable stories the landscape visions
of other peoples also became apparent—a Maasai view of the land as a pastoral-
ist domain, a British view of the land as a resource for economic development,
and a global conservationist view of the land as wilderness to be kept apart from
people. In response western Serengeti peoples told new kinds of stories about
these events. Although western Serengeti peoples incorporated these newer land-
scape visions that fundamentally altered their ways of living on the land, they
continued to tell the older stories and visit the places that kept earlier landscape
memories alive.

The Ikoma elders’ ways of seeing the landscape, as well as the contrasting film
images, are all imaginative constructions: interpretations influenced by histori-
cal experiences, social identity, and political power, rather than by objective vi-
sions of the physical land. The title of this book, Imagining Serengeti, captures a
broad definition of landscape as an “imaginative construction of the environ-
ment.”7 David William Cohen and E. S. Atieno Odhiambo refer to landscape as
“encompassing the physical land, the people on it, and the culture through which
people work out the possibilities of the land,” while Simon Schama writes that
“landscape is the work of the mind. . . . built up as much from strata of memory
as from layers of rock.”8 Thomas R. Dunlap, in his work on the British settler
colonies, describes landscape as “the picture of the land people see as having
significance for the nation and their culture.”9 Benedict Anderson’s influential
book Imagined Communities describes the formation of European nationalism
as shifting concepts of time and technologies like the printing press and the news-
paper enabled Europeans to imagine themselves as members of “nations.” Simi-
larly, western Serengeti peoples conceive of their own social identities through
the “imagined landscapes” embedded in oral tradition.10 The power of a group
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of people to shape the landscape is dependent on how they imagine the land-
scape, which, in turn, is reproduced on the landscape. However, both Grzimek
and the Ikoma elders take their view of the landscape for granted as natural or
objective reality and do not consciously see it as a means to assert power. It there-
fore takes careful analysis and comparison with other sources to unpack and “de-
naturalize” the meanings they attach to physical features of the landscape and to
place them within particular historical contexts and contests of power.11

The problem for historical analysis is that the sources for making local land-
scape visions from the past visible and meaningful are difficult, inadequate, and
not easily accessible. No written documents for this region, except the ecologi-
cal or economic, exist before the beginning of the twentieth century, nor has
much historical research taken place in this region. Archaeological and histori-
cal linguistic sources can be applied only at a rough regional scale, and it is prob-
lematic to project ethnographic information from recent societies onto the past.
Oral traditions remain one of the few available sources, and those are fraught with
inconsistencies since they have changed as they are transmitted over time, are
expressed in local cultural idioms, and represent the views of only a certain seg-
ment of society. The historian struggles to find meaning in a list of place-names
or the route of a generation-set walk presented by the elders in their narration of
oral tradition. In a heterarchical society without chiefs or kings there is no dy-
nastic tradition remembered by court griots or one master narrative about the
past. While oral traditions seem to retain spatial images as they are transmitted
over time, they lose connection to temporal sequences or to the historical context
to which they first referred. Many Africanist historians use oral tradition to re-
construct nineteenth-century precolonial histories, but most have been unable
to support the evidence for earlier histories without written sources.

This book addresses the problem of oral traditions as reliable sources with a
new methodology for tracing a history of memory. Historical changes in ways of
seeing the landscape are reconstructed by identifying core spatial images in oral
traditions that can then be reinserted into historical contexts identified by other
kinds of sources. The starting point for this methodology is a spatial analysis of
oral traditions, based on the durability of spatial memory that is linked to social
identity. I use accepted methodologies to reconstruct the basic historical contexts
from archaeological, historical linguistic, ecological, ethnographic, and archival
sources. Through a process of identifying congruency and logical patterns, the
core spatial images are then recontextualized into historical periods or time frames.
For the later periods the analysis also includes the profound material and ideo-
logical effects of introducing other ways of seeing the landscape from other re-
gional societies, the colonial government, and global conservationists. This study
relies on the interdisciplinary work of environmental and social historians, in
Africa and elsewhere, who have identified key issues for the study of human
communities in relation to their environment—including landscape, space, and
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memory—to provide the theoretical tools for analysis. With this methodology I
am then able to reconstruct a long sweeping history of western Serengeti peo-
ples as they interacted with their environment over the past two millennia. This
methodology could be similarly applied for reconstructing environmental his-
tory in other places and times, especially where few historical sources exist apart
from oral tradition.

New areas of inquiry open up as one incorporates, but moves beyond, a his-
tory of the environment to a history of memory connected to the environment.
This lens allows us to see not only how people physically changed the environ-
ment by their presence but also how landscape memory shaped their societies
and how this memory changed over time in response to new contexts. Using this
critical theoretical insight, people become actors, rather than victims of envi-
ronment, making environmental decisions rooted in continuity with the past
while innovating as they adapted to new circumstances. Changes in ways of see-
ing the landscape over time indicated shifts in the physical way that people re-
lated to their environment. The two are inextricably connected and reciprocally
interactive. Ways of seeing determined ways of using the land that, in turn, in-
fluenced memory as these landscapes became part of oral tradition in the core
spatial images. When new contexts introduced new ways of seeing, and thus
using, the landscape elders elaborated new oral traditions, while continuing to
tell older traditions that retained the core spatial images from previous ways of
seeing the landscape. These different ways of seeing coexisted, as they do today
in the memories of elders who tell various kinds of stories about the past. But as
oral, rather than written, traditions these memories depend on a physical con-
nection to the landscapes in which they are embedded. The same physical space
can be seen, and thus remembered, in a variety of ways with profound conse-
quences for how people live in it. Paying attention to spatial patterns provides a
key for recovering the historical meaning of oral tradition. It is thus through an
investigation of the history of landscape memory that a long term history of peo-
ple in relation to the environment can now be reconstructed.

This analysis asserts that the environment will be preserved, changed, or
destroyed based on the memories imbued in it by specific groups of people. The
tragedy of setting apart wild spaces that people can no longer visit is that these
places cannot sustain social memories but rather become abstract, generic wild
places consumed in a global marketplace. Deep social connections to specific
landscapes may be more effective for protecting sustainable ecologies than an
appreciation for interchangeable natural places often used to justify the destruc-
tion of the land in domesticated places. In an older western Serengeti tradition
the bush is left to grow up undisturbed around the sacred sites of ancestral spir-
its of the land while the grass is burned in areas of habitation to create open park-
land, healthy for both people and wild animals. But those human decisions de-
pend on a historical memory connected to particular places and people. Seeing
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the landscape as either wild or domesticated is not the only way of creating memo-
ries that honor and preserve the land. Imagining Serengeti, through a varied and
contested history of memories embedded in peopled landscapes, adds both a
rich, new dimension to existing conversations about preserving African environ-
ments and a new methodological approach to precolonial African history.

western serengeti peoples and sources of evidence

The complex mix of languages, economies, and cultures making up the western
Serengeti presents a challenge for historical analysis. Western Serengeti peo-
ples are East Nyanza Bantu-speaking agropastoralists known as the Ikoma, Nata,
Ishenyi, Ikizu, and Ngoreme ethnic groups who now occupy Serengeti and Bunda
districts in the southeastern portion of the Mara region of Tanzania. Each of these
ethnic groups claims its own unique identity and history, and no pan-ethnic iden-
tity developed here in the colonial period as it did among their Sukuma, Luo, or
Maasai neighbors. Without a tradition of chiefs or hierarchical leadership, the
Mara region also differed from the Great Lakes kingdoms, where dynastic his-
tory often overshadowed commoner or clan histories; thus, no centralized nar-
rative tradition exists here.12 The adaptation of agropastoralists to the ecology of
this region and their ongoing prosperity depended on interaction with other peo-
ples in the region, such as the Tatoga (Dadog-speaking pastoralists, including
Rotigenga and Isimajek Tatoga) and Asi hunter-gatherers.13 While I interviewed
many Tatoga elders I could not identify any Asi descendants who knew their tra-
ditions other than those now integrated into agropastoralist communities. No
local designation exists for this western Serengeti group of Bantu-speaking agro-
pastoralists as a whole except Rogoro (the people of the east), yet even the area
to which this designation refers varies relative to the location of the speaker. My
research was concerned with these five ethnic groups, forming a coherent unit,
and within the limitations of field research, but logically could have expanded
to include other groups such as Zanaki, Sizaki, and, at a larger scale still, Kuria
or the Mara region as a whole. Kuria moved into the Serengeti District during
the 1950s. Limited interviews among these neighboring groups allowed for a re-
gional comparison.

For the purposes of this analysis the western Serengeti is treated as an integral
region, in the sense that it encompasses the geographical boundaries of an in-
tercommunicating, interacting set of people. Region is not defined here as a
homogeneous cultural or social unit, as the economic relations of exchange or
as a formalized marketing system, as has been the trend in much of the recent
regional analysis. Rather, regions are treated as historical products constantly in
negotiation and transforming as different peoples interact in changing ways over
time.14 Even the most rigidly conceived regional boundaries of western Seren-
geti with the Southern Nilotic–speaking Maasai herders to the east or the Sukuma
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farmers of another Bantu-speaking family to the south were frequently crossed
through trade, marriage, prophecy, or refuge. This region, both past and present,
has functioned based on its linguistic, cultural, and economic diversity, even as
western Serengeti peoples feel a diffuse sense of collective identity due to their
common historical background, shared cultural assumptions, and proximity to
each other. I have chosen to refer to this region as the western Serengeti, rather
than eastern South Mara, because during the late nineteenth century, when the
most significant social transformations took place, its people were oriented to-
ward the Serengeti. From the colonial period on, the people of the western Ser-
engeti began to see themselves as part of the Mara region, or Musoma District
as it was then known. Serenget is a Maasai word, referring to a historical Maasai
section and meaning wide-open spaces. The Serengeti has widespread recogni-
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Map 2. Current ethnic group areas. Map by Peter Shetler, 2005. Underlying GIS data
courtesy of Frankfurt Zoological Society
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