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Stonetown, Zanzibar - When touring an area that I have not previously visited, I always attempt to engage local citizens in conversations concerning politics.  It was not much of a challenge to get my Stonetown guide for the day, Mohammed, started.
“We are tired of being a very junior partner in this union with Tanganyika,   They give us nothing.”
“Tanganyika?”  I asked,   “What’s that?”
“Let me give you a little history, my brother,” he replied in reasonably good English, far better than my essentially non-existent Swahili.  “As with nations, our problems began with the (expletive deleted) British.  They got the mainland part, Tanganyika, as their share of German East Africa after the Germans lost World War I.  The Belgians eventually got the other parts of German East Africa after WW II;  those are now Rwanda and Burundi.  Tanganyika got independence from the Brits in 1961 as a state headed by the Queen - yes, the same Elizabeth.  A year later it became a republic within the British Commonwealth.   Meanwhile we had gained our own independence as the People’s Republic of Zanzibar and Pemba in a bloody, but short revolution exactly 55 years ago today when our hero, John Okello, - he was actually a Ugandan who was originally a bricklayer on our neighboring island of Pemba and a pretty charismatic fellow - led a group of revolutionaries to overthrow the Omani Sultan and his Arab and Asian supporters who had ruled us for centuries.  I told you it was short.....It only took a day.  The next day, Okello’s group...there was only 600 of ’em......were in charge. They went house to house killing every Arab and Indian they could find.  It wasn’t pretty, my friend...lots of raping…men found with their heads cut off with their own dicks stuffed in their mouths. There was a lot of centuries-old anger driving this.  Some say 20,000 died - who knows?  What I do know for sure is that at the time of the revolution most of the population was African, over 200,000.....almost all poor.  Before the revolution there were maybe 50,000 Arabs and perhaps 20,000 Indians, all doing pretty well at the expense of the Africans.”
Mohammed was becoming more animated, “Look around today.  Who did you see as we walked around the city?  Most of us are black.  Yet you may be surprised to know that at least 95 percent of us are Muslim.  You saw all the mosques.  Most are Sunni, but some are Shia.  I’m Sunni.   Anyway, following the revolution, Abeid Karume became our first President.  All those fireworks today are celebrating our Independence Day, January 12, 1964.”
I asked why he was so angry with the current government. 
“It is not our government!  We’re pawns controlled by the bureaucrats in Dar es Salaam.  After our revolution, the big boys in the world, your country and the British were scared to death that we would go communist on them because China, the East Germans and the Soviet Union immediately recognized us and sent a lot of assistance and ‘advisors.’  So, for whatever reason - no one knows for sure - Karume goes over to Dar es Salaam and negotiates a merger with Tanganyika, I guess because he thought that the communists were going to overthrow his ass.”
At this point we had been talking over my cappuccino and his coffee inside the Zanzibar Coffee House.  Mohammed suddenly asked me if we could move to another table.  He told me that he was worried that a woman sitting near us was a government informant.  So we moved.  I was not certain that Mohammed was being overly dramatic or just wary because of past “issues.”
Mohamed continued, “You know that the Arabs used this island as the center of their slave trade for centuries.  They sold countless Africans to the Arabs and whoever would pay them.  You saw the old slave market during our walk.  Anyway, Karume got a bad deal for us.  Not long after the merger, the government changed the official name of the two countries to Tanzania - get it, Tan from Tanganyika and zania from Zanzibar.  We still get to be called Zanzibar, but they run everything from Dar es Salaam.  Oh, we’ve got our own government here and are called ‘semi-autonomous’ but don’t let that fool you.  As I said, they run everything.  Let me give you an example.  That money you paid for a visa to visit Tanzania, how much was it?”
“One hundred dollars.”
“Well, we get less than 5 dollars of it....they keep the rest.”
As we walked back to meet my taxi to take me back to my hotel in Fumba Beach, I could not help but telling Mohammed that in my opinion prospects for a new independence for his island were less than zero.  “You have no bargaining power.  If there is trouble, the mainland will have thousands of troops here in minutes.  And who is going to help you?    Maybe China, but only if they see some benefit to them that would justify the effort.   You told me that your economy is based on spices and tourism....not sure if that is enough to get the attention of the Chinese.  Maybe they could use your island as a port...but I doubt that you would like being a junior partner with the Chinese.”
Mohammed walked me to meet his friend, Amada, who had driven me here from my hotel 30 kilometers away in Fumba Beach.  As he hugged me, his parting words were in Swahili, “Wewe ni rafiki yangu.”  (You are my friend).  As we rode away in Amada’s taxi, I looked back hoping that the woman was not a government spy.
I thought you might like to know.
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