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An exampleof aratherlengthy paperby Dr. EdwardL. Powe(14 pagesb nearlytwice
the recommended length) is as follows:

OThe MrengZ Combat Dance Tradition of MoheliO

Country Briefing D The Federalislamic Republicof the Comoros(Oanecklaceof pearls
setin a turquoiseseaO)s an archipelagowhich rises abruptly from the oceanfloor
equidistantfrom the coastsof Madagascafmnd Africa slightly above the northern
entranceto the Mozambiquechannel.The archipelagoconsistsof four main islands
(GrandeComore,Moheli, Andjouanand Mayotte) and numeroussmallerislandsand
coral reefswith a total land areaof 2,236 sqg. miles. Though African in appearance,
Comoriansare actually a mixture of African, Arab, Malagasy,Melanesianand Malay-
Polynesianpeoplesunified by Islam, commoncustomsand traditions, dress,and the
Shikomorolanguagdga Bantulanguagesaidto be a dialectof Swabhili). The combatsong
and dancetradition discussedhere appearsin all of the islands,but | provide only
exampledrom the islandof Moheli, wherethe tradition bestthrives.Lying southeasof
GrandeComore,Moheli is composedof a single ruggedmountainrangerising 790
metersabovesealevel with anoccasional/olcanicconeandtheaccompanyindavaflow.
Theisland,which is approximately31 mileslong andtwelve miles wide, is very fertile
andhasgoodbeachesnumerouscoconutpalmsandmanyrivers. The populationof the
island is roughly 22,000 and its capital is Fomboni.

The Martial _Art - MrengZis only oneof the manydancedOcombagiames®@f African
origins. Others,which | havewritten about,include: Capoeirafrom Brazil; Congofrom
PanamaMoringue (from Reunion);and Ladjia (from Martinique). The Owhathere?
when?who? how? & why?Oof this tradition on the island of Moheli is briefly
summarized in the following chart:

What? A Bantucombatdancecalled mrengé ntsi that possiblyoriginatedin Mozambique
and spread,with the African diaspora,to Comoro, MadagascarMorengy) and
Reunion(Moringue). The combatinvolves a ritual challenge strutting, drumming,
dancing, singing, and a brief OanythinggoesGcombat mostly characterizedoy
punching, kicking and head-butting.However, in some places(in Mayotte for
instance)icking is limited or non-existentThe relianceon Gnagical medicines@s
also a featureof the tradition as well as the characteristicclenchedfist with the
protruding middle knuckle known assoma.

Where? | All overthearchipelaggAndjouan,Moheli, & Mayotte),but particularly (in Moheli)
in the villages of Fomboni, Ziroudani, Wanani, and Nioumachoua.

When? Practicedrom time immemorial,the sportcanbe playedanytime in the evening;but
especially after the harvest or for organized celebrations.

Who? Small boys, adolescentsand young and middle agedmen of daring participateas
fighters.

How? Mostly punching, but kicking, head-butting, and grappling also occur.

Why? For amusement, entertainment, honor and prestige more than for prizes.

Origins BWhile conductingresearchin Moheli, | askedmy host (the late Nafoundine
Attoumane)what was the origin of the word usedto designatethis tradition and he

informed me that mrengé derivesfrom the Shikomoroverb urenga meaningOtotake.O
MrengZ, he went on to say, means Otake him!O
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InterestinglyenoughNafoundinealsoprovideda Banturoot for OringaQthetermusedin

westernand southernMadagascafor wrestling). In Shikomoro,utria ringa meansOto
causea tripOandringa is Oatripping move.CLater, upon checkingvariousentriesfor

Orengafd Bantulanguagesl discoveredhatthatvery word (or somethingsimilar to it)

constantlyappearedvith meaningsassociateavith combat.For instancemdenga in the
Ovambolanguageof Southwesifrica meangOstrikehim.OSincethewordsmorengy and
ringa haveno etymologyin Malagasy(the languageof Madagascar)| concludedthat
both thesetraditionsare of African Bantuorigin. | might addherethatin otherpartsof

Madagascar (particularly the highlands), the word used for wrestling/ésdD.

The characteristicitsoma fist of Mrengé (as well as Morengy in Madagascamland
Moringue in Reunion)is formedby: 1) first openingthe handextendingall fingers;2)
thenfolding thelittle fingerinto the palm;3) thenfolding the secondinger into the palm;
4) thenfolding the middle finger half way suchthatthetip of the nail of the middlefinger
lies midway betweernthe first andsecondoint of the secondfinger; 5) thenfolding the
fourth finger; and6) thencoveringthefirst joint of the middle finger with the upperjoint
of thethumb.This fist is very importantbecauset is not only usedto punchwith butis
alsoutilized while struttingand dancing,aswell asin challengesandacceptancesf a
challenge.

Accordingto Salim Djabir (a local historian),Moheli wasfirst populatedbwell before
the sixth centuryb by black Africans, probablyof Bantuorigin, someof whom practiced
the cult of the eel and shark.Salimfuther assertghat the Bantu (whosecradlewasthe

Congoriver basin and the Guineacoast) had even at that time a well-developed
civilization with respecto socialorganizationagriculture animalhusbandryandfishing

andcameto the Comoroislandsbetweerthe secondandthe sixth centuriesNot only did

theyhavethreetypesof boatscapableof reachingthe Comoros(ngawa, canoeswith side
balancesshampa, rafts;anddou, largecanoeswith manypaddlesor a sail), but alsothe

currents and proximity of the islands facilitated such early arrivals.

With respectto Mrengé, Djabir says,it wasa very importantsportwhenhe wasa small
boy. In thosedaystherewerevillage, regional,andall island competitionsto determine
who the championswere. Thoughbig prizeswere given to the winnersandbulls were
slaughteredo animatethe tournamentsthe mostimportantaspecbf the festivalto many
wasthehonorandrespect victoriouschampionbroughtto his homevillage. Indeed the
villages of NioumachouaHoani,and Wala in Moheli becamewell known b he says-
more for their champion fighters than for anything else.

Djabir believesthat Mrengé was possiblya Bantu tradition broughtto Moheli by the
Washenz{Ounculturedpeople) andassertshatfrom the earliesttimesit wasconsidered
to be a @ance of slave®; for they were the only ones who practiced it.

Accordingto Aboubakar(a youngresidentof Moroni, GrandeComore,the only island
where the tradition no longer existsin full bloom), Mrengé derivesfrom nkode za
miorsyani Of nkode za itsoni (ritual neighborhoodights of GrandeComore).He affirms
that this gamewas in vogue some50 yearsago and consistedof organizedfighting
between the youths of one neighborhood against those of another.
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Little by little, accordingto Aboubakar this wastransformednto Mrengé, which was
organizedin the eveningand matchedopponentsy weight and age.He addedthat in

GrandeComorethetraditiondiedaway, butthatin 1995a certainMr. Buzini NaridjiduzZ
tried to resuscitate the lost art there.

My observanceof a Performance B My first exposureo mrengé wason February8”‘,

1995in Fomboni(Moheli) when at around8:00 in the eveningl proceededvith my
guideto a poorly lit intersectionwheredrumminghad beensoundingfor aboutthirty

minutesin orderto attractwould-befightersandspectatorsTherewere four musicians:
one playing a single headeddrum, two playing double-headedirums, and a fourth

playing a metalbucketwith two slits. The leadmusicianwasa mannamedMaholebthe
organizer and chief animator of the event.

In a lot adjoining the intersection,a circle of spectatorssoon formed aroundthe
drummers.Thoseresponsiblefor the matchthen delineatedthe field of combatand
instructedthe spectatorso standbehindthelines.Wheneveithe crowd encroachedn the
imaginarylines and refusedto respectthe demarcationthesemen (respectingneither
womennor children)viciously struckat the perimetemwith long sticksor switchesoften
striking thosewho reactedtoo slowly. This would causethe crowd to recede;but it
quickly returned to its original position.

The drummingcontinuedastwo small boys enteredthe fighting arenaand squaredoff.
As they furiously went at one anotherwith fist andfeet, the spectatorcheeredlf the
goinggottoo rough,however theywerequickly separatedby refereesvho thenstopped
the fight andreplacedthemwith two otheryouths.Thesefirst boyswere Othetestersof
the ringO and were, of course, not the reason why the crowd had assembled.

After this Otestingf the battlefieldOplderyouthsappearednddancedo the drumming

at either extremity of the arena.Sometimeghey prancedinto the middle andissueda

challengeby raising the ntsoma fist (with the middle finger of the fist protrudingas

describedhbove)andpointingit at a possibleadversaryWhena challengevasaccepted,
the two adversariesvould go to oppositeextremitiesof the arena,take off their shirts,

role up their trousersandsmearthemselvesvith sandor dirt from the groundnearthem.

All the while, the drummerswould keepup a frenziedbeatandthe principal animator
would sing songsaccompaniedy a group of young boys who provided enthusiastic
choral responses.

Therewasapparentlyno shameattachedo refusingthe challengeof a largeradversary,
but no one was entitled to remainin the ring dancingif he refusedthe challengeof
someonevho appearedo be a nearor equalmatch.Sometimest took a long time for a
challengeto be acceptednd,whenthe prancinganddancingcontinuedunabatedvithout
fisticuffs, the enthusiasnof the crowd dissipatedTo retainspectatolinterest,a person
who had dancedfor a long time, though he felt he was outmatchedwas sometimes
obligatedto accepta challengefrom anyonewho was approximatelythe samesize and
age.Thatis, whenthe challengeddancetrtried to flee the arenahewaspushedackin by
the referees.
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As far asthe actualcompetitionwasconcernedwhentwo boxersagreedo a matchthey
weregiventhreeroundsof approximatelythreeto five minuteseachto demonstrate¢heir
virility. Therefereestypically olderandrespectediillagers,intervenedvhenoneboxer
was clearly being dealt hard blows without landing any himself or when the fighters
became tangled up either standing or on the ground.

Therewere apparentlyfew rulesto the game,aseverythingfrom head-buttingo biting

waspermitted.Thoughkicking wasrestricted this did not stopan overheatedombatant
from employing his feet effectively. Sometimesa fighter evenresortedto outright

treachenyby eitherthrowing sandinto an opponent&faceandthenattackingthe blinded

adversary,or sneakingup - while his adversaryOlsack was turned - and dealing a

devastatinglow. This type of fighting could only be classifiedasvicious with intentto

maim or even Kill.

If oneof the boxerswasclearly outmatchedtherewasno needto continuebeyondthe
first round,anda fearful outmatchegersoncouldrun from thering to avoid punishment.
If that occurredthe crowdwould laughat him andcheerhis adversary After a match,
othermaleswould enterthe arena,dance andissuechallengesandthe cycle continued
thuslyuntil earlymorning.Typically, the olderandstrongerfightersappearedast. There
wereapparentlyno prizesto be hadby thefightersotherthanthe sheerenjoymentof the
competitionandthe opportunityto impressthe menandwomenin the crowd with oneOs
fearlessness and / or prowess.

During anintervalin thegame,| spoketo Mahole,the chief animatorof the competition,
andaskedfor aninterviewthefollowing day.He askedwherel wasstayingandtold me
he would comethe nextmorning.After havingseenwhat! felt wassufficient (abouttwo
hoursworth of fighting) | returnedto my quartersto rest.At 11:30PM, however,| was
summonedby a youth to return to the site, becausehe championswould soonbe
competing.

Uponmy arrival at the arenaMaholegaveme a chair within the battlefieldfrom which
to get a betterview and take photos. The competitionof the championswas truly
memorableand causeda deepimpressionin my psyche.l doubtif eventhe formidable
SugarRay Leonardwould havebeenableto keephis cool in sucha situation.After all,
therewere no Queensburyules,andfighting was not restrictedto punchingabovethe
belt. Moreover,thesechampionsvere more muscularand often aslarge (if not larger)
thanLeonardandwerereally out to kill. Unfortunately,becausef the darknessnot a
single one of the many exciting photos | snapped of the fighting came out.

| remainedat the competitionuntil 2:00AM andthenreturnedhomewhere(becausehis
wasthe monthof Ramadan) hada late evening(or shouldl sayearly morning) meal
consistingof musclescookedin coconutmilk, rice, fried fish, andgingertea.Needlesgo
say,Maholedid not showup for the interviewin the morningandmy subsequengearch
for him proved unsuccessful.
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Thatevening(2/9/95) Libo (a youth| meton the Arrahman) summonedneto witness
anothermrengZmatchorganizedoy Mahole. That Wednesdayight competition(which
lastedfrom 8:15 PM to 1:15 AM) was even more spectaculaithan the first and |

witnessedseveraldirt in the facetechniquesandtreacherousttacksfrom behind.The
young men grimacedfiercely in issuingtheir challengesand they assumeda truly

frightening appearance.

During the fighting (unlike in Nigeriantraditionalboxing), the drummersplayedwith
increasingenthusiasnmandthe crowd enunciatedyruntsand shoutswith eachblow that
landed.When children entered,during lulls in adult performancesand attemptedto
imitate the treacheryusedby the older males,they wereimmediatelyreprimandecand
stopped.Moreover,in the competitionsinvolving young boys (8 B 10 yearsold), the
refereesobligedthe adversarieso shakehandsafter the matchwasover, a practicenot
resorted to when adults were involved.

| askedMahole where he was that morning and he explainedthat he Owasotherwise
occupied.®leverthelesshe saidhe shouldbe availablein the afternoon) thenretiredfor

the eveningwithout botheringto eat.| wassoimpressedy the eventhat| resolvedthen
andtherethatit would be the centerpiecef the third volume of my Black Martial Arts

series.

An_Interview with Mahole P In the evening,l finally had my interview with Mahole
[Seephotoof manwith hatin top photoon page142] who providedme with alot of interesting
informationaswell asthelyrics to severabf the songsin his vastrepertoire Thesesongs
aresowell knownin the localethat childrensingthemfrom memory,often laughingat
the meaning of the wordResponding to mguestiongluringtheinterview,Mahole said:

My real name is Saindu Bakari and | was born in Mjimbia (Fomboni) about 30
years ago. | worked together with Toaimina in a MrengZ group in the Haute
Plateau for several years and started my own group here in Fomboni about two
years ago. We are twelve performers all together and we call our group &alaoOP
a name which has no meaning.

As for our musical instruments, they are five in number: 1) the dori, a small drum
worn around the waist that is played with one hand and a stick producing a sharp
sound; 2) the fuba, a large drum also played with one hand and a stick; 3) the
shingangwa , a medium-sized drum played on the ground with two sticks; 4) the
gadza, grains enclosed within two plates made from fiber; and 5) the garando , a
bucket played with wooden sticks. In the old days there used to be a ndjumari (a
three-holed flute); but since no one uses it these days it has become a thing of
the past.

We hold these competitions when a celebration is organized or to amuse
ourselves whenever we wish. The only preparation necessary is to advise the
members of the group of the event and find a water gourd and a place for the
competition. The people who clear the arena with the sticks are members of our
group as are the referees. The boxers are people attracted by the sound of the
drum and they may stand on any side of the arena that they choose.
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MrengZ, or MrengZ wantsi as it is also known, originated in Comoro when a king
of Fomboni desirous of amusement assembled his fighting men in the courtyard
and, wishing to see who was the strongest, selected one of them and said to
another: @nrengZ (You take him)O!After that fight took place, he would say to
another: ONowyou take himO!He kept on like this until he was sufficiently
entertained. The competition goes on even today. In Grande Comore, boxing is
called KwedZ, and when two groups fight it is called Shitso.

The best place to see traditional mrengZ is here in Moheli and also in Mayotte B
especially in a village after the rice harvest when a bull is killed and the invited
guests are served meat and rice. Sometimes the competition is so animated and
unrestrained that deaths may result.

Here in Moheli there are several animators like me. ThereOslencleau (Bamari), a
carpenter, who hold competitions at Wanani (Haut Plateau); Hamadu Isufu (a
chauffeur), who holds competitions at Howani near the port; and Sokoba, who
does the same thing at Wala in the south.

As to why people call me Mahole, itOsa funny story. You know what Mahole
means, donOyou? Well itOsa coconut whose meat is not yet hard. When | was a
young boy, | liked to eat mahole a lot. One day we boys went with the fundi
[teache] to the fields to work. When he went away for a short while, instead of
working, | climbed a coconut palm and ate a lot of the nuts. When the fundi
returned he saw my bloated stomach and, knowing what | had been up to, asked
me to look up at the tree. When | did as he asked, he kicked me in the stomach
and | vomited the coconut all over the place. From that time onward all the other
children called me Mahole.

With regards to the fighting, there are no rules and you can hit your adversary
anywhere. You can kick, bite, throw sand, and spit; anything goes. However, it is
considered bad form if you use anything but your hands to win. If a fighter has
had enough, he can stop the fight at anytime by raising his arms in the air with
the palms showing. Between rounds a fighter indicates he is ready to resume by
clapping his hands. If someone is badly hurt or killed during a competition neither
he nor his relatives have a right to seek redress.

As for the fighters, there is no training involved; but they do use magic charms
which they get from a fundi to protect themselves. MrengZ was once like a game.
When you heard the drumming, you danced and went into a trance . When you
got hit, you sometimes didnOteven feel it. Women come to cheer and support
their friends and relatives as well as to inform the referees if anyone has a
weapon; when females are there, the boys are even more motivated to fight.

As far as songs are concerned, | have composed many; but IOlgive you five now.
Since you asked me particularly about the song | do where | untie my collar and
pretend to be hot while the young boys sing and fan me, |10l begin with that one.
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Maholethenwent on to providethe Shikomorolyrics andthe translationin Frenchfor
the following five songs.The Shikomorolyrics appearo the left andmy proseEnglish

translation to the right.

Boina Mahole, Kiyama utswenda wa
babuliwe.

Walisha Iswara; walisha na Kurani.

Uarenga ndjumari wai fanya dini ya
shetani.

Mr. Mahole on Judgment Day, you’ll
be punished.

You've abandoned prayer, you've
abandoned the Koran.

You've taken up the flute and followed
Satan’s religion.

Mahole alewa nao mwezi wa tsumul!

Wadjemazangu na mtsemeta,
Mlemewe mwa lale!

Mahole is drunk during the month of
fasting!

My people, talk as you will
Until you get tired and sleep!

Aska wa Shetwani, Tahimida
amuwononi.

Musendra mbiyo mbiyo na ukuhu
muhononi

Aska ashitikiwa, aruku mraba ha
Mbabena

Aska and Shetwani, Tahamida has
seen you

Running with a chicken in hand!

Aska was accused and jumped over
the fence of Mbabena.

Kamaria na mnyahe wakwenda rema
kuni;

Na udjandja awufanya ka shuka mdjini.

Na militera nama pendarmu ya lala
Hawani.

Ya hipara sa ya shenda atolwa
koperan.

Mapaprape yatsambalia! Owal!

Kamaria and her friend went to fetch
firewood;

But by pretending she was lost,
Kamaria deceived her friend and didnOt
return to town.

The soldiers and police spent the night
looking for her in Hawani.

At 3:00 AM she was found in a house
in a neighborhood where foreign
workers live.

The bricks are dispersed; the truth is
known! O yes!
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Boina Asika shuka rena rihungalie T Mr. Asika, decend a little and be seen
Ampa wawe udjuwal To see if you know how to fight!
Tafadoili ushuke rena Please descend

Ringalie amba wawa udjuwa uwana. To see if you know how to fight!

As can be seen,theseare very short songsdealingwith negativehappeningsn the
community.The first two criticize the un-Islamicbehaviorof Maholeduring Ramadan,
the Islamic month of fastingand purification. The third songrevealsthe identity of two
boyswho stolea chicken(at leastone of which B Shetwani- is a memberof his group);
the fourth revealsthe secretof a promiscuousyirl; andthefifth questionsBoinaAsikaOs
willingness to fight.

They may all be called Osong®f ridiculeQin which the singer pokesfun at various
personalitiesa themethat is alsofound in other Black CombatDanceslike Capoeira
(from Brazil), Dambe (from NorthernNigeria), Ladjia (from Martinique),and Kalenda
(from Trinidad). A possiblereasonfor suchwordsis to causeanger,anemotionleading
to a disposition quite appropriate for fighting.

With respecto artisticqualitieswe notein thelyrics of thefirst songthevivid opposition
of leaving off the good (prayerandthe Koran) andtaking up evil (the flute andthe
DevilOgeligion). The secondsongproducesthis samevivid opposition:OyoutalkO,0l
ignore.Qn the third songnote the clever rhyme of amuwononi (Oshesaw youO)and
muhononi (OinhandO)Thatis Oyouwo werecaughtred-handed. the fourth songnote
how thefirst threelinesall endin GiiO(kuni, mdjini, Hawani). Note alsothe repetitionof
OdescendO in the fifth song.

Interview with Boina Rizik - In 19991 returnedto Fomboniand met Boina Rizik,
whosebattle nameis Shiongo(OthemeanoneO)He is alsoa boxerand composerfrom
Fomboniwho beganto participatein mrengé asboth a fighter andmusicianat the tender
age of eight. During those early boyhood days he played the kabosy (a stringed
instrumentresemblinga ukulele,for which seetop photoon pg. 143)to excitespectators
andboxersalike. By thetime hereachedhe ageof 21 he wasa fearedcompetitor. After
our interview, he offeredme an original compositioncalled Shamsi na Mwezi (OTheSun
and the MoonO) for publication in this text - the English translation of which is:

You two (the sun and moon) are in competition.
Every day you are lighting up.
And the sun verily sets
Such that its light is lost to it.
Mpr. Sabi, what you have done is not reasonable.
Mpr. Rizik knows what you have done.
He knows you have become the leader of another band.
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This songis actuallyanallegoryin which BoinaRizik identifieshimselfwith the sunand
his treacherousinderstudyMr. Sabi)with the moon. Thefirst time Rizik eversangthis
songwaswhenheandMr. Sabiwereplayingtogetherat a function.Needlesgo say,Mr.

Sabiwasnot only surprisedhathis mastertaddiscoveredis secretbut wasalsogreatly

embarrassed by the public disclosure.

More MrengZ Songs- While traditional Mrengé songsarestill in vogue,modernmusic
(playedby orchestrashasmadeits way into the competitions.Two of thesemodern
songs(both composedn Wananiby Mzi Kungou) are Msarabiyo (Complicity) and
Mharadzo(Refusal).Thanksto HaddadSalim Djabir (who transcribedooth songsand
translatedtheminto Frenchfor me), | can presentthe original lyrics and my English

translation of the French, below.

Msaribiyo

Iye! Oh! Ho! Ho! Ho!
Assalama salimina na mayesha
Awladi li watwani amina he!

(x3)
Leo woussiku wa mayoye
Mwenye shiliyo naliye salimina he!

He Wangu! Mwahima vavo! Ale nkombé!

Ne hika kamsiwana ale ngombé,
Hairi mdedzagnu mwalalé.

Na mlawe vavo wanzani, ale ngombé

Na ilo beya laho?

Kadjo hushinda harimwa kombe lazio.

Hayzo mgaliye hauzuri!
Ah! simama! Ale nkombeé!
He! Nahika kamsiwana, bora mde dzagnu

Na mwende mwalaleé!

Ah, oh, oho, oh!

May God give his protection and a long life
To our combative & patriotic youth, amen!
(x3)

Today is a journey of conflict.

He who has it, let him plant his foot and be
on his way!

Hey! You who are posturing in the circle!
Go champion!

If you don’t box, go Champion!
1t is preferable to go and sleep.

Abandon the ring, my friends! Go
Champion!

Are you equal in force with that one there?

After a customary feast you would eat
many more plates of rice than him.

Look at him well!
Oh! Let’s go Champion! Fight!
Hey, get out of this place! If you don’t box

1t is preferable to leave and go and sleep.
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Ouno mrengé! This is Mrengé!
Hounou, wandruouwana TV. Here we box like on television!
He Bamari usimnzigariye, mlegedzemwani! | Oh Bamri, don’t go into a clench! Release
him so he can box with you!
He Bayecha vinga wandruwaho hulé Hey Bayecha, go back with your boy
Nehika kamsiwana! If you don’t want to box!
He Nusufani, vinga wandruwaho hulé! Hey Nusufani drive the spectators
backwards!
Ah simama! Ale nkombé! Oh, let’s go champion! Fight!
Nehika wawe oudjouawanantsoma, If you really know how to box,
Ritso houwona lewo! We will see it today.
Ah! simama! Ale nkombé Oh, let’s go Champion! Fight!

Unlike MaholeOsongsof ridicule, this song(thoughthe teasingelementis still present)
is an encouragemento fight. We note also that it is much longer and that the
accompanyingnusicis playedwith moderninstrumentsintroducedfrom France.lts
structureandartistic merit is alsomore developedhanMaholeOsompositionsWe note
particularly that nearly every line endsin the vowel Oe@pronouncedike the Oaydn
OdayGandthateachline is divided into two hemistichesthe first possiblycounting12
syllablesandthe secondpossibly counting8, but sungin sucha way (i.e. prolonging
vowel length) that both line are of nearly equal duration. Note, also, the persistent
recurring metaphor in which the wordlombé (bull) is usedo denote a Champion boxer.

Mharadzo
Zino piya, tsi ouhambia! Ridje rilangadze | All that! I invited you my neighbor to box
ne ouharaya djira. but you refused.
Namoudjeni! Muringaliye mama! Come admire us Mama!
x2 x2
Kussoudi rikodja wano eikodja The reason for our being here is the game.
oulangadza.
Koulamoinagnahe kavendze nande dzahe This one doesn’t want to go before his
na lawe! sister. Go! Desist!
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Koulamshe wahekassidjiviwa nande dzahe
alale!

Allahu, ya Naswiru, ya Allahu ya Ne’ama!

Mtheso vilingovo diya.

Mwenzangoma nafe!

Mungu tsimusinde watu kariva karivoshea.
Amin he!

Mungu tsi musinde watu, amina, kariva
karivoshea. Salimina he!

Etc.

This one, well his wife isn’t happy. Let him
go to sleep!

May God bestow His Victory and Blessing!

The clan song and dance rivalry will soon
take place.

Let the jealous drop dead!
God gives and takes away. Amen!

God does not deceive people. Amen!
He gives and takes away. Peace!

Etc.

This song,by the samecomposeis alsoquite long andnot presentedherein its entirety.
It, too, is playedwith moderninstrumentsWe notein this songa clever reversalof
rhyme relating the first stanza(with lines endingin the patternOaa, a, e, eC))to the
second(with linesendingin thepatternOaa e, e,eOPthatis, 3 linesendingwith Oan
thefirst stanzaandthreelines endingin Oe(n the secondwith both stanzashavingtheir
two beginninglines rhymingin Oa.Mote alsothe referenceso God (Allah) in this and
the previoussongevenin genresof thistype.Godis, indeed,omnipresenandthereis no

place he doesnOt venture.

In orderto discovera bit moreaboutthe instrumentatiorandrhythmsemployedin these
songsl travelto Wanani(in 1999)wheretheselasttwo songsoriginated.While there,|

interview AyoubaMOHomaa memberof the UMZIKUNG band.Ayoubais 33 yearsold

and plays guitar accompaniment in the band. In my interview with him he says:

Our band is part of UMZIKUNG, a village association that was founded in the
19700sand that now has nearly 90 members. Of these only 20 or so members
are involved with our electrical musical band. UMZIKUNG is an acronym, in

which each letter represents a word. Thus:

U = utamaduni (tradition)
M = murwa (patriotism)
Zi = zifavi (devotion)
K = (Comores)
NG = ngwan (independence).

In the past, the musical instruments played during MrengZ competitions here in
Moheli were traditionally limited to drums and flutes. Beginning in 1994, however,
the electric band began to become popular at these competitions.
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Our band has three traditional drums, 3 guitars, a modern drum ensemble
(batterie), sound equipment, microphones, a synthesizer, three amplfiers, and
neon lighting. We have 6 singers in the group; two of them are lead singers and

the other four sing the chorus.

The rhythms we play are the same as in the past but they sound better because
of the amplification and the greater variety of instrumentation. Many of our songs
were written by members of the group; but we still sing a number of traditional

songs.

When askedto transcribeand translateone of the traditional songs,a group effort
producedthe following. Note herethat the bold italics constituteshe choruswhich is

sung after each two line verse:

Bakomdala tsio napare beya
Nakila kasimriya nashukeriwoné

Ruwa ruwa mwananya rudwadzaho
Usiliye deheli ya duniya.

Bua mrengé, bua mrengé!
Bakomdala asiwana na Marita he!

Ruwa ruwa mwananya rudwadzaho
Usiliye deheli ya duniya.

Nahika ufuritsohu dziha rihuremeye

Mrengué deheli ya dunyia.

Ruwa ruwa mwananya rudwadzaho
Usiliye deheli ya duniya.

Bakomdala, there he is. He is looking for a
match. And he who doesn’t fear, come
down so you can be seen!

Don’t cry! Don’t cry, my friend, don’t cry!
That’s the way the world is, my friend.

Open the boxing! Open the boxing!
Bakomdala will box with Marita.

Don’t cry! Don’t cry, my friend, don’t cry!
That’s the way the world is, my friend.

If you die, we will bury you and organize
A boxing match to honor your death.
That’s the way the world is.

Don’t cry! Don’t cry, my friend, don’t cry!
That’s the way the world is, my friend.

In singingthis song,| wastold, the namesof actualpresentlay boxerscanbe substituted
for Bako mdala (Oarold manOandMarita (Othenamefor akind of bird). Note how this
song captures the emotion of both sadness and resignation.

Performance with an Electric Band - What follows is a descriptionof a Mrengé
performancen Nioumachouan October13", 1999takenfrom pgs.56-590f my Black
Martial Arts, Vol 2: The African Indian Ocean.The event,which was organizedas a

fund-raiser by the youth of that village, started at 9:00 PM and ended at 12:00 midnight.

OThematchtook placeon what looked like a cementvolley ball courtandyou
only hadto payadmissionf youwantedto sit down.Knowing the nightwould be

long, | chose to pay for a seat.



©Ed Powe 2005

Seatingconsistedof a single string of chairsand benchedined up on the long

sidesof therectangulaterrain.The UMZIKUNG (Mzi Kungu)electricbandfrom

Wananiwith its battery,microphonesand amplifierswas presentandaccounted
for [See photo at top of pg. 144]. The bandwas locatedon a portablestage
directly in back of my seatnearthe front end of one of the long sidesof the

rectangularcourt; whereaghe large night lights were locatedon the sameside,

but on the opposite end.

The two opposingteamswere seatedalongthe shortsidesof the rectanglefacing
eachother.Herethe performancestartedwith boxersdoingdancemovesinvolving
characteristigracefulmovementf both handsandfeet. Ocassionalyheywould
raiseboth fists in the air, sometimeone,asa challenge Anothermoveinvolved
bendinglow at the knees[Seephotoat bottomof pg. 144] while makingrepeated
thrustswith both arms(oneat a time). Whenthe left arm was extendedhe right
arm was pulled back and vice-versa.

Although someof the boxersfeignedacceptancef a challengefrom a potential
adversaryto the point of taking off their shirt and sandalsthey would melt into
the crowd at the lastminutewhenthe challengemvasnot looking. Othersaccepted
a challengebut weresnatchedrom the terrainby friendsbeforethe combatcould
start.Still anotherboy acceptedhe challengeof onefighter but, whenhe emerged
in the centerof thering to fight, anotherstrongerboy (not the original challenger)
came out and the match did not take place.

Competitionbeganwith two opponentsquattingin the centerof theterrainfacing

eachother. Although the combatantausedtheir feet occasionally,noneof their

kicks seemedo hit theirtarget.Neverthelesst wasobviousthatthe fightersknew

what they were doing and employedmany interestingtechniquesand strategies.
They were not punching wildly and | was quite impressed.

Oneyoungfighter defeatechis opponentandwhenhe pursuechim to mock him,
oneof the defeateboxerOseniorfriendsdelivereda painful blow to the victorious
boyOsight rib cage.In apparentlygreatpain, the boy askedhis attackerwhy he
wasstruck,andhewastold thatit wasnot permittedto pursuea defeatepponent
nor to insult him.

However,anotherfighter, who was knockedover the benchesf the spectators
oppositeme, was continually punchedas he lay helplesslyamongthe spectators
standingin backof them.l took manyphotos,someof the spectatorssomeof the
controllers,and someof the dancing,but mostwere focussedon the combatants
themselvegfor which seepgs.57 B 60 of my Black Martial Arts of the African-
Indian Ocean].
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Conclusion - Thatendsmy discussiorof mrengé, anexplosiveOcombatance@om the
Comoroislands.The Ocombatlance@radition is not uniqueto Comoro,however for it
existsin different forms in Madagasca(Morengy), Reunion (Moringue), Northern
Nigeria (Dambe),Brazil (Capoeira) PanamgCongo),Martinique (Ladjia), Guadeloupe
(MayolZ), Trinidad (Kalenda),andelsewhereFor moredetailsaboutthe Ocombatiance O
tradition in Comoro, Madagascamand Reunionsee my Black Martial Arts II; for
Capoeira and Congo seemy Black Martial Arts llla; for Dambe seemy Black Martial
Arts |; andfor Ladjia_see myBlack Martial Arts llIb. Though these dances differ from
one another in significant ways, all of them have Black ancestral roots.
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