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INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK BEGINS BY DESCRIBING THE ROLE OF AFRICAN ARMIES IN PREcolonial times, when these armed forces or militias were essential to the maintenance and prosperity of their societies. These armed men—and sometimes women—fought for territorial expansion, tribute, and slaves; they also defended their families, kinsmen, and their societies at large with their cherished ways of life. And when they fought, they typically did so with honor, sparing the elderly, women, and children.


When colonial powers invaded Africa, African soldiers fought them with death-defying courage, earning such respect as warriors that they were recruited into the colonial armies not simply to enforce colonial rule in Africa but to fight for the European homelands as well. The French were so impressed by African warriors that they used them in the trenches of the western front in World War I, and African soldiers bore the brunt of German panzer attacks in World War II. Known to the French and Germans alike as Senegalese, they made a vivid impression on the far better equipped Germans: “The French fought tenaciously; the blacks especially used every resource to the bitter end, defended every house. To break them we had to use flame throwers, and, to overcome the last Senegalese we had to kill them one by one.”1


When independence came to Africa, African military men seized political power in country after country, ruling dictatorially for their own benefit and that of their kinsmen and cronies, not the people at large. The result has been catastrophic—civil wars, genocide, hunger, disease, economic collapse, and a steadily declining quality of life as well as life expectancy itself. In this book I review the history of sub-Saharan Africa’s armies from precolonial times to the present day. Although corruption, poverty, disease, and misery remain present in many African countries, there are positive developments that give reason for hope. Some military dictators have been removed from power and some new leaders have moved their countries toward prosperity and even democracy. In the chapters that follow we will examine Africa’s history as well as recent possible pathways to future well-being. Finally, we will consider what role Africa’s military forces can and must play if the future is to bring better times to Africa’s longsuffering people.






















1

TRADITIONAL AFRICA BEFORE THE COLONIAL ERA




MILITARY DICTATORSHIPS HAVE FLOURISHED IN MANY TIMES AND MANY places throughout history. Since 1950, there have been close to one hundred successful military coups d’état around the world, and dictators still rule in countries such as North Korea, Myanmar, Iraq, and Libya. Latin American dictators such as Castro, Perón, Vargas, Trujillo, Somoza, Stroessner, Noriega, and Pinochet have become infamous around the world for the brutality, corruption, and inefficiency of their governments. Latin America’s continuing widespread poverty is in large measure the legacy of these rulers. Elsewhere, single-party rule has achieved the same effects. But nowhere in the world have military dictatorships been more widespread or socially destructive than in sub-Saharan Africa.


Since independence, less than half a century ago, there have been hundreds of attempted military coups in Africa, many of them successful. With very few exceptions, the governments these military coups put into power have been corrupt, inept, and brutal. The result has been great wealth for the ruling elite and their generals but terrible poverty for everyone else. Consider one example among many. In the early 1960s, the economies of South Korea and newly independent Ghana were remarkably similar in structure and per capita GNP. Thirty years later, South Korea was an industrial giant with the four-teenth largest economy in the world and democratic institutions. Military coup–ridden Ghana’s per capita GNP was one-fifteenth that of South Korea, and democracy was a fiction.


Instead of the prosperity and well-being that most Africans believed independence would bring, much of Africa has experienced agony. As many African intellectuals have said and some have written—in a genre now known as “Afro-pessimism”—the postcolonial history of sub-Saharan Africa began with people’s euphoric initial expectations of independence, including the “paradise” many said they expected. But what they witnessed was a devastating series of disappointments, from military coups to political corruption, governmental incompetence, police brutality, and finally, in some countries, terrible ill health and almost complete economic ruin. One measurable symptom of Africa’s catastrophic condition is its HIV epidemic. Of the estimated 36 million adults and children living with HIV/AIDS in the world, over 70 percent are in sub-Saharan Africa; 3.8 million new cases were reported in 2000. Seven South African countries have 20 percent or more of their adult population infected with HIV/AIDS, led by Botswana with a 36 percent infection rate. Over 17 million adults have died of AIDS since the epidemic began in the late 1970s.1 As a consequence, the number of orphaned children is over 12 million and growing. For the seventh consecutive year that the United Nations ranked 174 countries around the world on the quality of life their citizens enjoyed, the ten worst countries in the world were all in Africa, and many other African countries also ranked near the bottom.2


Today, much of Africa is hungry. The United Nations Millennium Assembly of Heads of State that ended on September 8, 2000, found that of the 600 million people in sub-Saharan Africa, 200 million are chronically undernourished; 40 million children are severely underweight; over 50 million people, most of them children, suffer vitamin A deficiency; and 65 percent of all women of childbearing age are anemic.3 Many Africans are also sick. Thanks to the proliferation of drug-resistant Plasmodium falsiparum, malaria now kills 1 million African children each year. It leaves many adults so enfeebled that their ability to work is sorely impaired. Malaria is only one killer. There are many other endemic diseases such as bilharzia, tuberculosis, amoebic dysentery, hookworm, yellow fever, tapeworm, tetanus, and smallpox. In recent years, there has also been a growing epidemic of the deadly Ebola virus.


Although we cannot blame military rule for this problem, tobacco smoking is spreading so rapidly in Africa that an official of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has reported that at the current rate of increase, by 2025, smoking-related diseases will lead to more deaths in Africa than AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, maternal mortality, auto crashes, and homicides combined. African nations have done little to combat smoking, in part because most of the people best able to educate the general public—doctors, ministers, and teachers—are heavy smokers themselves.4 And so are the military men who both make and enforce governmental policy.


Few countries in the sub-Saharan region are truly democratic, and only two countries, Botswana and Mauritius, have been both staunchly democratic and relatively prosperous since independence. Some have adopted democratic institutions and have made economic progress, but many countries have done neither. Instead, military coups by men such as Amin, Doe, Abacha, Mobutu, and many others fabulously enriched small elites, including army generals, while impoverishing almost everyone else. Africa today is in chaos thanks to the incompetence and corruption of its military leaders, government officials, and civil servants. It is also plagued by divisive tribal competition. Africa has a foreign debt of over $400 billion with an annual service charge of 40 percent. In many countries, people are controlled by ruthless military and security forces who arrest, detain, torture, and kill without any judicial restraint. What is more, Nigeria, Zaire, Somalia, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, among others, have provided the world with examples of military conflict that led to horrific civil wars. The civil war in Sudan that began in 1955 continues to this day. Its death toll exceeds that of the conflicts in Afghanistan, Algeria, Bosnia, Chechnya, Kosovo, and Somalia combined. Although the military-led genocide carried out in Rwanda and Burundi in 1994 was largely ignored, it was one of the worst to take place anywhere on earth since the Holocaust.


Since independence, some African armies and many rebel militias have justly earned a reputation for savagery, for the slaughter of helpless women and children, for rape, looting, and destruction of every kind. In armed combat, however, few have provided evidence of either discipline or courage. Capable of torturing and murdering any number of unarmed civilians, including anyone who criticized the government or belonged to an opposing ethnic group, they have demonstrated little appetite for fighting well-armed foes. The world has watched Africa’s military coups, civil wars, and genocides with a mixture of horror and indifference, sometimes standing aside, other times urging action, now and then spending huge sums of money with little apparent effect except to enrich the elites that have misappropriated them. International agencies such as the UN Security Council rarely took effective military action to end a crisis. Yet African leaders continued to spend heavily to support their armies. For example, in 1991, when substantial foreign aid still came to Africa, African governments spent $8 billion of the $10 billion that they received that year on their military establishments.5


Since receiving their independence from colonial rule, the great majority of countries in sub-Saharan Africa have been ravaged by the rule of brutal and corrupt governments, most of them achieving power through military coups d’état or rigged elections, not free and open elections. And it has been a rarity for a military coup in Africa to produce a government that was able to develop a viable economy. Instead, these military governments have typically reduced their economies to chaos, enriching their leaders and their supporters, while they detained, tortured, and killed those who opposed them. The caricature of the corrupt, self-important African leader has become so exaggerated and so commonplace that it was possible for Blaine Harden to publish an article in the Washington Post that described “His Excellency the African Leader,” as follows:




His face is on the money (the national currency). His photograph hangs in every office in the realm. His ministers wear gold pins with tiny photographs of him on the lapels of their tailored pinstripe suits. He names streets, football stadiums, hospitals and universities after himself. He carries a silver-inlaid ivory mace, or an ornately carved walking stick, or flywhisk, or chiefly stool. He insists on being called “doctor” or “conqueror” or “teacher” or “the big elephant” or “the number one peasant” or “the wise old man” or “the national miracle” or “the most popular leader in the world.” His every pronouncement is recorded on the front page. He sleeps with the wives and daughters of powerful men in the government. He shuffles ministers without warning, paralyzing policy decisions as he undercuts pretenders to his throne. He scapegoats minorities to shore up popular support. He bans all political parties except the one he controls. He rigs elections. He emasculates the courts. He cows the press. He stifles academia. He goes to church … He is—and makes sure that he is known to be—the richest man in the country. . . . His rule has one overriding goal: to perpetuate his reign as Big Man.6





In the decade since this devastating but all too accurate depiction, many African leaders have continued to conform to this stereotype and some have become even more bizarre and brutal. In Gabon, President Omar Bongo was driven everywhere in a gold-plated Cadillac followed by a silver-plated ambulance. When Sani Abacha seized power in Nigeria in 1993, the resulting butchery outdid anything previously seen in that coup-ravaged country.7






IS MILITARY DICTATORSHIP TRADITIONAL IN AFRICA?




The caricature of African leaders like the one in the Washington Post  has been accepted by many in Africa, as well as elsewhere, as a “natural” continuation of the traditional role of African leaders in precolonial times. Many African dictators have attempted to justify their conduct by insisting that African leaders had always been autocrats who grew wealthy and then divided some of the spoils of their tyrannical power among their faithful followers. This is a misreading of history. In reality, traditional African leaders rarely conformed to this “Big Man” caricature. The powers of traditional leaders were greatly limited even in the most powerful kingdoms where these kings—and occasionally queens—ruled by consensus, not by decree or force. Autocracy was foreign to most of Africa before European colonial rulers began the process of indoctrination that led to the creation of leaders like the “Big Man” described above. In virtually all African societies from the smallest and least complex to the largest kingdoms known, autocracy was impermissible. All of these societies treasured consensus above anything else. Rarely was anyone resembling the modern dictator who rules absolutely and without social restraints tolerated in traditional African life, and then only for brief periods of time.


Before European conquest, sub-Saharan Africa was scarred by deadly diseases and episodes of hunger, infant mortality, slavery, warfare, and other socially disruptive practices and forces such as fear of witches. Droughts plagued some regions while floods devastated others. Although some highland areas enjoyed a cool, temperate climate, in most parts of Africa people sweltered in intense heat, suffered from malaria and other fevers, and lived in fear of dangerous animals, fearsome gods, and poisonous snakes. Nevertheless, African populations spread across the continent as well as to Madagascar off the east coast. For the most part, the societies they created managed to feed themselves, maintain social order, make life meaningful for almost all of their people, and even grow and expand. They did all this by emphasizing their cherished ethnic values, virtues, and religious beliefs. All these give people joy, strength, and a reason to live, but they can also create antagonisms with neighbors, and conflict sometimes was the result. The tribal loyalty that has plagued postcolonial Africa as “tribalism” was an established part of its precolonial heritage, both for better and for worse.


Of course, sub-Saharan Africa then, as now, was anything but homogeneous. There were light-skinned San people in the desert regions of southern African who lived primarily by hunting and gathering, and smaller, darker Pygmies who lived in forested regions and also depended on gathering and hunting for their livelihood. In other parts of Africa, south, east, and north, people lived primarily by herding animals, principally cattle, sheep, and goats. In some societies, fishing was important. Elsewhere, particularly in central and west Africa, people based their economies on horticulture, growing a wide variety of crops for their own consumption and for trade with their neighbors. There was a long history of Muslim influence from the north and east of Africa and Arabs took African slaves in these areas, just as they do in Sudan and Mauritania to this day. Chinese visited East Africa long before there was a European presence anywhere along Africa’s coastal regions, and European slavers plied their trade in Africa for centuries before any European nation seized power in Africa.


While generalizations about the nature of traditional African culture and institutions have to be made with many qualifications, in general it is accurate to say that these societies emphasized cooperation among family members, kinsmen, lineage mates, and neighbors. They believed in powerful supernatural forces, some of them benevolent and many others malign. They lived in a world in which sorcery and witchcraft created fear, as well as a world in which religious beliefs, rituals, and leaders provided protection against supernatural harm. Harmony was important and was almost always maintained. With few exceptions, men dominated women, but women dominated the economies of almost all of these societies, being the principal producers, processors, and marketers of food.


Although men dominated women in most of these societies, women had rights to deal forcibly with husbands who mistreated them. They were allowed to bring complaints against them in native courts or before councils of elders, and even to join together to heap verbal abuse and physical punishment on a particularly remiss husband. In some societies the process was called “sitting on a man.”8 Women also dominated markets that were extremely important places and occasions, not only to exchange a variety of goods but to have social intercourse, allowing people to meet one another, gossip, keep abreast of local affairs, entertain themselves, and even meet strangers from other societies. Markets were sites for marriages and festivals in many parts of Africa, and markets almost everywhere in Africa were controlled by women.


Some small African societies lacked chiefs or headmen, creating a strikingly egalitarian world, but most societies had a political leader such as a chief or a king. These leaders were always under the powerful influence of counselors, sometimes in the form of a council of elders, sometimes as members of the same lineage, sometimes as influential relatives or friends. Most very small societies had neither police nor courts, and their people sat down together to resolve issues as unanimously as possible. Their discussions could certainly be heated, as they were among the Mbuti Pygmies of Zaire, but other societies, such as most of those in southern Africa, actually had courts in which the chief served as prosecutor and chief justice. All adult men of these societies would freely participate in all court sessions, having the right to cross-examine parties before the court and express their opinions about what the verdict ought to be. There were no advocates or attorneys in the Western sense, but persons who supported the accused were free to speak on his or her behalf and often did so. Some societies chose juries for each separate case. In addition to these systems of adjudicating disputes, in all African societies there were clear understandings about property rights involving labor, bride wealth, the right to borrow a cow, the right to fish in certain areas, the appropriate action to take when adultery was discovered, and the rotating credit unions that frequently served women rather than men. All of these societies had unwritten constitutions that served to safeguard the rights of individuals, groups, ethnic minorities, and even certain kinds of slaves.


In small hunter-gatherer societies like the Mbuti Pygmies or Kung-San, where there was no formal position of headman or chief, a band might look to an influential older man to determine when they should move to a different area, where they should hunt, or how they should deal with an emergent problem. But these decisions were reached by consensus based on discussions among all adults, including women who sometimes spoke with great effectiveness. Occasionally, an individual would attempt to usurp authority, but as Colin Turnbull graphically described, such efforts among the Mbuti were met by ridicule, ostracism, and defeat.9 Such small societies, then, were exceptionally egalitarian. There was nothing even slightly resembling an authoritarian role that any individual could fill.


Pastoral societies, on the other hand, typically had a chief or headman with general responsibility for the group’s social, political, and economic well-being. Nevertheless, leadership was based on consultation with members of the group, and the leader’s conclusions were typically rendered in the form of advice rather than commands. For example, among the pastoralist Wodaabi, a sub-group of the Fulani in northern Nigeria, a headman “does not command, he advises, as is best seen in the conferences preceding pastoral moves. His duty is to elicit all forms of evidence from the youngest herdsboy to the eldest herder, and to sum up the feeling of the group. Thereafter, any householder can go where he will without restraint and with no ill feeling.”10


A few pastoral societies, like the Zulu in southeastern Africa, gave their chiefs greater authority than this, but most pastoral societies were like the Fulani in that consensus ruled and no individual chief had any dictatorial power. Most horticultural societies, like the Kikuyu in Kenya, gave leadership authority to a council of elders, chosen from all members of the community. These councils met to resolve problems or formulate necessary actions in the presence of as many members of the society as wished to participate. Once again, discussion could be prolonged and spirited, occasionally marked by a dissenting individual who showed displeasure by turning around and sitting with his or her back to the council members. Similarly, lineages had their own councils as did districts, again typically presided over by older members of these groups. Most often these positions of authority depended on personal merit rather than inheritance. As Jomo Kenyatta wrote about the Kikuyu, “In the eyes of the Kikuyu people, the submission to the despotic rule of any particular man or group, white or black, is the greatest humiliation to mankind. . . . the changing of government in rotation through a peaceful and constitutional revolution, is still ingrained in the minds of the Kikuyu people.”11 However, some years later, when Kenyatta took power in newly freed Kenya, he became authoritarian himself.


Despite deep cultural convictions like these, a few traditional African political leaders are known to have attempted to take over dictatorial powers. It was rare for anyone to succeed because lineage leaders, age mates, councils of elders, and even close family members typically intervened to remove the budding autocrat, sometimes killing him. A well-known example of temporary success was Shaka of the Zulu, who rose from humble beginnings to become not only a great warrior but an innovator who changed the very nature of Zulu warfare. Such wars had previously involved relatively bloodless cattle raids fought by spear-throwing warriors, but Shaka transformed them into deadly killing matches in which foot-toughened soldiers were forced to abandon their sandals so they could run faster than their enemies and use deadly, short stabbing spears that required great courage rather than throw longer traditional spears at a relatively safe distance. These new warriors routed their opponents, often killing hundreds, even thousands, sometimes including women and children who had previously been spared in Zulu warfare.


The tall, powerful, highly intelligent Shaka soon assumed regal power as paramount chief, ruling with an iron fist as no Zulu had ever done before. As a number of European visitors witnessed, on any ceremonial occasion he might order the deaths of many merely by snapping his fingers, and sometimes he ordered the slaughter of hundreds. There were no obvious reasons for his orders; some people were killed because they made him laugh when he felt serious or they sneezed while he was eating. As one historian noted, the people he killed meant no more to him than ants.12 In 1824, while several Englishmen were visiting him, he was very nearly assassinated by a spear thrust. After the alleged assassins were caught and killed, Shaka’s reign grew even more capriciously violent, as he often ordered executions for no discernible reason.


In 1827 his beloved mother, Nandi, died. After sobbing over her corpse for some time, he rose and shouted out an order that led to an outbreak of hysterical lamentations among a gathering of perhaps 15,000 people. As if to show Shaka that they shared his grief, the huge crowd began to attack one another in homicidal hysteria. A British visitor who knew Shaka and the Zulu well after several years as their guest, witnessed the madness at a distance. He estimated that seven thousand were killed.13 Despite Shaka’s near deification, this was too much. Two of his brothers caught him unaware and plunged spears into his sides. As he fell, dumbfounded, he cried, “‘Children of my father, what is wrong?’” He did not die with courage or dignity. While he lay dying, he screamed for mercy and promised to serve under his brothers if they spared him.14


The Zulu chief, like the chiefs of similar tribes in southern Africa, was a symbol of tribal unity and strength. He could serve as judge, guardian of the law, leader in war, or priest and diviner. One Zulu woman served as chief because it was believed that she could bring rain when it was needed. There were also some powerful African queens such as the famous, warlike Queen Jinga of the Ngola and Queen Aminatu of the Hausa. These monarchs or chiefs received ceremonial honors and were regarded with great respect on public occasions. He or she was expected to treat visitors regally, supplying food and drink to all who visited on official business, including regiments of the army once they were called to active duty. The monarch or chief received gifts from most members of the society, but he or she held this wealth in trust for the tribe as a whole and could not pass it down to children or relatives. It would be used for the welfare of the society in the future. Except for Shaka during his tyrannical reign, chiefs were not only guided by their advisers but controlled by them.






THE ILLUSION OF TRADITIONAL AUTOCRACY


The Kingdom of Dahomey in what is now Benin was one of only a handful of African societies that had a full-time professional army. It is said to have been unique because it was an absolute autocracy. A British surgeon who visited the kingdom in 1803 wrote, “It is a monarchy the most unlimited and uncontroled [sic] on the face of the earth.”15 Other European visitors reached the same conclusion, as did a French historian:




The Dahomean form of government is an uncontrolled, absolute monarchy without limitations. This permits all sorts of abuses on the part of the king. His smallest caprice is a law to which all his subjects, from the highest to the lowest, must submit without murmuring. And he changes the statutes at the whim of his fancy. Far from accepting the wise counsel which those surrounding him are able to give because of their age and experience, the sovereign listens only to his own desires.16





More recently, another historian concluded that “the Abomey kingdom in the nineteenth century constituted an almost perfect example of absolute monarchy.”17


Although visiting Europeans were required merely to bow in the king’s presence, Dahomeans, of all ranks and ages, always threw themselves face down on the ground. And if that were not a sufficient sign of obeisance, they then scooped either mud or red dust (depending on the season of the year) all over themselves before kissing the ground. And all this was required from people for whom cleanliness was almost sacred. The king never acknowledged these acts of submission, merely moving along, always guarded by armed, full-time women soldiers—“Amazons” as they were known to Europeans. The king’s wives had to be honored as well. When any of the king’s thousands of wives left the royal palace for any reason, and they often did, they were accompanied by female slaves who rang bells to warn of their approach. All men, including Europeans, had to move away from their path and turn their backs.


The king and his wives, along with his Amazons—perhaps 8,000 people in all—lived in regal luxury within a walled palace that provided visible evidence of grandeur by its size and ornate decorations. Except for the king and scores of eunuchs, no man was permitted inside the palace after sunset. The king’s majesty was also celebrated by a host of massive parades in which bands played followed by ornately uniformed soldiers who marched, danced, and then prostrated themselves before the king. They were followed by a seemingly endless procession of people who passed by a huge audience carrying visible evidence of his wealth in every form imaginable from cowry shells—Dahomean money—and all sorts of cloth, china, silverware, furniture, and other European gifts, to impressive displays of gold and silver. Eunuchs and bards, all dressed as women, then sang the king’s praises, listed his many titles, and proclaimed his greatness in the most extravagant terms imaginable. Sometimes the king was carried behind his soldiers in an elaborate palanquin or an enclosed cab under huge umbrellas while being fanned by parasols.


Witnesses to these extravagant portrayals of the king’s majesty could hardly fail to be impressed, but his seemingly autocratic right to kill was for many European visitors even stronger evidence of his unlimited power. He seemingly could and did order the execution of criminals without any visible judicial proceedings. During an annual ceremony he dramatically ordered the public beheading of scores of people—almost all of them slaves or criminals—while huge crowds looked on, waiting for the headless corpses to be thrown among them. Usually the king merely ordered the sacrifices, but sometimes he wielded the deadly sword himself. One king explained his role in these executions as follows:




You have seen me kill many men at the Customs. . . . Some heads I order to be placed at my door; others to be strewed about the market-place, that people may stumble upon them when they little expect such a sight. This gives a grandeur to my Customs, far beyond the display of fine things which I buy. This makes my enemies fear me, and gives me such a name in the bush [countryside].18





In reality, this image of unlimited power was a sham. Dahomean kings and their courts worked ceaselessly to convince their subjects that the king was all-powerful, but in the 1860s, when the king’s portrayal of majesty was at its height, a visitor, Sir Richard Burton, saw through the king’s pretense of absolute power, writing that “collectively, [his ministers, war captains, and priests] are too strong for him, and without their cordial cooperation he would soon cease to reign.”19 Recently John C. Yoder has shown compellingly that Dahomean kings were far from being arbitrary autocrats.20 He demonstrated that they were shrewd politicians who survived in office by meeting the complicated and competing needs of various coalitions. Yoder showed that by the middle of the nineteenth century, and no doubt earlier as well, Dahomey’s annual “customs” ceremony was not simply the religious ceremony it was thought to be by European visitors, but an annual political meeting similar to that of a Western legislative assembly.21 Each year, dignitaries from all over the kingdom were required to attend this ceremony.




In all their finery, accompanied by armed retainers, they arrived in Abomey to take part in what was known as the Great Council. For several weeks some 300 delegates from all parts of the country debated and decided issues of national importance. The delegates included the highest-ranking ministers, leaders of the royal lineage, high-ranking wives and even wealthy Brazilian slave traders, some of whom had enormous influence. There were also middle-level officials, army officers, village chiefs, tax collectors, and famous soldiers of both sexes, especially Amazons.22






. . . The Great Council held legislative sessions focused on diplomacy, defense, economic priorities, and military planning as well as the promotion and demotion of officials. The politicking that continued throughout this time took place during almost every free moment, especially during evenings. Instead of smoke-filled rooms, prominent Dahomean delegates set up their stools and colorful umbrellas in the open air, where they did in fact smoke their pipes while they greeted well-wishers and listened to their complaints and requests for favors.23





The sessions of this Great Council could be intense and candid. The king listened to most of the debates and gave public voice to the council’s final consensus, but he could not act without the support of the council. A strong case has been made that by the mid-nineteenth century, and perhaps earlier, actual political parties existed that greatly influenced Dahomean politics.24 The king was far more an arbiter between powerful interests than a policy maker on his own. However, for Dahomey’s government to function, it was important that the king be thought by his people to possess absolute power. But, as in all West African kingdoms, the king’s “absolute” powers were thoroughly constrained by the powerful families and royal kinsmen who put him in power, as well as by ministers, army officers, priests, and even wealthy slave traders. His powers were also dramatically limited by women.


The Dahomean people believed in a dual cosmology that balanced the living and the dead, right and left, royal and common, and most important—and far more so than other West Africans—a universe that was half male and half female. If the two genders were not united in harmony, life on earth would meet disaster. Dahomey put this principle into practice by appointing a female counterpart for each male official. Known as his kpojito, or “mother,” these women were given the responsibility of knowing everything that the official said or did and reporting immediately to the king and his closest advisers anything that might be of interest. Indeed, many of the most powerful people in Dahomey were women.


Other powerful kingdoms were also led by kings whose powers were strictly limited by their advisers, kinspeople, and powerful men. For example, the Kingdom of Asante to the west of Dahomey was larger and more powerful than Dahomey. As we will see in the next chapter, the Asante resisted British attacks for almost a century, their king always being their highly visible, seemingly revered, and all-powerful leader in public. In reality, he had few powers, all matters being ruled not only by a national assembly of two hundred men but also by an “inner council” of eighteen men known as “porcupines” because they were so powerful “nobody dares touch them.”25 In 1820 an Asante king apologized to a British visitor for his inability to control events by saying, “Don’t be angry. . . . I must do what the old men say; I cannot help it.”26 The king served at the pleasure of his most powerful subjects and could easily be removed from his throne, as actually happened later in the century.


Just as African chiefs and kings lacked dictatorial powers, they did not attempt to use their soldiers to intimidate or control their people. Palace guards protected them against possible coups d’état, and there were such attempts in many kingdoms, but no traditional African society is known to have become a military dictatorship. Even Dahomey’s full-time professional army was not used for political purposes. What is more, when one kingdom defeated its enemies in war, they were almost always allowed to govern themselves as long as they paid tribute to the victor.






PRECOLONIAL AFRICANS AT WAR


It is very difficult to evaluate the combat skills of traditional African military forces because so few literate persons, whether European or Arab, have recorded detailed eyewitness accounts of these armies in action. We know that there were huge armies in West Africa for hundreds of years, and we have accounts of tens of thousands of highly disciplined men marching away to battle against European armies, as we will see in the next chapter. We also have a few witnesses to small skirmishes and even major battles that took place in various parts of the continent. However, these reports by slave traders, explorers, and missionaries are often of dubious impartiality and seldom provide any detailed commentary. As a result, what is known about Africans fighting other Africans in precolonial warfare is based on the few instances of African warfare that were actually witnessed by visiting foreigners, as well as the memories of elderly Africans who recalled what they had done as warriors before European or Arab conquest.27


Still, this information provides little more than sketchy understandings of what African soldiers and their leaders were like. We know, for example, that among the hunters and gatherers, organized warfare was rare if it occurred at all. Most often, an almost impromptu conflict would occur over a hunting territory in which the two sides would exchange arrows or spears and then move off avoiding further conflict. Horticultural societies differed greatly in their military activities. Every man was a potential warrior, armed with a spear or a bow and arrows and usually a tough buffalo-hide shield. Most men kept their weapons with them at most times, while the women took care of the fields and small children, and the older boys took care of flocks. This was an essential precaution against a raid from a neighboring society that might occur at any time after intertribal tension erupted into violence.


On other occasions, however, a group of men would be organized to carry out a raid against an enemy, sometimes many miles distant. The goal would be the capture of goats or cattle and sometimes the abduction of women and children either as slaves or as wives and new family members. Pastoral societies were typically more warlike, being forced to defend their herds from predatory neighbors at any time, and in turn often raiding their neighbors to steal their herds. In these kinds of warfare, the rules appear to have been quite civil; whereas women and children might sometimes be taken into captivity, they typically were not killed. Indeed, casualties in this kind of warfare were seldom great even among the male warriors. When warfare was conducted by large kingdoms in West Africa and sometimes in southeastern Africa, casualties were far greater, and women and children were sometimes killed although usually not intentionally.


It is difficult from the available evidence to obtain a true measure of the degree of heroism that was displayed by these African soldiers. Although traditional warfare might be ritualized and not very deadly by any standard, some battles were bloody and great courage was displayed. The information that Swedish anthropologist Gerhard Lindblom was able to obtain from older Kamba informants, some ten years after British rule was established in Kenya, is descriptive of tribal warfare in many parts of Africa. Living between the Kikuyu to the north and the ferocious cattle-herding Masai to the west and south, the primarily horticultural Kamba had to be prepared to defend themselves at all times, something they did by posting lookouts who would sound an alarm if raiders were seen. All but the oldest Kamba men would grab their bows and arrows before rushing to defend their villages and their flocks.28


Although the Kamba were not renowned as warriors, they sometimes raided their neighbors, including the warlike but cattle-rich Masai, in hopes of capturing some of these animals that they valued so highly. When the council of elders approved such a raid, all unmarried men and most of the younger married ones were required to join the attacking force. Anyone who failed to do so without a valid reason such as serious illness or injury was vilified and might even be killed.29 After receiving protective “war medicine,” including some to rub on the cattle they hoped to steal so those animals would follow them “like dogs,” the bow and arrow wielding warriors took an oath not to flee from battle and then set out with the utmost caution, traveling at night and timing their attack for dawn.30


A party of the most skillful bowmen would besiege the Masai warriors’ kraal, a separate living area for warriors only, while other Kamba would seize any cattle they could from the nearby kraals of older, married Masai. Masai warriors’ shields might sometimes deflect Kamba poisoned arrows, but a barrage of these deadly missiles gave the Kamba time to make off with some cattle that were driven away rapidly while a rear guard kept the pursuing Masai at bay. Old men and pregnant women were sometimes killed without mercy, while young women and children were often taken prisoner. Some of these captives were adopted into Kamba families but others were sold to Arab slave caravans. As the Kamba warriors withdrew, each warrior was required to come to the aid of any kinsman who might be wounded, even at the risk of his own life.31


When the war party returned to Kamba territory, there was an ecstatic welcome by Kamba women, followed by celebrating, feasting, and the division of the spoils. Older men consumed huge amounts of maize beer while competing with one another in boasting about their sons’ bravery. At the same time, anyone who had been cowardly in battle had to endure terrible insults from men and women alike. Finally, for fear of endangering the lives of the stolen cattle, the young warriors were not allowed to have sexual intercourse until after their parents did so.32


In the raids of the Kamba, we see many features that were commonplace in African warfare: careful ritual preparation, universal participation by young men, stealth in approaching the enemy, killing some civilians while capturing others, riotous celebration of victory with honors and booty for the brave and contempt for any cowards. Finally, some captives would be treated kindly and adopted into families but others might be kept as slaves or sold to a passing slave caravan.


Despite valuable recollections like these about the Kamba, the best evidence about Africans at war comes from hundreds of eyewitness accounts written by Europeans who fought with or against them. In the following chapter, we will examine evidence about African armies taken from their resistance against European invaders. This warfare pitted traditional African weapons and tactics against modern European armies equipped with rapid-fire rifles, deadly machine guns, and field artillery. The result leaves no doubt concerning the honor and courage of African soldiers or their skill as warriors. Although African soldiers were always badly outgunned, they fought with great heroism and won a surprising number of battles.
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AFRICAN RESISTANCE TO COLONIAL CONQUEST




IF WE ARE TO UNDERSTAND THE CONDUCT OF AFRICAN ARMIES SINCE INDEpendence, we must first become acquainted with their actions before long-standing colonial rule transformed them. Although the first armed combat took place in West and Central Africa, the first major and sustained warfare between Africans and Europeans occurred in South Africa.






THE FIGHT FOR SOUTHERN AFRICA


Table Bay at the Cape of Good Hope became a stopping point for European ships on their way to India as early as 1600, and by 1652 the Dutch had built a fort there. Relations with the local people—the San or “Bushmen” and Khoikhoi or “Hottentots”—were typically strained, and sometimes there was open warfare. But neither of those African peoples made a concerted effort to drive away the Europeans. Most San withdrew into remote desert regions and many Khoikhoi men came to serve the Europeans as military levies, while their relatively light-skinned women found the Europeans eager to become their sexual partners.


History took a different turn on the east coast of southern Africa. There, Boer and British newcomers attempted to move into the coastal plain and inland mountain region that was heavily populated by Xhosa-speaking people. Known as “Kaffirs” to the Europeans, these people were tall, light-skinned, and handsome to European eyes that saw their lack of negroid features as a sign of their superiority over the Africans they had encountered 

elsewhere.1 Unlike the San or Khoikhoi, the Xhosa had a proud warrior tradition. These people planted rich fields, herded large numbers of cattle, and sought to expand their lands farther south and west, by force of arms if necessary. At the same time, the Boers and the British, whose numbers grew every year, wanted to expand north and east into Xhosa territory. The conflict that followed led to eight so-called frontier wars spanning nearly a century, and leaving over 16,000 Xhosa killed in battle compared to 1,400 Europeans.


The combat began in 1791, when spear-throwing Xhosa warriors surprised a British patrol, killing its officer and sixteen men. A young British officer recorded this impression of the fighting abilities of the Xhosa:




The Caffres are most certainly a formidable enemy. . . . Such expert marksmen with their darts that they can be certain of their aim at sixty, or seventy, paces distance. When you fire at them they throw themselves down on their faces to escape the ball. . . . They live in the woods, and when pressed retire to hidden and almost inaccessible places, so that offensive warfare against them is inconceivably difficult.2





He added that their spears flew with such speed that he could barely see them.


Some years later, the Xhosa were so hard-pressed by European invaders that they decided to attack the British rather than simply defend their own land. Ten to fifteen thousand warriors marched on the fortified town of Grahamstown, a place they could easily have taken had they attacked at night, but Xhosa military honor forbade such attacks as unmanly. Even though the Xhosa had little by way of military training, lacked regular military units, and did not stress discipline, they believed that warfare should occur in the daylight and that women and children were always to be spared, something that could not be ensured at night. Also, Xhosa warriors wanted their bravery to be seen and recognized. When they attacked Grahamstown in broad daylight, British cannon fire shattered the Xhosa ranks, killing at least a thousand of them before they finally withdrew. Fighting behind barricades, the British lost only three men.3


In the 1830s, wide-ranging British patrols ravaged Xhosaland, burning houses and crops and stealing cattle, driving the Xhosa farther north and filling them with despair. In response to British depredations that sometimes included rape and murder, the Xhosa bought firearms and powder and made ready for war. In 1834 another fifteen thousand men again marched south burning farms, making off with cattle, and killing white settlers. Even the brash and pompous British commander, Sir Harry Smith, came to respect the Xhosa fighters as “bold, intrepid and skilful.” The fighting eventually calmed because the Xhosa chose to return north to care for the thousands of cattle they had stolen. More “frontier” wars followed featuring years of guerrilla combat in which the Xhosa excelled. Despite their success in this kind of fighting, at which the red-coated British soldiers were at a great disadvantage, the Xhosa nevertheless sometimes chose to attack fortified British positions. In the early 1850s, they attacked a British fort for over five hours before withdrawing with heavy losses. While their judgment in making such an attack can be questioned, their valor was never in doubt. Despite the escalating brutality of the British troops and white volunteers who often killed Xhosa children, throughout this entire century of warfare, the Xhosa were known to have killed only one white woman—perhaps by mistake—and they never killed any white children.4






THE ZULUS


In 1879 some 23,000 whites and 300,000 Africans lived together quite peacefully in the British colony of Natal in southern Africa. The presence of the large and formidable Zulu kingdom to the north across the hundred-mile-long Tugela and Buffalo River border had worried Britons in Natal for years, but no Zulu army had threatened Natal for decades. In fact, the Zulus had not even been accused of stealing so much as a single sheep from Natal. These peaceful relations did not prevent British colonial officials from planning to extend the Union Jack’s dominion farther north for economic and political advantage, even if the Zulus represented no threat. To help create a casus belli, a British missionary called the “Fat Parson,” a man notorious for his heavy drinking and large harem of Zulu girlfriends, was encouraged to invent rumors that the Zulus, under what he referred to as their “bloodthirsty” King Cetshwayo, were preparing to invade Natal.


While these concocted tales and other wholly false rumors swirled about Natal and were dutifully dispatched to London, the British rapidly built up their forces in Natal under the command of Lord Chelmsford, a former Grenadier Guardsman and son of a former lord high chancellor, Britain’s highest judicial officer. Chelmsford urgently assembled mountains of supplies and hundreds of baggage wagons to carry them. In addition to the twelve to sixteen oxen needed to pull each wagon, he stockpiled rifles, cannon, tents, engineering equipment, cannon shells, and boxes of rifle ammunition. Because his planned invasion route through southern Zululand was a treeless plain, he also needed firewood for his many camp kitchens. Although Lord Chelmsford was a teetotaler, his officers and men were anything but, so he purchased huge supplies of rum, beer, gin, whiskey, and champagne. “Redcoats” soon arrived as well, ten full battalions of them, each one consisting of eight hundred or so men. There was no British cavalry in Africa at that time, but many white settlers were prepared to volunteer as mounted scouts. Eventually, a thousand horsemen volunteered, ranging from British aristocrats to teenage European drifters who spoke virtually no English. Chelmsford also recruited nine thousand Africans who served under white officers. They were not expected to stand against a Zulu charge, but they were expected to be useful as porters and scouts. On the eve of what would become the unprovoked British invasion of the Zulu kingdom, Chelmsford had over 17,000 men at his disposal.


Assuming that the Zulus would never dare to attack such a large force, Chelmsford left some of his men in Natal to guard against a Zulu attack and divided the rest into three columns that would march north into Zululand separated from each other by about fifty miles. Given the small size of these columns, he hoped that the Zulus would attack one of them. If they did, he was confident that his vastly superior firepower would devastate them and bring about a rapid British takeover of Zululand.


Although the invasion was planned for the dry season, the rains came so late in 1879 that Chelmsford’s wagons spent more than a week stuck up to their axles in the mud. While men and oxen struggled to free the precious supply wagons, officers rode gaily about marveling at the vast panorama before them, admiring the many newly blossomed flowers while brightly colored birds and butterflies darted here and there. Led by ten- or eleven-year-old drummer boys, the infantrymen slogged on, their white pith helmets, white leather belts, and shoulder straps contrasting sharply with their scarlet tunics and dark blue trousers. By midday, the hot sun caused their sweat-soaked tunics to steam, and with the sun and the sweat came so many thousands of flies that the men had to flail their arms wildly to keep the insects out of their eyes and mouths. To some observers, the column appeared to be attempting to fly.


The Zulu army whose kingdom they were so blithely invading was known to be more formidable than the “Kaffirs” they had finally defeated farther to the south, but the British had little idea what to expect. Earlier in the century, they would have had no reason for concern. Only one of hundreds of groups of Nguni-speaking, cattle-herding people, the Zulus had been slowly migrating south for many years. When the heavily armed Boers blocked further migration to the south, the Nguni peoples to which the Zulus belong sometimes fought among themselves, but their “battles” were initially little more than spectator sports. Sometimes they vied with one another by shouting martial poetry back and forth while shaking their spears and shields at each other in a caricature of true menace. Other times, opposing groups would line up about one hundred yards apart before each sent its champion forward to throw his spears at the other. Casualties were rare and if actual combat ensued, it was brief and seldom very bloody.


Soon after the turn of the century, the chief of one Nguni group, the Mthethwa, organized larger, more aggressive armies of spear-throwing warriors, conquering thirty or more tribes who paid him tribute and sent some young men to serve in his growing army. One of these conquered tribes was the Zulu, and one of its warriors, the man named Shaka, changed Nguni warfare completely. As we have seen, instead of continuing to wear awkward sandals, Shaka’s men had to toughen their bare feet so that they could charge and pursue at greater speed than their adversaries. Instead of throwing lightweight spears, Shaka forged heavy spears for them to stab with. The courage needed to engage in this close-range fighting and the speed afoot of his warriors won many victories. He also adopted a crescent formation like that of a charging bull with a mass of men representing the chest in the center and two flanking columns—the horns—racing out on each side to encircle the enemy. As witnessed by more than one British trader, Shaka’s men won many victories that decimated his enemies, leaving his army and kingdom supreme. Shaka also changed the rules of warfare. Women and children were no longer to be spared; they were to be slaughtered alongside men.


Many battles followed, including one in which the Zulus attacked Boers who were attempting to migrate north into Zululand. Strongly entrenched in a large laager, Boer muskets killed three thousand Zulus while losing only three men of their own. So many dead Zulus were thrown into a nearby river that it ran blood red, ever after being known as the Blood River. In 1856 a vicious Zulu civil war left a man named Cetshwayo ascendant as the Zulu chief, or “king” as the British thought of him.


From that time until the British invasion, all Zulu boys in their late adolescence had to report to one of fifteen or twenty military units where they learned the arts of war but talked mostly about sex, something they were permitted to have with teenage girls as long as there was no vaginal penetration. After extensive training with the use of spears, which had begun to include loading and firing newly acquired muskets, the young men were inducted into their own named regiment, although some would be sent to older ones that were in need of replacements. Each regiment had a distinctive “uniform” consisting of a variety of furs, feathers, and leather headgear, loincloths, and feather capes. But when it came time for battle, all of this finery was left behind and men fought stripped to their loincloths. They learned to fight with sticks, run long distances, stab and throw spears while defending themselves with toughened cowhide shields that were four to five feet long and two to three feet wide. They also learned to rattle their spears menacingly against these shields, sing martial songs, and shout war cries. They attacked in only one formation, their famous “charging buffalo” as it became known.5 In all of their training, heroism was lauded while any sign of cowardice was cause for vicious condemnation. However, death in battle did not lead one to “heaven.” Zulu ideas of an afterlife were decidedly vague and death was greatly feared. Only chiefs and other dignitaries were buried. Everyone else who died was simply left in the bush to be eaten by animals.6


Far from being fearless, Zulu warriors feared death enough to take every possible precaution against it. As a result, in addition to its military training, the army needed religious protection against witchcraft, malign ancestors, and evil spirits. Warriors were fed special foods and provided with powerful medicines while undergoing all sorts of rituals from fasting to feasting. Protective medicines were rubbed into small cuts on soldiers’ chests and arms. In a remarkable but essential ritual, before a regiment or an entire army could march to war, they were required to line up, swallow an emetic, and vomit loudly into a pit six to seven feet deep. When the entire army had completed this sacred rite, some of the vomitus was collected and bound up in a python skin shaped like a rubber tire. Finally, whenever possible, just before a battle began, human flesh—usually of an enemy—was cooked and bits of it were served to them. They also ate the meat of a bull they had killed with their own bare hands and breathed deeply from the smoke of magically protective fires. Whenever circumstances permitted, these rituals lasted three full days.7


A warrior who killed an enemy was thought to be dangerously polluted. First, he was required to disembowel the man he killed to release his spirit, then don his clothing before undergoing several days of cleansing. Failure to follow these procedures would cause the man to become insane. Before a warrior who had killed in battle could return to ordinary life among other Zulus, he had to wear a sprig of wild asparagus in his hair and “wipe his hoe,” that is have sexual intercourse with a woman who was a stranger to him. That way his pollution was passed on to someone he did not know. If no appropriate woman could be found, he was required to have intercourse between the legs of a boy. To ensure the safety of warriors, Zulu women marked their faces in black, wore some of their clothing backward, beat stones together, and avoided all quarreling, no small achievement for these spirited women.8


On January 17, 1879, after the three days of obligatory ritual preparation, Cetshwayo instructed his commanders to advance toward the central British column already inside Zululand. They were to negotiate a peaceful settlement if at all possible; if the British refused, the Zulus were ordered not to attack a fortified position. As it happened, there would be no negotiation and Cetshwayo need not have worried about British fortifications. When Chelmsford’s column arrived at the rocky plain under the sphinx-shaped mountain called Isandlwana, he did not fortify his camp, saying that it would take far too long to maneuver his wagons into a laager. The next morning he marched away with most of his men, leaving behind only 806 soldiers of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry, along with their officers, some supply officers, scouts, and about five hundred African auxiliaries.


The night before Chelmsford’s men marched on ahead, the British officers stayed up late, drinking heavily, smoking, and telling stories. While this merrymaking was taking place and most of the soldiers were asleep, an audacious Zulu scout named Zibhebdu walked and crawled through the entire British camp without being detected. He was able to report to his commander that the camp was definitely not fortified.


When Chelmsford marched away on the morning of January 21, the Zulu army of some 20,000 men had just awoken six miles to the north. Their commander was preparing to send peace delegates to talk to the British when a British mounted patrol halted at the edge of the ravine. To their amazement, there, one hundred feet below, sat the large Zulu force. As the patrol dashed away to warn the British camp, the Zulus clambered out of the ravine and began to trot south, all hopes of peace now gone. Regiments of very young men with black shields trotted alongside regiments of men in their fifties with white shields. Apparently forgetting everything he had been told about the Zulus’ “chest and horns” formation, the British commander did not form a tight defensive position around his camp. Instead, he set his men up in a long extended line outside the camp with no defenses on his flanks and no one to guard the camp itself. As the Zulus came close enough to be seen, a black mass against green hills, a British messenger rode up to General Chelmsford to tell him that the camp was under attack. Chelmsford merely nodded but his military secretary, a lieutenant colonel named Crealock, said, “‘How very amusing! Actually attacking our camp—most amusing!’”9


As the Zulus approached the British line, they could be heard making a hissing sound like “zhi, zhi, zhi.” It was intended to convey both menace and victory. The Zulus then surprised the British by halting their “chest” to open heavy musket fire, but all of it was high, whistling well over the heads of the British troops who knelt or lay down and then, on order, returned fire, sending volley after volley of .57-caliber bullets from their breech-loaded modern rifles into the black ranks, staggering many men, forcing others to lie down, and causing one regiment to retreat behind a ridge. Zulu bodies piled up like “peppercorns” as one British observer put it. The British fire was so deadly that the Zulu chest was stopped cold. For ten to fifteen minutes, the British troops ceased fire, laughing and joking about their “victory.” All the while, the unseen Zulu “horns” were encircling the camp. Suddenly, and without warning, they burst into the camp, spearing everyone they met—orderlies, wagon drivers, grooms, drummer boys, surgeons, and hundreds of native Natal troops, cattle, and even pet dogs.


The British troops turned around and formed squares but some had inexplicably left their bayonets in camp and all were low on ammunition. Most were killed where they stood, many of them back to back. At the end, many fought with knives and some actually fought with their fists, amazing one Zulu warrior.10 A few soldiers ran but no one made it farther than two miles before being speared or shot. A few transport officers with horses managed to escape along with some mounted infantry and bandsmen. The fighting was over by 2:00 P.M. except for one British soldier who climbed up the “sphinx” to a cave where he held out for four more hours before he was killed. Fifty-two British officers, 806 British soldiers, and about five hundred of their African allies lay dead. More British officers died in this one battle than were killed in the combat at Waterloo. No British battalion had ever before been killed to the last man. As a British transport officer who managed to ride away with his life wrote, “Never has such a disaster happened to the English army.”11


After this slaughter, “Zulu” was a household name in Britain. The public wanted to know what manner of men would charge into British fire, losing an estimated three thousand men killed, yet charge again and triumph. T. H. White, later to become famous for The Once and Future King, told them. For White, the Zulus were “an army of ants, automatically fearless and unforgiving. . . . The Zulus came on, blood-lusting, incomprehensible. These death-disdaining stabbers were black, were impossible. Their bodies smelt strangely; their expressions were inhuman; their cries were in a foreign tongue, were those of beasts and cattle.”12


There would be other battles against these “death-disdaining stabbers,” the most famous being the one at Rorke’s Drift, which became Britain’s most popular Victorian battle and later the subject of two major Hollywood motion pictures, Zulu, starring Michael Caine, and Zulu Dawn with Peter O’Toole, John Mills, and Burt Lancaster. The British who defended the mission station at Rorke’s Drift were undeniably brave, but they fought behind seven- to eight-feet-high stone walls buttressed by two-hundred-pound bags of corn and hundred-pound boxes of hardtack. The Zulus nevertheless attacked this veritable fortress, charging into the muzzles of British guns and bayonets again and again for almost ten hours. Most remarkable, the men who charged so often only to die were not soldiers in the prime of life but the Thulwana Regiment made up of men in their late forties or early fifties. It is not known how many Thulwana were killed, but one Zulu warrior summed up the battle from his perspective: “All we saw was blood.”13 They also saw defeat. As they straggled back into Zululand, many of them painfully wounded, stopping at Zulu kraals to ask for food, Zulu women would not let them forget it. “You! You’re not men! You’re just women, seeing that you ran away for no reason at all, like the wind.”14


In later battles, the Zulus again charged into British guns with astonishing courage. Although sometimes the Zulus eventually broke and ran from the field, British officers and men praised their bravery.




A more horrible sight than the enemy’s dead, where they felt the effects of shellfire, I never saw. Bodies lying cut in halves, heads taken off, and other features in connection with the dead made a sight more ghastly than ever I thought of.15





The same man, a British sergeant, also wrote, “I confess that I do not think that a braver lot of men than our enemies in point of disregard for life, for their bravery under fire, could be found anywhere.”16


A British private wrote, “I never saw the like, nothing frightened them, as when any of their numbers were shot down others took their places.”17 An officer added, “We all admire the pluck of the Zulus. I wish you could have seen it. Under tremendous fire they never wavered, but came straight at us.”18 Another officer said, “There is no doubt the Zulus fight splendidly. They rush straight up, and don’t seem to fear death at all.”19 A war correspondent described the Zulus after a subsequent battle: “No praise can be too great for the wonderful pluck displayed by these really splendid savages, in making an attack in daylight on a laager entrenched and defended by European troops with modern weapons and war appliances.”20 An officer at the same battle was amazed: “Fancy, there were some of them twenty yards from the trench. Talk about pluck! The Zulu has all of that. They were shot down one after the other and still they came on in hundreds.”21


At the end of the fighting, with Cetshwayo in hiding, the new British commander, Sir Garnet Wolseley, who, as we shall see later in this chapter, five years earlier had led the invasion of Asante in West Africa, set out to punish the Zulus, whom he called “those interesting niggers,” by ordering that their kraals be burned and their cattle stolen. British troops also dug up the graves of famous Zulus, taking the skeletons away with them. And when Zulu warriors along with their women and children took refuge in caves and refused to surrender, veteran British soldiers blew them to pieces with dynamite. Several British officers, some of them aristocrats, did not hesitate to order and supervise brutal torture in an attempt to extract information about Cetshwayo’s hiding place. The Zulus did not betray their king.22


When the war ended, 10,000 Zulus had been killed on its battlefields and probably an equal number died of wounds. Then, as inexplicably as it had come, the British army left. The Zulus had no idea why the British had come, but Wolseley did. They came to destroy Zulu power once and for all, and when Lieutenant Governor Sir Henry Bulwer pleaded with Wolseley not to destroy the Zulu nation, Wolseley snorted in his diary that Bulwer “goes in however for being a lover of the human race: humanity before Nationality is his cry which I would always reverse.”23 Wolseley divided Zululand into thirteen chiefdoms, one of which was actually given to an English adventurer, John Dunn. The result was civil war, the destruction of Zulu power, and their annexation by Natal a few years later.






WEST AFRICAN RESISTANCE TO FRENCH COLONIZATION




French marines, Foreign Legionnaires, and French-trained African auxiliaries fought their way into control of much of West Africa before the end of the nineteenth century. Always far better armed than their African adversaries and usually better trained and led, French forces nevertheless encountered fierce resistance in many parts of Africa. The Tukulor empire took many years to subdue, and their brilliant military tactician and charismatic leader, Samori Touré, led the Malinke and other troops he trained and armed through two decades of warfare against the French. Known by the British and French alike as “the African Napoleon,” Samori built a highly effective army by training them to be versatile as well as showing love and devotion to his soldiers and their families. Always in need of more modern weapons, he sent selected blacksmiths as far away as St. Louis, Senegal, where they learned how the French manufactured their latest breech-loading rifles. Then Samori returned to Sierra Leone and further amazed the French by building his own arms factory where thousands of workers successfully reproduced them.24


In 1885 the French sent a large force to seize the gold fields at Bouré, Samori’s main source of wealth. His men not only stopped the French, they drove them away. However, when the French launched a massive invasion six years later, Samori’s men could not stop them. Faced with a choice of surrender or migration, Samori moved his army and his entire society far to the east in the Ivory Coast, burning everything that he left behind. It was a “scorched earth” policy that denied all food to the French and halted their invasion. Samori made his final combat against the French a victory by defeating French Commandant de Lartigue, who attacked him in July 1898.


French and British military men alike were enormously impressed by the bravery of the West Africans who fought them. Referring to the Temne soldiers of Bai Bureh in Sierra Leone, one said, “But even in their very fighting they betrayed such admirable qualities as are not always to be found in the troops of the ‘civilized’ nations. They loved their chief, and remained loyal to him to the very last, whilst they understand bush-fighting as well as you and I do our very alphabet.”25


A French lieutenant who fought against Samori and was later killed in battle wrote, “When we arrived, we were assaulted by all these people with a sort of mad boldness. In our square formation, we received them with salvo fire but these obstinate people continued, only to get cut to pieces ten paces from us.”26 The same officer was amazed by the courage of the Tukulors: “If instead of having the Tukulors as enemies, we could have had them with us, Africa would not have been long to take.”27 Another officer, Charles Mangin, who would go on to become a general and earn great fame in the French army, wrote that the Tukulors displayed “insane gallantry” against his troops, while a fellow officer who also later became a general, wrote this: “We had before us heroic adversaries, and I am writing this word without fear of skeptical smiles; men who know how to fight to the death are heroes. Men who know how to die as did the chiefs of these three villages, have an honor worthy as our own.”28


One of the most extraordinary examples of West African bravery in battle comes from the army of the kingdom of Dahomey in what is now Benin. This bravery is the more remarkable because it was displayed by professional women soldiers, the elite troops of Dahomey’s army, who came to be known to Europeans as “Amazons.” The kingdom of Dahomey began to take shape at about the same time that the Mayflower landed in the New World. From early in the eighteenth century, European visitors to its capital, Abomey, saw uniformed women serving as palace guards and marching in all-female units alongside male units in Dahomey’s army. By the mid-nineteenth century, European observers regularly reported that the Dahomean women out-marched Dahomey’s male soldiers and “looked far more warlike in every way.”29 A British Royal Navy commander who spent some time observing the Amazons in Abomey concluded that “they are far superior to the men in everything—in appearance, in dress, in figure, in activity, in their performances as soldiers, and in bravery.”30 Other British, Dutch, and French visitors agreed.


The Amazons were often described by Europeans as they guarded their king with grim visages, danced athletically in public ceremonies, or returned from a military campaign, often bedecked with the severed heads, intestines, and genitalia of their slain enemies. Sometimes they returned with living captives. On many public occasions, the king was seen praising and bestowing war honors on the bravest among them. These honors were anything but empty tokens. They had monetary value, and the achievements they represented were victories over neighboring kingdoms. They had symbolic value as well, signifying great courage. Although the Dahomean troops suffered some defeats in the eighteenth century, they also won many victories, and during the nineteenth century they became dominant. The only neighboring people they could not defeat lived in the large, walled city of Egba to the west in Nigeria. Dahomey’s army twice attacked this fortress city defended by British-armed Egba soldiers, and twice it was driven off with heavy losses. During both battles, however, Dahomey’s women warriors led the charge, and some clambered over the city wall before being killed or captured. Dahomey’s male soldiers never reached the wall at all. European observers within Egba witnessed the battles and praised the bravery of Dahomey’s women soldiers.31


Dahomey’s formidable army was one of the few full-time, professional armies in all of Africa. Always under arms and always on duty, by early in the nineteenth century, this army was dominant in the region and its women soldiers formed its elite corps. Highly competitive with the male soldiers, the Amazons often derided the men and on more than one occasion when the male soldiers could not take an objective, the women charged forward and were victorious. The men who failed were not allowed to forget it, as the Amazons publicly derided them, calling them “women.”32


Unlike male soldiers, the Amazons were taught to run barefooted through the thorn-bush fences that enemies usually erected as protective barriers, and to disregard the deep cuts and punctures they invariably received. In much of West Africa, larger cities were surrounded by high mud walls, but smaller ones and temporary military camps were protected by barricades of bushes containing two- to three-inch-long sharp thorns. These fences could be almost as formidable as barbed wire. On numerous occasions, Amazons displayed their ability to cope with such barriers for the king’s distinguished visitors. One such dignitary was John Duncan, formerly a British officer in the First Life Guards. After examining the eight-foot thorn barriers that had been assembled, Duncan wrote, “I could not persuade myself that any human being, without boots or shoes, would, under any circumstances, attempt to pass over so dangerous a collection of the most efficiently armed plants I had ever seen.”33 When the order to attack was given, the barefooted Amazons rushed the thorn barrier “with a speed beyond conception,” and to Duncan’s astonishment, in less than one minute the entire force had passed through it, ignoring their bleeding feet and legs.34


Initially, most of these women warriors were foreign slaves chosen for their role as the king’s guards because they lacked any ties to people in Dahomey and therefore could become, and remain, totally loyal to him alone. Their loyalty was proven on several occasions when the women fought valiantly and successfully to put down attempted military coups. Later, however, the supply of women slaves from other societies dwindled, and strong Dahomean teenage girls were recruited into the ranks of the Amazons. They received years of training under whip-wielding women officers in everything from handling weapons (including their teeth and fingernails as well as muskets), marching long distances, living in the forest, tying up captives, dancing, singing, treating wounds and, as we have seen, charging through and over thorn-bush barriers killing anyone who stood in their way.35


Their martial skill and courage received its ultimate test early in the 1890s, when France saw fit to establish a “protectorate” over Dahomey. French soldiers, marines, and Foreign Legionnaires at that time were armed with bolt-action, eight-shot Lebel rifles so powerful that they could fire a bullet through a large tree and kill someone sheltering behind it. The rifle was so efficient that it remained the principal weapon of the French army until 1939. They also had long, deadly bayonets, machine guns, and the famous French 75-millimeter cannon, its accuracy and rapid-firing capabilities so remarkable that it remained in service throughout World War II. To counter this formidable assortment of modern weaponry, the Amazons and male Dahomean soldiers had only their 1822-vintage muzzle-loading muskets, many of which were defective and none of which had bayonets, as well as an assortment of swords, long razors, and clubs.


With the Amazons always in the lead, often chiding the men for their lack of enthusiasm and then ordering them forward, the Dahomean women soldiers fought the French in thirty-two battles, inflicting many casualties—sometimes with their teeth—but suffering far greater losses of their own. They often stopped French advances and sometimes drove them back, but in the end, after more than two years of off-and-on warfare, the Dahomeans were defeated. Only a few score Amazons survived, but the French would not forget their courage.


One French officer remembered “the terrible hand-to-hand fighting, the Amazons, always in front, uttered their war cries and came to die at the feet of our men.”36 He recalled that they charged with “remarkable intrepidity and courage.”37 Another wrote that “they displayed an incredible relentlessness.”38 A third man wrote that “their fury and disdain for fear endowed all the Amazons with the terrible renown that has reached us in France.”39 A fourth recalled that “these female warriors fought with extraordinary courage, always in the lead, setting an example to the others by their fearlessness.”40 A French Foreign Legionnaire—then thought to be among the finest infantrymen in the world—added, “Anyone inclined to sympathize with the Amazons on account of their sex, and look at the combat between them and our men as unequal, may take it from me that their sympathies would be misplaced. These young women . . . were quite a match for any of us.”41 Another Legionnaire found that “these ladies were all exceedingly well developed, and some of them were very handsome.”42 The same man, a former British army officer, added: “The bravery and military skill of these women soldiers filled us all with admiration, and we were pretty well agreed that if the whole of the Dahomeyan army had been made up of them it would have taken a much larger force than ours to have got to Abomey.”43
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