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Who were the Bombay Africans?
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For every European who ventured inland into Africa there was a team of often over a hundred people variously composed of gun-bearers, porters, servants, guides, interpreters, soldiers, cooks and their women. In the exploration of East and Central Africa, the majority of these people were ethnically Africans. However there were Kroomen from West Africa, Baluchis (from present day Pakistan), Sikhs (from the Punjab), Arabs (from Zanzibar) and Goans (from Portuguese Goa and British Bombay).

Amongst them were a group of African men known as the “Bombay Africans” or “Bombayans”, a phrase coined in the Indian Sub-Continent by the mid Nineteenth Century. This community is unique as their individual histories reveal the impact of slavery and the abolition movement on their lives. Originally captured in Africa, these young people were liberated by the Royal Navy as part of the enforcement of treaties to stop slave trafficking. As early as the 1830’s Africans liberated by British cruisers from Arab slaving dhows were taken to Karachi and Bombay in British India. They were initially placed with families or were locally employed

[image: image4.emf]
Arab Dhow 1925-1926 (Photographer: Captain E H Clifford)
The rise in Christian missionary activity in East Africa was paralleled by 1853 with the emergence of Christian missionary orphanages in the Bombay Presidency of India. 

Nasik hosted the first orphanage of this kind to offer shelter and education specifically for young liberated Africans. Roman Catholic missions at Bandora and Poona (Pune) were also involved in providing homes. Many of the Africans learnt English, Hindi, and technical skills. This was to be useful, especially when they returned to Africa on European expeditions.
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This map shows the Bombay presidency. 
(( RGS-IBG)
It was Sir Bartle Frere, Governor of the Bombay Presidency and President of the Royal Geographical Society 1873-74, who suggested that British explorers seeking to recruit staff for African expeditions do so from men from or associated to the Indian orphanages.

Over the 60 year period of African Exploration from around 1850 hundreds of Bombay Africans returned to Africa, either independently or with the aid of the missionary societies.

The ethnic origins of most of the Bombay Africans that participated in expeditions can be traced to areas in modern day Southern Ethiopia, Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia and Mozambique. 
They fall in to four groups and that are defined by the nature of their liberation, their experience as freed people and their return to Africa.

The Sidi Group

The Livingstone Group 

The Nasik Group , also known as the Thetis Group

The Freretown-Rabai Group

In most cases, little is known about the majority of the Bombay Africans, but through the journals and accounts of European explorers and historical evidence of African migrations in general the lives of the few who were considered ‘ordinary men’ transform into ‘men of exploration’. 

� EMBED PhotoshopElements.Image.4 \s ���





� EMBED PhotoshopElements.Image.4 \s ���








[image: image6.png]ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY





_1252742817.psd

_1252758121.psd

