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MKWAWA: HEROIC CHIEF OF THE HEHE TRIBE

Jiri Hlavacek

African nations, like nations in other continents, search for great per-
sonalities in their history with a view to enhanced their national pride and
integrity. This in its turn is to contribute to the solution of present day
problems in their socio-economic and political development. Such person-
alities distinguished themselves in the struggles for preserving freedom of
aboriginal African tribes, and later on, for achieving national independ-
ence from colonial powers. In history of Tanzania, such figures are exem-
plified by the supreme chief - mutwa - of Hehe tribe, Mkwawa I
(1855-1898).

During the 19" century, Hehe tribe was, together with Ngoni, Chag-
ga, Sambara and Nyamwezi tribes, one of the few tribes that were able to
unite members of numerous clans and form tribal unions, and consequent-
ly to stand up resolutely to European colonial invasion of the interior of the
African continent. Thanks to the fact that mutwa Mkwawa became its
leader, the Hehe tribe succeeded in consolidating its unity and demonstrat-
ed its resistance to German expansion.

At present, Hehe tribe is the seventh largest Tanzanian tribal group
(almost 800,000 people). Like the majority of Tanzanian population, the
Hehe fall within the Benue-Congo group of sub-Saharan Niger-Congo
family of languages. The Hehe tribe is part of the Bantu subgroup.' Ban-

' Joseph H. Greenberg, article in Continuity and Changes in African Cultures, p. 15: “Africa
as a Linguistic Area”, University of Chicago Press, 1963.
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tu tribes now form almost 94 % of Tanzanian population. The Hehe, with
Sukuma, Gogo, Haya, Chagga, Nyamwezi, Makonde and Nyakusya tribes,
are principal representatives of the Bantu language subgroup in this na-
tion.

The Hehe tribe inhabits a substantial section of the south-western
part of Tanzania‘s central mainland: Tanganyika. The territory inhabited
by the Hehe tribe spreads across several present - day administrative
units: namely the districts of Iringa and Mufindi, in the region of Tringa. Its
area covers approximately 40,000 square kilometres. Situated in the river
basins the territory was from ancient times suitable for human settlement,
for fruit gathering, hunting and fishing, and later on for the development of
primitive forms of agriculture and livestock breeding. Still later, the Hehe
tribe settled in neighbouring highlands which had sufficient amount of rain-
fall. The Hehe inhabited mainly the environs of the Great Ruaha River, an
area benefitting by a very pleasant climate. The rich alluvial soil around
the Great Ruaha River made this area one of the most fertile spots in
Africa”.? At the same time, the area where the Hehe have traditionally
lived reaches at places an elevation of between 1,500 and 2,000 metres
above sea level.

The Bantu ethnic group, to which the Hehe belong, came to the present
Tanganyika territory during the migration of African ethnicities probably
in the 12" and 13" centuries. The Bantus partly absorbed the remnants of
the aboriginal population (Bushmen and Hottentots) whose majority was
forced to retreat to other parts of the African continent, most particularly
the south-west. This process of resettlement was likely completed before
the end of the 15" century.’?

The Hehe tribe come into existence by separation from a larger
Bena group which was very close and similar to it in terms of both
language and culture, and which had originally settled in the area north
of the source of the Ruhuje river. The Bena group became the basis for
the family of Bantu tribes, a large group showing a high degree of lexical
similarity:

The Hehe, today totalling about 800,000, who settled in the upper
basin of the Great Ruaha river; the Bena, now amounting to almost 600,000,

* H. Kjekshus, Ecology Control and Economic Development in East African History: The
Case of Tanganyika, 1850-1950, London:Heinemann, 1977. pp.32-33.

' P. Oliver, chapter 12, “L"Afrique d'Est”, in Histoire générale de 1'Afrique noire des origines
a 1800, Paris, 1970, pp. 308-329.




who remained in the basin of the Ruhuje river; the Pangwa, now 220,000,
living to the south-east of Lake Malawi; the Sangu, (90,000), who inhabit-
ed the lower part of the Great Ruaha river basin; the Kinga, (about 65,000),
settled to the north of the Ndandu mountains; and the Wanji, (about 70,000),
living between the lower reaches of the Great Ruaha river and the Kinga
territory.

This accounts for the fact that present — day Hehe language shows a
65 % lexical similarity with the Bena language, 59 % with Pangwa, 56 %
with Sangu, 50 % with Kinga, and 48 % with Wanji.*

The Hehe tribe’s name derives from the expression “He! He!”, de-
noting excitement and astonishment, originally used in battle campaigns.
The Hehe expanded territorially in the centuries following their emancipa-
tion. Inside the tribe steadily developed patrimonial territorial clans and
absorbed not only the remnants of aboriginal population, but also new groups,
resettled from other localities of the East African region that had no pre-
vious close connection with this Bantu ethnicity.

For several centuries the principal Hehe clans mainly as Igawilo were
defined (there were more than thirty clans altogether), after the locality of
the same name. The Ilongo clan settled in the Ndembele river valley. The
Hafiwa clan inhabited the localities of Tanangozi, Welu, Kalenga, Ntsihi,
and Iringa, closer to inland. The Nyandevelwa clan occupied the territory
north-west of Iringa in the direction of Dodoma and Dar es Salaam. The
Tegeta clan was dominant in today s localities of Usungwa and Usagala.
The Kilwa, originally living on the Indian Ocean coast, in the region sur-
rounding the present-day port of Kilwa, moved at the beginning of the 16"
century into the area of what today is the district of Mufindi.’

There were naturally many armed internal conflicts between Hehe
clans during the 17" and 18" centuries and in the first half of the 19th
century, mainly over land and homesteads. Livestock was considered, even
among predominantly agriculturally and gathering oriented Bantu tribes, a
symbol of welfare and social prestige. Only in the 18" century did the
Hehe begin to establish a broad family community structure, and by the
second half of the same century new, higher structures evolved: the proc-
ess of unification into a single tribal union began. This process was also
induced by external pressure. Hehe clans were forced to defend them-

' Ethnologue, Summer Institute of Lingustics, 13" edition, 1996, part Africa — Tanzania.
> Michael Musso, Mukwava na kabila lake, Eastern Africa Publication Limited, Dar es Salaam,
1968, pp. 8-9.
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selves effectively not only against attacks by another African tribes, but
were likewise already confronted with Arab caravans penetrating further
into the heart of the African continent in search of new trade opportunities
and conducting highly lucrative slave and ivory trade.

The road to the unification of the Hehe clans was interspersed with
long internal struggles for dominant positions between many different prin-
cipal clans and their chiefs. The unification process has not been captured
with sufficient lucidity by historiography. The main sources of information
available are tribal tales and legends. There is a lack of reliable historical
documents. As with the majority of Bantu tribes, according to oral legends
the Hehe ruling dynasties came from the North and won the dominant
position by outstanding acts and heroic deeds. New leaders from the North
(in the vast majority of cases members of different ethnicity) distinguished
themselves by taller stature and lighter complexion, emphasizing the new
rulers’ exceptional line of descent.®

The start of the process of establishing a ruling dynasty of the future
tribal union of the Hehe can arguably be situated to the beginning of the
18" century. According to legends, at that time the fighters of the herds-
men Nilo-Saharan Nyangologo tribe, originally settled in present-day Kenya,
set out on their journey towards the Hehe area. At the same time, one of
the chiefs of the Tigri tribe, from the Afro-Asian family of Ethiopian-
Semitic languages, was passing through the present Kenyan territory.
Nowadays the Tigri tribe inhabits Eritrea and northern Ethiopia. The Tigri
chief then married a woman of the Kamba, a Bantu tribe (currently the
fifth largest tribe in Kenya). They had three sons who, as adults, reached
the territory of the Bantu tribe Zigua, in north-east Tanganyika, close to
the Indian Ocean coast. (The population of the Zigua tribe currently amounts
to about 400,000). The sons married girls of the Zigua tribe and then fol-
lowed the trail of the Nyangologo tribe, eventually to reach an area inhab-
ited by the small Bantu tribe of Sagala (65,000), east of Hehe territory.
The sons and their families settled in the locality of Ikombagulu and be-
came the founders of the Mombe dynasty. Later on, more of their rela-
tives from the Zigua tribe joined them and the whole clan got stronger.
The dynasty received a new name, Nyamsigula, among the Hehe. Ac-

¢ P. Oliver, chapter 12, L"Afrique d’Est, in Histoire générale de 1'Afrique noire des origines a
1800, Paris, 1970, pp. 324-329.




cording to legends the most famous of the three brothers was Mubunsug-
ulo. He and his successors were distinguished by a lighter complexion
then the aboriginal population. This can be explained by Mubunsugulo’s
possible descendancy from a Portuguese father and a Tigri mother. The
Portuguese had come to the territory of present-day Ethiopia from the
Indian Ocean coast when to help Christians in Ethiopia in their fight against
Islamic invasion.

Mubunsugulo’s sons subsequently founded three major chiefdoms on
the territory inhabited by the Hehe tribe. The first-born son, Ngulucha-
wangi (also named Manga), settled in the south, in Masagati, touching
upon or even possessing enclaves in Bena tribe territory. The second son,
Mufwimi, became the father of a future dynasty, which in the first half of
the 19th century dominated the whole Hehe tribe and its neighbouring
smaller tribes. The third son, Ngwira, inherited his father’s subjects in the
south-east in the Ikombagulu-Ifakara area.’

As stories have it, Mufwimi, an outstanding hunter, lost his way dur-
ing one of his hunting safaris in Ng ‘uluhe area, whose ruler was one of the
chiefs of a smaller Hehe clan named Mududa. Because of his hunting
experience admired by Mududa, Mufwimi was hosted by the chief Mudu-
da for many days. In accordance with the favourite subject of African
stories, the future of the Hehe tribe was influenced by love affairs. The
eldest daughter of Mududa fell in love with Mufwimi. As a result of this
secret love a child was conceived. But Mufwimi was afraid of Mududa’s
wrath. Therefore, he decided to return to Ikombagulu, but unfortunately
on his way back he was killed. The daughter of Mududa gave birth to a
boy named Mwamuyinga. He, too, became a famous hunter and fighter,
taking after his father. The chief Mududa loved his grandson and appoint-
ed him to be his successor. After his death Mwamuyinga ruled as Mwa-
muyinga I. Thus, around the year 1760, was opened up the way to the
establishment of the rule of a single Muyinga dynasty over the Hehe tribe
territory.

Up to the first half of the 19" century, Mwamuyinga I was succeed-
ed by chiefs Mwamuyinga II, Kitowa, Mudegela and Kilonge.®

’ Michael Musso, Mukwava na kabila lake, Eastern Africa Publication Limited, Dar es Salaam.,
1968, pp. 15-24.

* JLE.F. Mhina, Mashujaa wa Tanzania, Longman Tanzania Ltd., Dar es Salaam, 1981, pp.
1-3.
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