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Preface

MY INTEREST IN East Africa stretches back over a period of more than twenty years. During that time, I have traveled throughout the region and have studied topics as diverse as wildlife conservation; the British colonial period; military history; human rights; the social, political, and economic impact of famine and large-scale refugee migrations; and the proliferation of arms and guerrilla groups. Throughout these endeavors, Uganda has always held a special fascination for me, largely because of my inability to reconcile the disparities in that country. Uganda is lush and beautiful, and its people are kind and gentle. However, much of the country’s postindependence history has been characterized by unimaginable violence and brutality. Although writing this book has not stilled my curiosity about the contradictions in Ugandan society, it has afforded me the opportunity to record some of my own impressions of the country and to assess what the future holds in store for all Ugandans.

Many people have supported my efforts during the preparation of this volume. Robert O. Collins, a longtime friend and colleague from the Department of History at the University of California—Santa Barbara, read an early draft of the manuscript and offered many helpful comments. Roger Winter, director of the U.S. Committee for Refugees, also read the manuscript and allowed me to use many of his photographs of Uganda. Additionally, Jacqueline DeCarlo, project coordinator of the U.S. Committee for Refugees, assisted with the search for photographs. Rodger Yeager from the Department of Political Science at West Virginia University kindly reviewed the manuscript prior to its publication. During a recent trip to Uganda, Ellen Shippy, Thomas and Jennifer Underwood, and Thomas Spang, all of whom worked at the U.S. Embassy in Kampala, were generous with their time and hospitality. They also facilitated my understanding of the many problems confronting Yoweri Museveni’s government. I would also like to thank Larry W. Bowman, general editor of the Nations of the Modern World: Africa Series, for his many thoughtful comments and criticisms. Barbara Ellington, acquisitions editor at Westview Press, ensured that my efforts always remained focused on this project. Jane Raese, production editor at Westview, used her considerable skills to prepare the manuscript for publication. To all of these individuals I owe a debt of gratitude.
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INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK PROVIDES an overview of Uganda, a country that represents the hope and despair of modern Africa. The study begins with a brief examination of the factors and themes that have influenced Uganda’s historical development. However, the book will focus mainly on the postindependence period. During this era, Uganda gained the reputation of being one of Africa’s most violent and politically troubled countries. After seizing power in 1986, Yoweri Museveni promised to restore stability, rebuild the economy, and institute political reforms and a democratic form of government. Efforts to achieve these goals have provoked widespread controversy among scholars, government officials, and humanitarian workers.

Those taking a sympathetic point of view argue that the Museveni regime represents a fundamental change in the character of Uganda’s political leadership. According to this interpretation, Museveni and his National Resistance Movement/Army (NRM/A) have provided Uganda with its best and most effective government since independence. Pro-Museveni supporters defend this judgment by pointing to the fact that much of the country is at peace, there is respect for human rights and freedom of speech and the press, there is a functioning local government, and the economy is on the mend. Because of these and other achievements, many sympathetic observers maintain that the current Ugandan government could be viewed as a model for other African states struggling to improve the welfare of their peoples.

Critics, however, admonish Museveni for refusing to sanction multiparty elections, failing to stop government corruption, and pursuing an aggressive foreign policy, which many neighboring nations interpret as little more than an attempt to impose a Pax Uganda on eastern Africa. Advocates of this view contend that despite some recent political and economic improvements, Uganda remains a deeply divided society that could easily unravel after the end of the Museveni presidency.

Despite the controversy over the direction of Museveni’s revolution, there is general agreement that Uganda is undergoing a unique experiment that will determine the nature and scope of its political, economic, and social life well into the next century. Whatever the future holds in store, Uganda will remain a symbol of all that is evil and all that is promising in the human spirit. In this respect, it typifies many African countries that are trying to come to terms with divisive elements that presumably could be harnessed to develop better societies. But all too often these elements have degenerated into the worst sort of depravity, which in turn caused suffering and hardship on unprecedented scales.

To appreciate the challenges confronting contemporary Uganda, the reader must understand some basic facts about the country. Despite its agricultural potential, Uganda is desperately poor and the economy is overdependent on declining coffee revenues. Although it has been improved in recent years, the country’s transportation infrastructure is substandard and is one of the country’s major economic bottlenecks. Similarly, government services at all levels are minimal; in some remote areas of Uganda they are nonexistent. The presence of large refugee populations, which at any given time can number in the tens or hundreds of thousands, further strain the country’s limited resources. Although precise figures are unavailable, it is known that unemployment and underemployment rates—especially in cities, towns, and villages—are high among all age groups. As a result, many Ugandans with professional skills go abroad if possible. Other Ugandans who lack education or training have turned to banditry or other forms of crime merely to survive. Looming over everything in Uganda is the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) epidemic, which threatens the well-being of the entire population.

Neither Museveni’s regime nor any future Ugandan government will possess the resources necessary to resolve these problems and to break the destructive cycles of poverty, disease, crime, instability, violence, and refugee migrations. If anything, the country’s human population—which continues to grow despite the spread of AIDS—will slowly exacerbate the difficulties confronting Ugandan society. By the next century, the gulf between a Ugandan’s expectations and reality will be wider than ever.

This prognosis should come as no surprise to those who follow African affairs, as these problems plague almost every nation on the continent. For the generalist, however, this outlook may seem excessively pessimistic. No matter how it is interpreted, this book seeks to provide the reader with the facts necessary to understand one of Africa’s most fascinating nations.






1

THE PHYSICAL SETTING


UGANDA IS A LANDLOCKED COUNTRY located along the equator, about 500 miles from the Indian Ocean. The country is bordered by Sudan in the north, Kenya in the east, Tanzania and Rwanda in the south, and Zaire in the west. Uganda’s total area is 91,076 square miles, including 16,364 square miles of open water or swamp. The country is largely situated on a plateau 3,000 to 5,000 feet above sea level, dissected by many rivers, swamps, and lakes. Mountain ranges and other relief features are located on the borders. Uganda’s western region contains the western Rift Valley, the Mufumbiro Volcanoes, and the Ruwenzori Mountains, which are also known as the Mountains of the Moon. Lake Victoria constitutes much of the country’s southern boundary, and the highlands, which are dominated by volcanic Mount Elgon, mark most of the eastern boundary.




Mineral Resources 

Uganda possesses a variety of commercially valuable minerals.1 Copper, first discovered in 1906, is found at Kilembe, which is located in a valley among the Ruwenzori Mountains’ lower eastern slopes. There is a tin belt that reaches a width of 40 miles and runs northwest to southeast between two gold belts. The center line of the tin belt is located where the Ruizi River turns southward to join the Berarara River. Mwirasandu was the country’s largest mine, but operations stopped after thirty years because the deposits had been exhausted. Low-level tin mining is still possible in other parts of the southwest. Beryllium ore, used for nuclear energy and as an alloy with copper and other metals, is also found in the southwest. Although deposits are sufficient to allow Uganda to become a beryllium-producing country, a large-scale export market has never been developed.

Large gold deposits are located in two belts running northwest to southeast. The western gold belt, which has a maximum width of about 20 miles, passes near  Kabale. The center line of the eastern belt, which is approximately the same width, is west of Mbarara. Lesser amounts of gold can be found in the north near Kitgum and around Moyo. There are four low-grade tungsten (wolfram) mines in Kigezi District. However, historically unstable world prices have prevented Uganda from realizing a consistent profit from these mines.

Other minerals present in Uganda are columbium and tantalumores (Tororo); bismuth (Kigezi District); lithium (west of Lake Victoria); silver (Kitaka); galena (Kitaka); mica (Labwor Hills, West Nile District, and south of Kampala); and chromium (Karamoja). Additionally, the country possesses a variety of high-quality iron ores, including hematite ores (Kigezi and northeast Ankole); magnetite (Sukulu and Bukusu); thorium (Karamoja); barites (Ankole and Karamoja); asbestos (West Nile, Acholi, and Karamoja); diatomite (west of Katonga River); topaz (East Mengo); and graphite (Karamoja and West Nile). There are also garnet, talc, feldspar, gypsum, vermiculite, and potash deposits scattered throughout Uganda.2 In late 1991, the Ugandan government announced the discovery of cobalt in Kasese; the deposits were about 1.1 million tons and could earn the country about $228 million.

Uganda lacks commercially exploitable oil reserves. In 1985, the World Bank funded the Petroleum Exploration Promotion Project, which sought to help the country define its policy toward oil exploration and development. As part of this program, geologists carried out field surveys in and around Lakes Albert and Edward. These activities, however, have failed to locate any petroleum deposits.3





Soils 

Generally speaking, Uganda is blessed with fertile soil.4 Indeed, those in the Lake Victoria zone and in the Mabira forests yield two crops a year, making them among the most productive in the world. There are, however, some significant variations between northern and southern soils, largely because of different rainfall and land use patterns.

In the south, the most common soil is red loam overlaying a compact clay subsoil. Southwestern soils are browner. These soils are deep, up to 15 inches, and extremely fertile. Similar soils are located in the foothills of the Ruwenzori Mountains and on Mount Elgon. Another good soil is the deep red loam found over Karagwe-Ankolean rocks in regions with a 50- to 70-inch mean annual rainfall. The topsoil, which can be 15 to 20 feet deep, is a dark chocolate color and is found in Bunyoro, Mubende, and eastern Kyagwe. In general, the north has poorer soils than the south. The third kind of soil, which is present on low-lying land, consists of a dark humic top layer from 3 to 12 inches thick on almost pure sand. In its extreme form it is nearly uncultivable. Such soil is found on the Lake George plain, in Gomba, east of the Masaka-Bukoba road, and in parts of the  Lake Kyoga drainage basin. An intermediate form of this soil is located over parts of eastern and northern Uganda. It has a thin top layer and the subsoil can be hard and gravelly.
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Traditional housing (Photo courtesy of U.S. Committee for Refugees.)

Ironstone, which is also called murram, is present in all these soils. Normally, it is found as a nodular gravel or as solid ironstone somewhere between 1 to 40 inches below the surface. Murram makes excellent gravel roads. Solid ironstone, which is useful for building purposes, exists in large sheets in the central lake basin.

Soil erosion intensified after the introduction of cotton, which was cultivated on a million acres of new agricultural land. Cotton cultivation exposes the land to months of heavy rainfall and, until the plants mature, to intense sun. Large clearings for cotton cultivation result in the exposure of large pieces of land to soil wash. Since most farmers fail to construct cross drains, channels are created that carry away the best part of the soil. Despite this problem, erosion from runoff is minimal since most of the country is located on a plateau. Moreover, high rainfall speeds the growth of protective vegetation, which covers much of the south, and builds and restores soil fertility and structure.

Ever since colonial times, the government has sought to control soil erosion with a variety of reforestation and tree planting programs. Nevertheless, in 1968 forest reserves totaled only approximately 8 percent of the land, or about 5,770 square miles. By the early 1990s, the situation was worse. Theoretically, forests  covered only 7.5 percent of the country’s landmass; however, because encroachers had almost destroyed forests such as Kibale, Kisangi, Mount Elgon, Mabira, and Bukaleba, most foresters believed that the actual percentage was much lower.5





Climate 

There are six climatic regions in Uganda: Lake Victoria, Karamoja, western, Acholi-Kyoga, Ankole-Buganda, and Mount Elgon. Although they usually merge near their edges, each region possesses some unique characteristics.6


The Lake Victoria region is about 30 to 50 miles wide. Because of adequate rainfall, bananas, coffee, and several other intensively cultivated crops grow well. This region is characterized by a group of flat-topped hills, which range in altitude from 4,300 to 4,400 feet; swampy inlets of the lake; and a swampy valley. At the lakeshore the daily temperature variation is about 13 degrees Fahrenheit; 30 to 50 miles further inland this increases to approximately 20 degrees. Although some rain falls every month, there are two dry seasons: from December to March and from June to July. Rainfall is greatest during the March—May and October—November periods. On the shores annual rainfall totals between 60 and 70 inches and occurs between 160 and 170 days per year. Elephant grass is the main vegetation in the southern parts of East Mengo and Mubende Districts, nearly all of West Mengo, and the eastern portion of Masaka District.

Most of Karamoja is on a wide, flat plain at an altitude of 3,500 to 4,000 feet. There are a few hill ranges with peaks rising to 8,000 to 9,000 feet. The absence of adequate rainfall and good soil requires the region’s people to be pastoralists rather than farmers. With the exception of the west and northwest, much of Karamoja is semiarid. Rainfall is intermittent and averages about 15 inches in the dry regions to 35 inches on the western border. The rainy season is from April to August and the dry season is from November to March, when brushfires are common. During the dry season temperatures can be as high as 96 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade. In the rainy season high temperatures normally are about 85 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade.

The western region extends 30 to 70 miles inland from the Ugandan-Zairian border. It includes portions of West Nile, Bunyoro, Toro, Ankole, and Kigezi districts; and Lakes Albert, George, and Edward. The Ruwenzori Mountains and the Mufumbiro Volcanoes are in the southwest. In the northwest and southeast highlands, and the escarpment and hill east of Lake Albert, the elevation is anywhere between 4,000 and 5,000 feet. Temperatures can reach 90 degrees Fahrenheit or more throughout the region. Rainfall patterns are varied. Annually, the lake areas receive 34 to 40 inches, higher elevations get about 50 to 55 inches, and 60 to 80  inches fall on the slopes of the Ruwenzori Mountains. The dry season is from December to February. The rainy seasons are from September to October and from April to May.

The Acholi-Kyoga region includes parts of Acholi, West Nile, Madi, Teso, Lango, Busoga, and Bukedi districts. The area’s altitude ranges from 3,000 to 4,000 feet. There are few hills. The most prominent geographic feature is Lake Kyoga. The papyrus swamp around the lake moderates the climate. Annual rainfall varies between 35 and 50 inches. The rainy season lasts from April to October. South of the swamp there is a dry season from December to March; north of the swamp there is low rainfall rather than a dry season during June and July.

The Ankole-Buganda region, which is on a plateau, comprises much of Busoga, Bukedi, and Ankole districts and most of the former kingdom of Buganda. There are hills in the north and south and swamps around Katonga River and Lakes Wamala and Kachira. There is an average of 40 inches of rain per year. Rainy seasons last from September to November and from April to May, and the dry seasons are between June and July and between December and February. Temperatures are moderate.

Mount Elgon, an extinct volcano, dominates this region, which includes parts of Bugisu and Sebei districts. In the south and southwest rainfall can amount to 70 inches a year; the northern slopes are somewhat drier.




Forests 

Despite favorable climatic and soil conditions, Uganda has comparatively few closed (i.e., state-managed) forests.7 In the 1930s, these forests covered only about 1,860 square miles, which put Uganda in a worse position than any other territory in the British Empire except Tanganyika (now Tanzania) and South and Western Australia. However, Uganda also possessed thousands of square miles of savanna forests, which were not under government control. Over the years, the latter gradually diminished in size, largely because farmers had cleared huge areas for crop production and grass fires had destroyed or damaged large tracts.8 Despite this poor record, there are sizable forests throughout the country, especially in western Uganda, the Lake Victoria region. Smaller forests exist in many places, some of which include western Buganda, Ankole, Kigezi, West Nile, Budama, Bugwere, and Busoga.

These forests possess a wide array of species.9 In Busoga’s high grass savanna, for example, the mvule or Uganda iroko, with a bole that may rise to 70 feet and have a girth of 18 feet, dominates the landscape. The muwafu or incense tree resembles an oak. The kirundo or African upas has a slender white bole to 150 feet.  The mpewere, which can reach a height of 110 feet, produces red fruits the size of cherries. Other common trees include the African umbrella tree, the mahoganies, and the Uganda ironwood or muhimbi.

During the colonial period, the Department of Forestry, which was established in 1917, managed the country’s forests to produce a sustained yield of timber, poles, and firewood. The Department of Forestry also maintained eucalyptus and cassia plantations near all the larger towns to provide the inhabitants with fuel and building poles. Additionally, the Department of Forestry planted hardwoods such as mahogany and mvule and established cypress and pine forests in the western highlands.

After independence, Uganda’s forests were placed under increasing pressure by growing instability, an expanding population, and the collapse of effective government. 10 Agricultural encroachment, logging, charcoal making, and harvesting for firewood increased each year and caused widespread deforestation throughout the country. Neither natural regrowth nor tree-planting projects kept pace with the growing demand for forest products.11


After seizing power in January 1986, the National Resistance Movement regime promised to reverse these trends and to rehabilitate Uganda’s forests. In 1988, the Ministry of Environment Protection assumed responsibility for administering forest policy. The following year, this ministry implemented a six-year Forestry Rehabilitation Project financed by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization. The project, which is expected to cost $37.2 million, included a nationwide tree planting campaign and a group of three-year training courses for farmers, rural extension agents, educators, and women’s groups. As part of this project, the Department of Forestry devised a “set aside” policy whereby 50 percent of the country’s high forests and savanna woodlands would be set aside as nature reserves and buffer zones. These areas would protect Uganda’s forest cover, act as genetic pools, and offer refuges for wildlife.12 Other forest programs included the Sustainable Development and Forest Conservation project and the Development Through Conservation project. The government also worked out a $6 million afforestation program, financed by Norway, to provide the inhabitants of Kampala, Jinja, Mbale, Arua, and Mbarara with firewood, building materials, and electric poles. Several Western nations, including the United Kingdom, Germany, and the United States, also provided financial or technical assistance to the forestry sector. On 7 April 1992, President Yoweri Museveni launched the National Tree Planting Programme, which eventually will require every Ugandan with a piece of land to use 10 percent of it as a woodlot to stop further environmental degradation.13 He so outlined additional measures to preserve the country’s forests, including requiring Ugandans to use cooking stoves that burn less charcoal and wood, biogas and solar power in homes and institutions, and charcoal briquettes made from  coffee husks and other agricultural residue. Many ecologists maintain that unless these and other conservation measures halt the ever increasing destruction of Uganda’s forests, some parts of the country could turn into a desert by the turn of the century.14





Game Reserves and Fisheries 

Uganda has been home to an impressive array of wildlife. Some of the more popular species include elephant, lion, rhinoceros, leopard, topi, hartebeest, eland, and gorilla. In 1925, the colonial authorities established the Game Department to preserve and control the depredations of Uganda’s fauna. By 1935, there were five game reserves in Uganda, including Bunyoro and Gulu (1,800 square miles); Toro (200 square miles); Lake George (266 square miles); Lake Edward (216 square miles); and Damba (12 square miles).

Increased poaching, especially of the elephant, and growing demand for land for economic development convinced the colonial authorities that Uganda’s wildlife could be better protected by a national park system.15 Unlike game reserves, national parks had territorial integrity that was inviolable and could be changed only by legislative authority rather than by mere administrative decision. In 1952, the Ugandan government therefore created the Queen Elizabeth National Park (764 square miles), in the region of Lakes Edward and George; and the Murchison Falls National Park (1,504 square miles), which stretched for about 1,000 miles along the Victoria Nile. For the next decade, these national parks succeeded in preserving an impressive array of Uganda’s wildlife.

Unfortunately, this situation changed shortly after independence. Indeed, Uganda has compiled the most dismal and tragic game preservation record in postcolonial East Africa. Poaching initially presented the greatest threat to the country’s fauna. However, after Idi Amin’s military takeover in 1971, Uganda’s wildlife suffered increasingly from the nation’s decline into political, economic, and social chaos. Approximately 250,000 wild animals died at the hands of Amin’s senior military officers, who poached for skins, ivory, rhinoceros horn, and meat. This carnage continued well into the next decade, largely because subsequent regimes were unable to restore stability. Rebel groups often killed elephants and sold their tusks, using the proceeds to buy arms and ammunition. In addition, many government officials engaged in the trophy trade for personal profit. Lastly, thousands of displaced persons and refugees relied on wild animals for food.

After seizing power in January 1986, Yoweri Museveni promised to end the slaughter of Uganda’s wildlife. This proved to be difficult because the government allocated most of its resources to fighting rebels in northern, eastern, and western Uganda and to improving the country’s economy. By the early 1990s,  however, the Museveni regime had achieved some progress in conserving the country’s fauna and restoring Uganda’s tourist industry. On 8 May 1991, for example, the Ugandan government approved the establishment of the Ruwenzori Forest National Park and the Mgahinga Gorilla National Park.16 Additionally, there are plans to turn the Bwindi Impenetrable Reserve and Animal Sanctuary and Mount Elgon Forest Reserve into national parks.17 The tourist trade had achieved a 9 percent annual growth rate, with approximately 50,000 foreign tourists visiting Uganda in 1990.18 Despite these encouraging signs, the rehabilitation of Uganda’s national parks and tourism industry will be a slow process. Apart from continued instability in many areas, the country lacks an adequate tourist infrastructure. On 14 August 1991, the Ugandan government tried to rectify this situation by leasing Kyambura Game Reserve, which is the eastern buffer zone for Queen Elizabeth National Park, to Zwilling Safaris of Switzerland. The lease agreement stipulated that Zwilling Safaris would develop the reserve according to a plan approved by the Ministry of Tourism, Wildlife, and Antiquities. Considerable controversy over this arrangement emerged when journalists discovered that Zwilling Safaris had connections to South Africa.19


Poaching also continues to reduce Uganda’s wildlife population. Wildlife authorities must cope with ill-disciplined NRA troops as well as with criminals. During a 21 October to 3 November 1991 military exercise in Mburo National Park, for example, soldiers from Kaburangire Army Training Wing killed impalas for food and used baboons for target practice.20 In more recent years, the Ugandan government has succeeded in reducing poaching activities. This has allowed some wildlife populations, especially elephant, to increase. However, the government’s lack of resources will hinder efforts to restore the country’s wildlife herds for the foreseeable future.

Uganda possesses several lakes and rivers, which are stocked with nearly 200 species of fish. In the Nile system below Murchison Falls and in Lake Albert, the Nile perch, which can weigh up to 300 pounds, abounds. The upper waters of the Ruimi River, on the eastern slopes of Ruwenzori, carry brown trout, and the Suam and Bukwa rivers along the Ugandan-Kenyan border are stocked with rainbow trout. Other species common to Uganda include the tiger fish, barbels, and tilapia.

Commercial exploitation of these resources, which have been spared the destruction associated with much of Uganda’s postindependence history, is one of the most significant sectors of the Ugandan economy. In the early 1990s, more than 9,000 Ugandans were engaged in small-scale fishing along the shore of Lake Victoria.21 Fish are also an essential source of animal protein for Ugandans.

Despite its importance, the fishing sector has been threatened by several factors. Industrial waste from the Kilembe copper mines has polluted several rivers  that flow into Lakes George and Edward and the Nile River.22 Illegal harvesting of premature species and explosives fishing also endanger this valuable resource. In recent years, Lake Victoria fishermen have complained that they have nowhere to sell their catch because local industry cannot afford to buy or to process large amounts of fish. Kampala has also accused Kenyan fishermen of poaching in Uganda’s share of Lake Victoria’s waters. (Uganda’s portion of the lake is about 40 percent; Kenya’s share is only 5 percent.)23 The lack of resources will prevent the Museveni regime from resolving these problems anytime soon.24
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The Nile perch, an essential source of protein for Ugandans. Given the growing environmental crisis in Lake Victoria, the future well-being of this species is by no means guaranteed. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Committee for Refugees.)
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HISTORY


UGANDA’S HISTORY HAS BEEN DETERMINED largely by the divisions among its people. Linguistically, the country is divided between the Nilotic-speaking northerners and the Bantu-speaking southerners. Additionally, there is an economic rift between the pastoralists who live in northern and western Uganda and the agriculturalists who occupy much of the southern region. Political and territorial disagreements often caused tension and warfare between the ancient Ugandan kingdoms. Society also suffered from religious divisions as Islam, Roman Catholicism, and Protestantism competed for the loyalties of Ugandans.

The two most significant epochs in Uganda’s preindependence history are the precolonial and colonial periods. During the first era, which lasted from the Early Stone Age to about the mid-nineteenth century, Bantu-speaking peoples who had migrated from western Africa settled throughout southern Uganda, and groups that spoke Nilotic and Sudanic languages inhabited the northern and eastern parts of the country. Some of the more important themes that characterized this period include the emergence of hunting and gathering societies; the subsequent development of food production, ironworking, and toolmaking; the rise of kingdoms; and the movement toward centralized state formation.

The arrival of European missionaries, explorers, and businessmen initiated a process that culminated in the 1894 declaration by Great Britain of a protectorate over Buganda, a kingdom whose agents then helped the British subjugate the entire country. The colonial period, which lasted until 1962, revolutionized Uganda. Apart from thrusting the country into the world economy, the British introduced Western medicine, education, law, administration, and government. Many Ugandans collaborated with the British in these efforts, but others resisted attempts to colonize their respective societies.




Precolonial Times 

Details about the early precolonial period are sketchy and based largely on archeological findings and oral traditions. As early as the fourth century B.C., African cultivators, hunter-gatherers, and herders lived in the dense rain forest that surrounded the Lake Victoria basin. Intensive cultivation eventually destroyed almost all the region’s tree cover. The cultivators who inhabited the forest seem to have been Bantu-speaking peoples who, apart from their agricultural expertise, used iron technology to make weapons and farming tools. It was these cultivators who gradually forced the hunter-gatherers to move their homes to more remote mountain sites. By the fourth century B.C., the Bantu-speaking peoples had perfected iron-smelting techniques that enabled them to produce medium-carbon steel in preheated forced-draft furnaces.

The rise of kingdoms and centralized states was a slow process that occurred over several centuries. Clan chiefs ruled the societies that gradually developed in the Lake Victoria basin. Eventually, as a result of the widespread cultivation of the banana, the Bantu-speaking peoples prospered and formed nascent states, a process that was accelerated by the arrival of Nilotic-speaking pastoralists who were en route from their traditional northern homelands in the Nile River area to grazing lands in central and southern Africa. Although these peoples lacked sophisticated political skills, they had the military strength to subjugate the agriculturalists. Eventually, four kingdoms (Bunyoro-Kitara, Buganda, Ankole, and Toro) emerged to regulate the political, economic, and military life of Uganda.

Bunyoro-Kitara, which was located in west-central Uganda, was the first centralized state to emerge in Uganda. The legendary Tembuzi people initially ruled this kingdom, whose inhabitants probably engaged in a variety of pastoral and agricultural pursuits. From about 1350 to 1500, the Chwezi people, pastoralists who had imposed themselves on the agricultural population, established a ruling dynasty in Bunyoro-Kitara. Among other things, the Chwezi introduced a hierarchical administration controlled by a king (mulama) who appointed senior palace officials and local chiefs.

After 1500, the more aggressive Bito, a Lwoo-speaking people from southeastern Sudan, replaced the Chwezi—who subsequently migrated to areas that would become Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi—as Bunyoro-Kitara’s ruling dynasty. For the next several centuries, the Bito-ruled kingdom was the region’s dominant political power.1 Under the Bito kings, Bunyoro-Kitara established subdynasties in neighboring Bukoli, Bugwere, Bulamogi, Toro, and Bugabula in Busoga and in Kiziba in Tanzania’s Bukoba District. Raiding parties ensured the loyalty of these subdynasties and harassed other principalities such as Buganda, Ankole, Rwanda, Karagwe, and Busoga.

Eventually, however, revolts in the outlying parts of the empire that resulted in part from the expansion of the Buganda kingdom caused Bunyoro-Kitara’s links  with subdynasties to weaken. Kabarega, Bunyoro-Kitara’s king (omukama), tried to reestablish suzerainty over the outlying areas by creating new military regiments (abarusura). This strategy failed because secessionist factions in the subdynasties refused to recognize the king’s authority. The emergence of Buganda—a smaller, more disciplined and efficient kingdom—accelerated Bunyoro-Kitara’s decline as a regional power.

Buganda was a kingdom of immigrants. Some groups came from the northeast with Kintu, who ruled as Buganda’s first king (kabaka) from 1395 to 1408. Other people migrated from Bunyoro-Kitara for personal or political reasons. Prince Kato Kimera led this group of refugees,2 Eventually, Prince Kimera seized power and became Buganda’s first strong king, ruling from 1447 to 1474.

Unlike Bunyoro-Kitara’s omukama, Buganda’s rulers allowed for political participation by all clans and people. To ensure continuity, they identified a new king with his mother’s clan. When a kabaka died, a new king emerged from a group of eligible princes, each of whom belonged to his mother’s clan. This ensured that a single clan could not occupy the throne for more than one reign, as would have happened if a king was identified with his father’s clan.

During its early history, Buganda remained in the shadow of its more powerful neighbor, Bunyoro-Kitara. In Kabaka Katerega’s reign (1636—1663), however, Buganda more than doubled its size by expanding its borders westward into the countries of Mawokota and Gomba, Butambala, and Singo.3 By the early nineteenth century, Buganda had become the more powerful kingdom, and over the next several decades, it sought to destroy Bunyoro-Kitara’s remaining influence.

By this time, Buganda had developed imperial tendencies. The kabaka appointed chiefs to rule newly conquered territories, dispatched royal embassies throughout eastern Africa, supported the creation of an internal trade system, and deployed his army to neighboring kingdoms and trouble spots throughout the kingdom. Buganda also developed a highly refined sense of its superiority, which caused a backlash among other peoples. As a result, Buganda increasingly relied on military force to control its empire. According to Henry M. Stanley, the American journalist who visited Buganda in 1875, the kabaka had organized a 125,000-man army and a fleet of 230 war canoes for a single campaign.4 With the arrival of the British, Buganda’s fortunes increased as the kingdom’s officials became instruments of colonial rule.

Ruhinda, a leader of cattle-herding peoples, founded the kingdom of Ankole in a region known as Isingiro and became its first king (mugabe).5 This kingdom consisted of two groups: Pastoralists who belonged to the Hima people formed the ruling group, and the Ira constituted the less privileged agricultural population. After Ruhinda died in about 1446, his empire disintegrated into small, independent kingdoms. As in Ankole, Hima pastoralists and Ira cultivators formed two classes. For at least the next fifty years, Ankole experienced considerable instability as dissident clans staged revolts against Ruhinda’s son and his successor, Nkube.

By the seventeenth century, Ankole’s expansionist neighbors, especially Bunyoro-Kitara, posed a greater threat to the kingdom than internal dissent. Nevertheless, Ankole managed to preserve its security without losing much territory. In the early eighteenth century, however, a military force from Bunyoro-Kitara invaded Ankole and forced the mugabe—Ntare IV, who ruled from about 1727 to approximately 1755—to abandon his kingdom. Ntare reclaimed his throne after inflicting a defeat on the Bunyoro army on its return from Rwanda. The mugabe further strengthened his position by instituting political reform and by reorganizing the army. As a result, Ankole succeeded in expanding its borders north to the Katonga River.6


The kingdom’s growth continued for more than a hundred years, despite numerous succession struggles. The period of greatest expansion occurred during the reign of Mugabe Mutambuka (1839—1867), when raiding parties attacked neighboring states in the north and south. By the late nineteenth century, Ankole had reached the apex of its power; unfortunately, an outbreak of smallpox and a rinderpest epidemic weakened the kingdom and reduced its ability to resist the British.7


After learning that he would not succeed to the Bunyoro-Kitara throne, Prince Kaboyo established the kingdom of Toro in western Uganda in about 1830 and named himself king (mukama).8 He then defeated a military force sent by his father, Nyamutukura, who wanted to destroy Toro. The region’s people, who opposed what they perceived as Bunyoro-Kitara’s imperialism and domination, welcomed Kaboyo’s decision to create an independent kingdom.

Kaboyo’s death, probably in the late 1860s, caused a series of secession wars that lasted until the 1870s. Bunyoro-Kitara, anxious to exploit this chaos, launched several military expeditions to regain control of Toro. Buganda, fearing a resurgence of Bunyoro-Kitara’s influence, also competed for control of Toro. Machinations between the three kingdoms continued until 1891, when Captain Frederick (later Lord) Lugard, then in the employ of the Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC), signed a treaty with the kingdom of Toro. Apart from promising to protect Toro’s independence, this document installed Kasagama as king of Toro. Kasagama was favorably disposed toward Buganda, having spent many years there in exile. This suited the British, who in 1890 had signed a similar treaty with Buganda that provided them with a secure base from which to extend colonial rule to the rest of Uganda.




The Advent of European Colonialism 

Until the mid-nineteenth century, Uganda remained isolated from the outside world. However, coastal traders, searching for ivory and slaves, eventually established a settlement at Kafuro in the northern Karagwe kingdom. From this site,  trade routes gradually extended into Buganda and Bunyoro and parts of northern Uganda. However, the most important factors that ended Uganda’s isolation concerned the search for the source of the Nile River, which attracted an endless procession of European explorers seeking fame and fortune; Egypt’s desire to extend its influence as far south as Uganda; and the activities of European missionaries.9 In 1858, for example, Sir Richard Burton and John Hanning Speke10 reached Lake Tanganyika only to discover that it was not part of the Nile River system. Speke then traveled alone to the northeast, where he became the first European to see a lake that the Baganda called Nnalubale. He named the lake after England’s Queen Victoria and claimed that the body of water was the source of the Nile. Burton, who believed that the source of the Nile lay further to the east, later refuted Speke’s discovery.11


Speke, hoping to preserve his reputation, returned to East Africa in 1860 with fellow explorer James Grant. The two visited Karagwe and Buganda. After leaving Buganda, Grant continued to Bunyoro while Speke traveled to Urondogani, forty miles downstream from Lake Victoria. Speke then walked upstream a few days until he came upon the source of the White Nile, a cataract that he named Ripon Falls. The two explorers eventually returned to England via the Nile Valley.12 A “Nile duel” between Speke and Burton continued in the press and at Royal Geographical Society meetings until the former lost his life in a hunting accident on 15 September 1864.
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