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 Francis tells me the day John left, he gathered all of the farmers and Mazumbai workers 

at the house. Cows were roasted over a fire and a “celebratory” dinner ensued. Julius Mheme, the 

father of Msafiri, was also present for that meal in November 1982. Now a groundskeeper for 

Mazumbai, he remembered the last thing John told them before he left. “Make sure you care for 

the forest. It will bring rain. Make sure you protect it because it will help the tea farms. All of 

you” (April 23). Francis said he was sad to see him leave.   

Chapter Eleven: Leonard 

Long before John departed in 1982, he donated 320 hectares of the Mazumbai estate to 

the University of Dar Salaam (UDSM). According to the “History of Mazumbai” maintained by 

the MFR managers, John relinquished the section of forest because he could no longer “manage 

Plate 5. The Tanner house today, on the grounds of Mazumbai Estate. Author photo.  
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to control the pressure by local people on the destruction of the forest.”58 The Forestry faculty as 

UDSM, however, eventually established a separate institution, now known as the Sokoine 

Univeristy of Agriculture (SUA), and in 1984, assumed responsibility for Mazumbai. 

 Accompanying this late twentieth-century era of forest preservation was the narrative of 

human-plant interactions characterized by decay and destruction. Local peoples were not part of 

their landscape, but the source of its demise. It was during this period that J.F. Redhead, working 

under UDSM’s Division of Forestry, wrote in the African Journal of Ecology that “The future of 

the Mazumbai Forest does give cause for real concern. The local farmers, ever short of land, do 

not appreciate the value of the area to Tanzania: to them the area is alienated land.”59  

Alienated land. Alienated by whom? Recall the stroke of Harold Mann’s pen in 1933.  

Modest Mrecha, the first manager of Mazumbai Forest Reserve under direction of SUA, 

sought the aid of a non-governmental organization known as the Tanzanian Forest Conservation 

Group (TFCG). The local secretary of TFCG in Kizanda, Leonard Mshakangoto, explained that 

“Mrecha helped TFCG to know this place [Mazumbai] by meeting with the officers. They were 

looking for areas to do their work and Mrecha told them to come to Mazumbai to introduce their 

program. When they came to Mazumbai they were impressed with the environment” (April 10). 

TFCG, thus, arrived in Usambaras in 1997 and have since attempted to initiate a number of 

forest conservation and compensation projects. For instance, Leonard explained, they have 

established tree nurseries in order to prevent illegal tree-falling for firewood and timber. Other 

projects include fostering conservation agriculture and the preservation of water resources. The 

NGO also helps the village body comprising Sagara Group to maintain the forest regulations by 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Private digital collection of Mazumbai managers,“History of the Mazumbai Forest Reserve,” 
Mazumbai Forest Reserve Lodge, updated 2018. Transferred to author on April 20, 2018.  
59 J.F. Redhead, “The Mazumbai Forest: an island of lower montane rain forest in the west Usambaras,” 
The Journal of African Ecology 19 (1981): 198.  



 48 

facilitating meetings to select those patrolling the borders of the Sagara Forest patches (Leonard, 

April 10). Following the monetary trail of TFCG funding leads one to the European organization 

called Gorta. Based in Ireland, Gorta’s maxim reads “self help Africa.” The group funneled over 

seventeen million euros into numerous African countries in 2016.60 The “self help” scheme, 

according to Gorta, is “leading an international development charity” in which staff is 

“motivated by injustice, by our expertise in small-scale agriculture and family-farm business, and 

the opportunity we have to help small farmers.”61 

 I ask Leonard how he was chosen to be the secretary and point of contact for TFCG in 

this region of the Usambaras. He told me that TFCG recognized his influenced among 

community members of the two villages and helped persuade the people to elect him to the 

position of secretary (April 10). They saw he had a passion for conservation, and hoped he could 

facilitate the organization’s goal on the ground. When asked of current TFCG operations 

occurring in the area, he immediately launched into a laundry list of projects like “budding 

avocado trees, bringing goats and chickens to the people, giving people new seeds like tomatoes, 

cabbage, vegetable, so on…. Those participating in tree nurseries—nurseries like griveria, 

eucalyptus, cyprus, and so on—those participating get free seeds.” Nursing these fast-growing 

exotic species, in theory, should lead to a reduced reliance on the forest for resources like 

firewood. Providing seeds to farmers at reduced prices would provide further compensation. Yet 

none of the farmers with whom I spoke had heard of TFCG, and most claimed they bought their 

seeds from the local market.   

 Throughout our conservation, however, Leonard continually stressed the importance of 

environmental education among the local people. I finally asked him why he believed the people 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
60 Gorta, “Finances and Reports,” Gorta: Self Help Africa, https://selfhelpafrica.org/ie/finance 
61 Gorta, “About Self Help Africa,” Gorta: Self Help Africa, https://selfhelpafrica.org/ie/about-us/ 
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needed this education—were they considered “uneducated” without foreign-funded bodies like 

TFCG? He talks for a long time. “Without awareness to the people, the way we see the forest 

now, it will not be the same tomorrow. We thank TFCG for the awareness creation to keep the 

environment in good condition…. Without the awareness, even Mazumbai Forest Reserve, 

people could encroach it, cut the trees and sell them to get money and eventually the natural 

vegetation will be depleted.”  

 Deforestation, of course, is a real problem. Farmers and healers alike recognize that 

population increases and the expansion of human settlement in Kizanda and Sagara has led to 

degradation of soil and foliage alike. Cutting trees for basic needs like firewood for cooking, 

however, does not correlate with a dearth of ecological knowledge. Nor does expanding 

farmland to feed families translate to an ignorance of conservation agriculture. Indeed, one 

farmer, Mimeali, recalled that soil fertility had worsened since the time of her babu because the 

higher density of people has led to a reduction in farmland for the individual—meaning that 

farmers can no longer rotate crops and allow fields to lie fallow (April 21). Regulations, while 

certainly effective in addressing many practical problems of forest destruction, also carry with 

them a rhetoric of land and botanical alienation. As the land and its composite flora make not 

only the livelihoods, but social bonds of Sagara and Kizanda, this rhetoric is a problem with 

which successful environmental policymakers must reckon.  
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Chapter Twelve: Lucie 

 It was after Mgaa finished milking the cows with Francis in the mornings that he would 

venture into the forest with Lucie (Plate 6). When she was not 

collecting orchid species, Lucie also networked with mothers in 

the villages. Francis claims that “When wives were pregnant, 

Lucie would give them goat meat, oil, soap, and sugar for the 

entire period…she would even provide transportation to the 

hospital and clothes for the child” (April 24). Despite such 

praise, Lucie’s is nonetheless a messy history.  

In 1982, the year that Lucie left Mazumbai, the Kew 

Bulletin published an article by P.J Cribb and P. Gasson titled, 

“Unusual Asexual Reproduction in the East African Orchid, 

Cynorkis uncata.” Cribb and Gasson meticulously dissected the 

bulb of the orchid—its “vascular tissue,” its “parenchyma cells,” its “raphides.”62 The plant was 

an object of study. They rip apart the orchid’s flesh and place it beneath the lens of a scanning 

electron microscope (Plate 7). “During a recent expedition to Tanzania under the auspices of the 

Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew,” the authors wrote, “Mrs J. Tanner of Mazumbai in the West 

Usambara Mts showed one of the authors (PJC) a colony of the orchid, Cynorkis uncata.” 

Furthermore, the anatomy of the bulb would have to be collected, maintained for preservation, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
62 P.J. Cribb and P. Gasson, “Unusual Asexual Reproduction in the East African Orchid, Cynorkis 
uncata,” Kew Bulletin, 36 no. 4 (1982): 661, 662.  

Plate 6: Lucie Tanner pictured in 
1964 holding a serval. Courtesy of 
Lukas Meier.  



 51 

for study. “Several bulbils of this orchid,” they wrote, “were sent to Kew by Mrs Tanner where 

they have been successfully grown, thus confirming their propagative nature.”63 

The narrative of Cribbs and Gasson is one of 

dismemberment. They deconstruct the  individual 

biological components of the plant, reflecting what Ryan 

argues is the scientific process of “dis-assembling the 

organic unity of plants into coded blocks of information 

that transcend cultural, regional, and linguistic 

specificity.”64 There is no mention of a holistic, semantic 

network of the orchid—its ecological importance to the 

West Usambaras or to the people of Kizanda, Sagara, and 

other surrounding villages. In fact, the only local resident 

mentioned is Lucie, the colonial collector. In the late 1980s, Cribb would go on to name another 

endemic orchid species in honor of Lucie. Rhipidoglossum tanneri, or, “Tanner’s 

Rhipidoglossum.” In the last year of her life, Lucie told a Swiss journalist, Lukas Meier, that 

“It’s an indescribable feeling when a plant bears your name.”65 

 The narrative of Cribbs and Gasson, however, is also one of omission. It is scientific 

botany that silences. Where is the voice of Mgaa Sabuni, without whom Lucie would have found 

herself utterly lost in the thicket of the forest?  The man who knew every animal trail, the man 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
63 Ibid., 661.  
64 Ryan, “Cultural Botany,” 127.  
65 Lukas Meier, “A Life in the African Jungle,” Berner Zeitung, 25 October, 2016. Lukas is currently 
conducting a family history of the Tanners. Every year, he visits Mazumbai with John’s nephew. In 2017, 
he linked Mazumbai staff with Swiss investors that helped build solar panels for the Tanner house and the 
Mazumbai grouds.  

Plate 7. Scanning electron 
micrographs of Cynorkis uncata 
published by Cribbs and Gasson.  
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who not only knew plants and their properties, but how to navigate them. Where is the orchid 

bearing his name?  

 Flip through the pages of the old, worn guest book for this Swiss house upon a hill in 

Mazumbai. Names and places scrawled in elegant cursive, line its pages. J. Huber. R. Wingfield. 

Alistair McCusker. H. Walter. These names are among the long list of botanists, zoologists, 

geographers, and anthologists from England, Sweden, the United States—even Australia—who 

conducted research at Mazumbai. Students, like me, follow in their footsteps. Collecting “data” 

during the day and sleeping in the old bedrooms of the Tanners. How many times did Sabuni, 

then Francis, and then Saidi guide these men and women into the forest, only to have their names 

scored from the published, botanical record of Mazumbai? 
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  CONCLUSION 

At the end of our conservation, Risiki turned to face me with a single question. “You 

have just finished collecting our discussion,” he says, “how will you remember us?” On a 

personal level, I will remember how Risiki and his neighbors so graciously welcomed an 

outsider into their homes and generously shared their time. I will remember the guttural laugh of 

Mr. Francis Kagembe and the sound of silence after Ramazani’s medicine soothes the stomach 

pains of a screaming child outside his home. Remembering, however, can also be an illustrative, 

empowering act.  

While I have merely sketched the voices of a fraction of the population in Kizanda and 

Sagara, reading pieces of their stories can offer a form of remembering across spatial boundaries, 

academic disciplines, and politics. These individuals constitute the plant poets of the West 

Usambara mountains. Inscribed within their voices are mellifluous floral relations. These voices 

remind those writing for “scholarly” scientific journals like Kew Bulletin, that published data is 

not the sole indicator of the “validity” of knowledge. It is the community members of Kizanda 

and Sagara who rely on Ramazani to mend social relationships or seek out Saidi’s aid for 

creative new herbal remedies. Local families and communities can also “measure” the validity of 

knowledge systems through their daily dependence upon them.  

Thus, when organizations like TFCG and GORTA make public claims to be 

“developing” agricultural and botanical knowledge through “formal” education, they refract 

local voices in such a way that benefits “non-profit” narratives of progress. Tree nurseries may, 

in fact, be a valuable asset to local people. However, it is critical that local leaders of these 

conservation strategies recognize that outside “development” organization are not operating from 

a place botanical and ecological knowledge superiority. Quite the contrary. They are operating in 
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a space where healers have created an oral “textbook” of forest medicine. They are operating in a 

space where farmers have shaped complex agricultural blueprints, and tracked the seasons for 

generations. They are operating in a space where forest guides have a shared, mental map of the 

extensive network of trails winding through the mountains.  

 Organizations like TFCG, though skilled as they may be in quantifying deforestation 

rates and recognizing problems, cannot succumb to an ideological conservation “prolepsis.” 

Assuming that people will continue to be a destructive force to the environment because of some 

inherent “lack” of “awareness” is arguably unproductive and does not actively seek to learn from 

and listen to those that have to live with the forest.  

 In fact, because the people of Kizanda and Sagara are tied so closely to the plants around 

them, they can monitor environmental change directly, on a daily, seasonal, and yearly basis. 

Zuena for instance, noted that “there used to be more fertile soil on farms, now there is lower soil 

fertilization because people will tend to the same farm for ten years…there used to be more crop 

rotation” (April 16). Mimaeli of Sagara concurred: “between last time and now there is less 

fertilization because during the time of babu, there was less people and so not all of the land was 

being used. And now, all of the land is being used” (April 21). Many people observed changes in 

forest cover, density, and structure, with shrubs replacing thicker stands of old-growth forest.   

There are certainly limits to such local knowledge systems—just as there are limits to 

statistical sciences. For instance, multiple healers, believed, perhaps naively, that simply 

replacing soil over the remaining roots of medicinal shrubs served as a form of conservation. 

Many farmers, furthermore, did not identify specific forms of agricultural conservation practices 

other than the use of natural fertilizers. They rather cited that they did not cut down trees and no 

longer burned the land to clear shrubs. Even Ramazani, with his astoundingly extensive botanical 
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memory, told me, shortly after plucking a handful of roots from an mgimbu plant used to treat 

uchawi, that he could not replace the soil because “that is how it is treated…When you replace 

the soil the diseases will not be treated” (April 19).  

Rather than constructing a hierarchy of botanical knowledge for environmental 

conservation, institutions with financial power should instead seek solutions that fuse the wisdom 

of local people and international scientific experts. Success with such exchanges of ecological 

information has been observed in places like the Beaufort Sea of the coast of Alaska in North 

America. Indigenous fishing villages, which had evolved extensive knowledge of the migratory 

patterns of whales, worked together with conservation organizations to facilitate whale tagging 

and tracking for empirical studies aimed to ensure the long-term sustainability of the mammalian 

species.66 It is precisely because expertise may differ in content and form that they should work 

together—empowering local voices while contributing to a global movement for sustained 

ecological health. Conservation strategists should not look to sever indigenous peoples from their 

homelands entirely, but instead seek to “re-story them” by drawing upon historical mutualism 

between people and forests and incorporating new ecological lessons into the landscape.67 The 

plant poetry of the Usambaras is thus not merely an aesthetic art of scientific storytelling. It 

contains the possibility for future change, adaptive capacity, and botanical resilience.   

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
66 Henry Huntington, “Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Beluga Whales,” Cultural Survival 
Quarterly 22, no. 3 (1998): 66.  
67 Ann Garibaldi and Nancy Turner, “Cultural Keystone Species: Implications for Ecological 
Conservation and Restoration,” Ecology and Society 9, no. 3 (2004): 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26267680	
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EPILOGUE 

Peneli and I walk to her home-garden, just beyond the horizon of her courtyard, after a lengthy 

discussion. Cabbage plants form a light green mantle over the earth. There is also a parachichi 

tree, its branches waving lazily in the breeze. At the far end of the garden, there is a cluster of 

taller plants. Their stems are long spindles, ending in pointed leaves painted a bright crimson. 

What are those? Kabuli. They are the markers of graves. The graves of Peneli’s husband and 

children who passed on before their mother. Kabuli flowers are the botanical memory of loved 

ones here. In Kizanda and Sagara, clusters of the flower can be seen interspersed within the 

thicket of banana gardens. The bodies of the people feed the plants, give the red flowers life. Just 

as the Earth’s flora gave birth to the people.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Selected List of Plants Cited, with Vernacular and Latin Names 
	
  
KISHAMBAA/ 
KISWAHILI 

GENUS, SPECIES TREATMENT/OTHER 
USES  

Baai  Vernonia cistifolia  Uchawi  
Donondo  Pycnostachus umbrosa Fenceflower (boundary), 

medicinal  
Guunzi  Exotic, from Zanzibar, teeth 

treatment  
Hamachuma  Uchawi  
Hoko Phytolacca dodecandra Poisonous, used by mchawi 
Mahindi (maize)  Medicine for children’s 

stomach  
Mboho Veronia sp.  “wild tobacco” used for 

fertilizer/farm borders 
Mcabella Griveria sp. Timber, firewood, furniture 
Mchai Thea sinesis Tea plants 
Mdongonyezi Toddalia asiatica Teeth, coughing, low energy, 

headache 
Mfufu Cordia abyssinica Furniture, broken bones 
Mghua/Mchuo Sacchrum officinarum “Sugarcane;” alcohol 
Mgimbu Vitex sp.  Uchawi, also means “change 

of mind”  
Mjaikali  Cleausena anisata Uchawi, bitter tasting 
Mkonde Myrianthus holstii  Timber, edible fruit 
Mkuguni Fagaropsis angolensis Energy  
Mkumba Macaranga kilimandscharica Mental illness, energy, also 

firewood 
Msambu  Allanblackia stuhlmannii Teeth treatment, coughing, 

rheumatism  
Mshai Albizia gummifera Endemic tree noted for rich 

leaf litter deposits 
Mshaka-suwa Amaralia penduliflora Toothbrush 
Mshegheshi Myrica salicifolia Headache (especially around 

the eyes), coughing, teeth  
Mshingresha 

 
Mixed with Muula and 
Mdongonyezi to treat 
coughing 

Msoso Ficus holstii Sacred plant at shemoshi 
Mtua Solanum incanum  Stomach, headache, insect 

bites, teeth, worms 



 61 

Mvumo 

Ficus thonningii  

Leaves for fertilization, 
“milk” for medicine (eye 
drops); sap traps birds around 
farms 

Mtumbua  Stomach  
Muuka Migroclossa densiflora Mchango  
Muula Parinari excels Low energy, coughing, back 

pain 
Mzugwa Coleus kilimanschari Mchango, malaria 
Mzumbasha Ocimum suave Malaria, mchango, coughing, 

asthma, flu 
Ngoko Piper capense Bumps on skin  
Pupu  Obetia pinnatifida Stinging plant, poisonous  
Unkulwe Aristolochia densivenia  Poisonous herb 
Zongo Crotalaria sp.  Uchawi 
	
  

 

Appendix B: Interview Questions 

Interview Guide for Healers 
1) How long have you lived in Kizanda/Sangara? 
2) Are you a healer for the village or just for your family? 
3) Why did you decide to start practicing medicine? Do you enjoy it? 
4) How was knowledge of traditional healing passed down to you? 

a. will you share this knowledge with your family or other members of your 
community? 

5) Do you gather the plants you use yourself? 
a. how do you know which ones to collect? 
b. have you noticed any changes in availability or abundance or access over time? 

6) Where do you normally collect or harvest the plants you use? 
a. Do you use domesticated, wild plants or both? 

7) Do you harvest different plants at different times of the year?  
8) Do you have ways that you conserve plants for future generations (ways to prevent 

overuse?)  
9) Are the plants you use connected to your ancestors or previous generations? 
10) What kinds of illnesses do you treat with your medicine? Physical? Spiritual?  
11) Do the plants you use have any other spiritual or religious importance to you or your 

community?  
12) Do you think access to plants was affected at all by German and British colonial rule? 

(Do you feel your family was personally affected by this?)  
	
  

Follow up Questions for Ethnobotanical Walks 
1) Where do you usually find the most important plants you use?   
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2) How do you know where to go? Who taught you how to navigate? 
3) Can you tell me what you notice-what you see, hear, smell, feel? 

 
In reference to a specific plant: 

1) What is the name of this plant in Kishambaa? 
2) What do you use this plant for and why? 
3) Is this plant important for other animals and plants? If so, why? 

Interview for Farmers 
1) How long have you lived in Kizanda/Sagara? 
2) How long have you been a farmer? Do you like being a farmer? 
3) Do you think farming is important to your community? Why or why not? 
4) Who taught you how to farm? Were your parents farmers?  
5) What kinds of crops do you grow? Why? 
6) How do you organize the different crops in your farm? 
7) When do you plant these crops? When do you harvest them?  
8) What methods do you use to farm? Why? 
9) Do you think your farming practice is ecologically sustainable (for your farm and the 

forest)? 
10) Have you noticed any changes in growing conditions? 
11) Where do you think the best farmland is? 
12) Do you use irrigation or rain to water you crops?  
13) Do you sell your crops or grow them for your family food only? 
14) Do you want your children to be farmers as well? Why or why not? 
15) Have land or conservation policies affected your farm? 
16) Do you know about TFCG? If so, how do you feel about TCFG?  
17) Do you feel that German or British colonial policies affected farming for the village? For 

you personally? 
 
*Note that this guide could vary depending on the types of crops and the familial history of the 
individual.  
 

Interview Guide for Forest Guides 
1) How long have you lived in Kizanda/Shangara? 
2) How long have you been a guide and why did you decide to become a guide?  
3) How often do you go into the forest now?   
4) How do you navigate through the forest? 
5) Did you go into the forest as a child?  
6) What are the most important plants or trees to you?  
7) Do you think there is a need to conserve the forest? Do you think people should live in 

the forest? Why or why not? 
8) Can you tell me a story about the forest?  
9) Do you associate the forest with your grandparents, ancestors before them, or the history 

of your community? 
  


