


Above photo: Wild
Mpingo tree on farmlands
in the plains below Mt.
Killmanjaro.
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ABCP’s concerns regarding the future of African
blackwood stem from previous experience. Around
the year 1900, another tree used to make wood-
wind instruments became “economically extinct.”
or no longer accessible in the quantity or quality
to fulfill commercial demand. Cocoswood (Brya
ebenys, Fabaceae) used 1o be the “wood of choice™
for woodwinds, and though ic still grows in the
Caribbean jslands, it js rare and no longer a useable
source for instruments, according to Harris, who
serves as ABCP director (e-mail April 4, 2008).

Mpingo is a highly dense wood and oily in nature.
These properties make it ideal for insiruments chat
are subject o moisture generated by human breath,
according ro Harris. Also, “the best players seem to
prefer an all nacural-wood instrument. The ‘feel’
and warmth of wood in the hands of the player is an
imporcant componenc of the music produced and
cannot be scientifically quantified.” said Hareis.
However, while harvesting the mpingo, there tends
to be a 90% loss of wood during milling. Instru-
ments require a perfect piece of wood, and mpingo
has numerous small defects thac can cause prob-
lems in che manufacturing process. The ingrown
bark, knots, and natural voids in the wood may
cause problems during the scress of milling, accord-
ing to Harris. Some woodworkers like Harris will
purchase the piles of rejected mpingo wood, but
there is siill a large 2mount of wood chat goes to
waste. Harris practices ornamenral turning, a kind
of woodwork for creating products such as boxes,
perfume borcles, etc. He uses excess blackwood for
an ornamencal effect, since ic takes a brillianc polish
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and produces a brilliant surface. Examples of his
use of mpingo can be found at www.ornamental-
turner.com.

Overall Harris uses very little wood for his
company, but through ABCP he has helped fund
the replanting of over 200,000 mpingo trees since
1996. The organization also celebrared a milestone
in 2004 when ir reached 1 million trees replanced,
including several species besides mpingo.2

Some musical instrument makers have experi-
mented wirth ocher African woods to see how chey
would fare as replacements for mpingo. According
to Harris, mopane or mopani (Colophaspermum
mopane, Fabaceae) is almosc as dense as mpingo,
though it lacks mpingo’s special oiliness.

“The results seem adequate,” said Harris, “but
as far as we know, mapane trees do not exist in
overly large numbers. And if they were to replace
mpingo, they would likely have a limited duration
of commercial utility. Mopane, or any hardwood
species that are slow-growing and take generations
o macure, will begin ro decrease in availability if
used commercially without sustainable harvesting
methods or replanting programs for its continu-
ation.” In addition, a mopane instrumenc would
have a different intonation rhan an mpingo inscru-
menc to a musician’s trained ear and miight not be
as well received.

Below photo: Members of the Kilimanjaro Environmental
Education Group prepare to receive new tree seedlings in

their nursery, which is near Sungu Village on Mt. Kilimanjaro.
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