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Conserves Trees Used to Mal{e Musical Instruments 
By Kelly E. Saxton 

The African Blackwood Conservation Project (ABCP) is an organizarion focused on the re-plaming 
of Afric:ln blackwood (Dalbergia melanoxylon, Fabaceae), or mpingo as it is locally known in Tanzania 
in the Kiswahili bnguage. 1 The organizacion was co-founded in 1996 by James Harris, a Texas wood­
worker, and Sebasrian Chuwa, a botanist from Tanzania. 2 The wood of rhese trees is regularly used 
co create woodwind insrruments such as clariners, oboes, flures, and bagpipes.3 Though the tree is 
currenrly included on the International Union fOt Conservation of Narure's (IUCN) Red ListofEndan­
gered Species as "lower risk/near [hreatencd,"4 blackwood is in danger of being over-harvested, which 
could lead ro its eveIHual economic extinction. 
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Above photo: Wild 
Mpingo tree on farmlands 
in the plains below Mt. 
Killmanjaro. 
Photo ©2008 African 
Blackwood Conservation 
Project 
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ABCP's concerns regarding the furu re of African 
blackwood stem from previous experience. Around 
rhe year 1900, another tree llsed ro make wood­
wind instruments became "economically extinct," 
or no longer accessible in the quantity or quality 
[0 fulfill commercial demand. Cocoswood (Bryn 
ebmus, Fabaceae) used ro be rhe "wood of choice"j 
for woodwinds, and rhough it still grows in lhe 
CJribbeJn islands, it is rare and no longer a useable 
source for instruments, according to Harris, who 
serves as ABCP direcwr (e-mail April 4, 2008). 

Mpingo is a highly dense wood and oily in naru reo 
These properties make it ideal for instruments rhat 
are subject to moisture generated by human breath, 
according to Harris. Also, "the beSt players seem to 

prefer an all nJrural-wood instrument. The 'feel' 
and warmth of wood in the hands of rhe player is an 
important component of the music produced and 
cannot be scienrifically qualHified," said Harris. 
However, while harvescing rhe mpingo, there rends 
ro be a 90% loss of wood during milling. Instru­
ments require a perfecr piece of wood, and mpingo 
has numerous small defecrs thar can cause prob­
lems in rhe manufacturing process. The ingrown 
bark, knors, and natural voids in rhe wood may 
cause problems during rhe stress of milling, accord­
ing [0 Harris. Some woodworkers like Harris will 
purchase the piles of rejected mpingo wood, bur 
there is sfill a large amount of wood that goes to 

waste. Harris practices ornamental rurning, a kind 
of woodwork for creating products such as boxes, 
perfume bot des, etc. He uses excess blackwood for 
an ornamental effect, si nce it rakes a brilliant polish 

and produces a brilliant surface. Examples of his 
use of mpingo can be found at www.ornamental­
rurner.com. 

Overall Harris uses very little wood for his 
company, bur through ABCP he has helped fund 
(he replalUing of over 200,000 mpingo trees since 
1996. The orga nizarion abo celehrared a mi leswne 
in 2004 when ir reached I million trees replanted, 
including several species besides mpingo.2 

Some musical instrument makers have experi­
memed wirh ocher African woods [0 see how chey 
would fare as repJacemenrs for mpingo. According 
to Harris, mopane or mopani (Colophospermum 
mopflne, Fabaceae) is almost as dense as mpingo, 
rhough it lacks mpingo's special oiliness. 

"The results seem adequate," said Harris, "bur 
as far as we know, mopane trees do not exisr in 
overly large numbers. And if [hey were to replace 
mpingo, rhey would likely have a limired duration 
of commercial utility. Mopane, or any hardwood 
species thar arc slow-growing and rake generations 
to marure, will begin ro decrease in availability if 
used commercially wirhoLlr susrainable harvesring 
methods or replanting programs for i(s continu­
ation." In addirion, a mopane instrument would 
have a different intonation rhan an mpingo insrru­
ment to a musician's trained ear and might nor be 
as well received. 

Below photo: Mem bers of the Kilima lijaro Elivi rolimental 
Ed ucation Group prepare to receive new tree seedlings In 
[heir nursery, which is near Sungu Village on Mr. Kilimanjaro. 
Photo ©2008 African Blackwood Conservation Project 




