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Preface


This book is about the transformation of Africa during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when almost the entire continent became a part of Europe’s global empires. It is a story of power struggles between nations and between rulers and the ruled. Change generated conflict, since it was imposed from above by foreigners who called it progress and believed that it would benefit them and their African subjects. Some agreed, cooperated with the invaders and flourished, while others resisted. Wars of conquest and pacification dragged on for over a hundred years and only ended with the Italian subjugation of Abyssinia in 1936. War had always been endemic in Africa, but the Europeans brought with them all the latest advances in military technology. Throughout the early period of conquest machine-guns gave their forces an immense advantage and during the 1920s and 1930s the Spanish, French and Italians deployed bombers, tanks and mustard gas against Moroccans, Libyans and Abyssinians. Nonetheless, incompetent European generals occasionally evened out the odds.


Foreigners also fought each other for control of the land in Africa. The continent was drawn into both world wars, in which Germany and then Italy lost their colonies. Over a million Africans volunteered or were conscripted to fight and many found themselves campaigning on distant fronts. During the Second World War, black soldiers from Britain’s colonies fought the Japanese in Burma, and Algerians and Moroccans served alongside French forces against Germans in Italy and Western Europe. Veterans returned home proud, puzzled and angry. They had been told that they were risking their lives for universal freedom and a better world, but for the time being the imperial order remained entrenched in Africa.


The post-1945 dismantlement of the empires coincided with a new contest, the Cold War, and Africa was again drawn into a struggle between outsiders. Its protagonists, the United States and the Soviet Union and their allies, funded and armed nationalist movements and new, independent states and the Kalashnikov became the dispenser of power. The upshot was over forty years of intermittent wars in every corner of the continent, which was swamped with modern Russian and American weaponry. Percipient Africans recognised a new ‘scramble’ for their continent, undertaken as part of a global struggle between democratic capitalism and Communism. Ideological labels masked what turned out to be cynical and ruthless bids for political and economic power. When handling Africa’s new rulers, each side adopted the principle that ‘he may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch’. Fragile democracies perished, dictators flourished and wars proliferated. Millions died, many from famines.


Conflict is one theme of this book; the other is reciprocity. In its broadest sense this concept was a constant feature of attitudes towards Africa and its people. Strange as it may seem, Charles de Gaulle, Mussolini, Cecil Rhodes and Nikita Khrushchev believed that their countries had something of value to offer Africans. The nature of this gift had first become apparent during the period of conquest, partition and annexation, roughly between 1830 and 1914. Then, British, French, German and Italian imperialists had convinced themselves and their countrymen that they were sharing the moral, cultural, scientific and technical benefits of Europe’s intellectual and industrial revolutions. The French coined the expression mission civilisatrice to describe this mass export of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Enlightenment. Catholic and Protestant churchmen concurred: conversion of the heathen was integral to Africa’s entry into the civilised world. While engineers built railways, missionaries preached the Gospel.


This dual partnership of physical and spiritual regeneration was appropriate for Africa, which in the popular imagination was depicted as a ‘dark’ continent. It was as yet largely unexplored and inhabited by peoples whose lives seemed to be so darkened by ignorance and superstition that they had failed to master their environment. This was a gross simplification, but it became rooted in the European consciousness and its consequences would have a baleful effect on how Africans were imagined and treated. If history represented an onwards and upwards march of mankind – and this was widely accepted during the age of empires – then why had some people fallen behind? Was this the upshot of complex external circumstances, or was it genetic? The latter explanation suggested that there was a biological and unchangeable hierarchy of races: modern racism had its roots in Europe’s imperial experience. Multiple proofs of the capacity and ingenuity of the African mind did not lay the ghost of inherited inferiority. Neither did the vehement claims of the missionaries that all souls were equal before God.


Delivering the fruits of the European Enlightenment to Africans was more than a one-way exercise in ambitious philanthropy: Africans had something to give in return. It was widely imagined that they were sitting on vast, undiscovered lodes of minerals and were surrounded by forests and swathes of fertile land ripe for rubber, fruit and coffee plantations. Africa’s hitherto underused resources would be exploited and the continent integrated into the global network of industry and trade. Its entry would be assisted by white settlers who would bring with them efficient and scientific methods of farming to grow food for European markets. Native labour was abundant and cheap and the African would spend his wages on the products of European industries, or so the theory went.


Like the subjugation of his homeland, transforming the African into a biddable worker and consumer was an interminable struggle, not least because imported economic systems disrupted or eliminated old ones. Advocates of reciprocity tended to forget that African society and customs, like those of Europe, had evolved to satisfy local needs and conditions. Nevertheless, there was abundant evidence that the African was keen to wear imported cotton from Lancashire and ride bicycles made in Birmingham.


Above all, the new Africa needed stability and order. These required new laws, new administrative systems, armies, police forces, taxation and the active participation of Africans. Greater and lesser native rulers usually retained their authority under supervision, and a new class of largely mission-educated Africans emerged to undertake the humbler chores of administration. Accommodations were made with local customs. Despite the protests of the missionary lobby, the Kenyan government refused to outlaw female circumcision. In Morocco, French officials tolerated the sale of potentially lethal local medical remedies, although they hoped that they would disappear once Moroccans discovered the effectiveness of European drugs. Of greater significance were the accommodations agreed between the British and the French and local Muslim princes and clergy. The former promised to respect Islam and the latter agreed to cooperate with their new rulers; some theologians argued that European victories over Muslim armies reflected the will of Allah to which the faithful had to submit.


There were no compromises over slavery. With varying degrees of determination, the imperial powers pledged themselves to rid Africa of slavery and slave-trading which, by the middle of the nineteenth century, was mostly undertaken by Arabs. They and their African auxiliaries were well armed and organised and operated on a large scale across much of East Africa and the regions bordering on the Sahara. Estimates of their victims run into millions. By the first decade of the twentieth century, Britain, France and Germany had all but suppressed this trade, which has attracted far less historical attention than its Atlantic counterpart. I have attempted to redress this imbalance.


The issue of slavery is still contentious and touches on other moral and emotional questions that arose from the imperial period in world history. Fifty years after the dissolution of the European empires, Africans and Asians are still drawing attention to the iniquities of alien regimes and some are clamouring for retrospective compensation, although it is uncertain how, if at all, it could be quantified and to whom it should be paid. Modern concepts of ‘genocide’ and ‘war crimes’ are invoked to describe what previous generations had labelled as atrocities. They did occur everywhere, most notably in the Belgian Congo, which was run as a purely business enterprise to fill the pockets of King Leopold II of Belgium. There are also complaints about the appropriation of land in those African regions that were settled by Europeans, nearly all of whom were farmers. Save in Algeria, their numbers were tiny compared with those who emigrated to North America and Australasia.


The final part of this book looks at decolonisation, the process by which colonies secured independence and African rule superseded European. Liberation movements were a consequence of the concept of reciprocity insofar as the extension of civilisation included educating Africans and introducing them to European philosophies and political ideals. Among them were democracy and notions of individual freedoms that were part of the British and French political traditions. After 1945, both countries accepted the principle of independence for their African colonies, but believed that its attainment might take up to thirty or forty years, perhaps longer. American pressure and Cold War expediencies forced Britain and France to accelerate the process. African impatience led to armed struggles. The Algerian struggle led to one of the bloodiest wars ever fought in Africa, with at least a million casualties.


What happened in Algeria during the 1950s and, to a lesser extent, in Kenya confirmed earlier fears that the racial nature of colonial warfare was morally corrupting to the point when Europeans deteriorated into savagery, even madness. I have discussed this disturbing subject in Chapter Twelve. Elsewhere, I have examined other moral aspects of imperialism, in particular the ways in which ordinary people were persuaded to view Africans. These include the ‘human zoos’ of the turn of the nineteenth century, which were as much part of the imperial phenomena as mission schools and measures to control malaria.


Throughout this book, I have tried to avoid retrospective morality and its present-day repercussions. They regularly surface: most recently there has been a bad-tempered debate as to whether the statue of Cecil Rhodes should be removed from Oriel College, Oxford, which had benefited from his generosity. Debates over whether imperial rule was a blessing or a curse invariably end up by telling us what we already know. Good men can do bad things and bad men can do good things, and propensities towards virtue and vice are fairly evenly distributed in all races. Moreover, speculation as to what would have happened if there had been no foreign intervention in Africa is little more than indulgent fantasy. It is the purpose of history to explain why people behaved in the way they did, what they hoped to achieve and what were the consequences. They are still with us, and I hope that this book will add to our understanding of the forces that created modern Africa.
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PART ONE


1830–1881




1


Mission Civilisatrice: Europe and Africa in 1830
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I


On 14 June 1830 a French battle fleet hove to off Algiers and shelled the city. Infantrymen in bright-red trousers, blue jackets and shakoes waded ashore, clambered over its battered defences and fought their way through its burning streets. Algiers fell and patriots in Paris went wild: France had recovered its ancient glory and its soldiers had confirmed their legendary courage. Le Constitutionnel excited its readers with the tale of how a badly wounded voltigeur* had refused to leave the front line for treatment and rushed into the fray. His bravery was in a good cause, for, as the paper proclaimed: ‘The standard of France and of civilisation flies over the walls of Algiers and over the wreckage of ancient Barbary.’


‘Algiers is ours, women, eunuchs, dey and people’, announced Le Figaro. Fittingly for a satirical journal with a disreputable reputation, it conjured up the scenes that followed French soldiers breaking into the dey’s seraglio. ‘It was wonderful to see the plump odalisques lying in the arms of voltigeurs.’ The pious attributed the triumph to the hand of God; King Charles X and his court attended a thanksgiving mass; and one overheated cleric declared the capture of Algiers as a victory over ‘an implacable enemy of the Christian Universe’, Islam.1 Frenchmen of the Left celebrated the overthrow of the dey, an oriental despot, as striking a blow for liberalism.


The events in Algiers and the reactions of Frenchmen set the pattern and tone for over a hundred years of European conquest in Africa. Superior, modern fleets and armies prevailed; the Journal des Débats Politiques et Littéraires reported how the ‘nomads and desert plunderers’ fled in terror at the first sight of the French battleships. There was plenty of crowing in the same vein in 1936, when, in the final imperial war of conquest in Africa, the Italian press described Abyssinians fleeing in panic from tanks and aeroplanes.


Technical inequalities reflected moral ones. In Algiers the forces of light had overcome those of darkness: the dey of Algiers had been a cruel tyrant, his subjects were barbarians and many were slave traders and pirates. Their city was also a place of sensual temptations, which excited soldiers and newspaper readers. So too was Abyssinia. Mussolini’s legions blatantly announced themselves as the seducers of Africa when they marched into battle singing the jaunty ‘Faccetta Nera, bell’Abissina’, which addressed a young native girl:




Dusky little face


Lovely Abyssinian Damsel


For the hour is near


When we will be


At your side.





II


The metaphor of empire as a form of seduction has much to recommend it insofar as it suggests possession, usually by force or threat, and exploitation. This is what followed the fall of Algiers: its hinterland was conquered piecemeal and the way opened for what Frenchmen boasted was their mission civilisatrice. Its first phase was depicted by the artist Horace Vernet, who was commissioned by King Louis-Philippe in 1837 to decorate a gallery dedicated to the ‘fruits of colonisation’. One frieze showed French NCOs drilling Algerian recruits, engineers building roads and soldiers tilling fields.2 Vernet used a neoclassical style, which was appropriate since the scenes called to mind Roman colonisation in North Africa nearly two thousand years before.


Over the past 300 years, similar activities had been undertaken on a vast scale by French, Spanish, Portuguese and British colonists in North and South America. The British were well on the way to subjugating India, and the Dutch had established themselves in Java. Yet Europe’s empire builders had hitherto conspicuously neglected Africa, where the European presence had been confined to slave-trading ports on its western shores. A few thousand Dutch settlers (Boers) occupied the region beyond Cape Town and provided supplies and provender for European merchantmen on their passage to and from India and the Far East. Most of these vessels were British, which was why, in 1806, Britain annexed the Cape. The world’s leading maritime and commercial nation could not tolerate such a strategic and commercial asset to be owned by foreigners.


Trade with Africa had long flourished. Slaves were the largest commodity, shipped from the west coast to the sugar and tobacco plantations of the Americas. Arabs dominated the equally large and profitable slave trade in North and East Africa. Their hunting grounds were the southern fringes of the Sahara and the East African hinterland as far as the Great Lakes. Caravans of captives trudged northwards across the desert to the slave markets in Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli to be sold and, in many cases, exported to Turkey and its Balkan provinces. Zanzibar was the centre of the East African trade whose market was principally Arabia. Africa’s other exports were gold, spices, palm oil and ivory: elephants died in thousands to satisfy the swelling demand for billiard balls in aristocratic saloons and keys for pianos in bourgeois parlours. Imports were dominated by mass-produced textiles, alcohol, metal wares and firearms, for which there was always a seller’s market.


By 1830 old patterns of trade were changing. In 1807 Britain had outlawed the slave trade and successive governments spent the next sixty years persuading other powers to do likewise. British warships intercepted slavers and impounded their cargoes in East and West African waters and the Atlantic. In 1833 Parliament banned slavery in all British territories, which was why escaped Tunisian slaves fled to the British consulate.


Britain’s crusade against slavery coincided with the heyday of the Industrial Revolution, in which she was still far ahead of her rivals, France and the German states. Manufacturers were hungry for new markets and sources of raw material, and Africa appeared to possess both. At the close of the eighteenth century Sir Joseph Banks, the explorer, naturalist and luminary of the recently formed African Association, warned that ‘If Britain did not “possess” itself of the “Treasures” of Africa’, then rival nations would. On the eve of Mungo Park’s second expedition up the Niger in 1803, Banks urged the explorer to discover from the ‘ignorant savages’ the exact source of gold dust that had been found in the sediments of the river’s estuary.3


Industrial Britain had useful and attractive goods for African consumers. In the 1820s British explorers in the Sahara presented local rulers with telescopes, finely honed Birmingham steel knives and scissors and, most welcome of all, modern guns. A pocket compass and a brace of richly inlaid blunderbusses given to the Sultan of Sokoto represented not just the goodwill of King George IV, but the wonders of British technology. A generation later, fireworks, a magic lantern, a magnetic battery and musical boxes were used by Sir Samuel Baker to impress the natives of Equatoria.4


The exploration of Africa had hitherto been fitful. Over the past two and a half thousand years the continent had been visited by the Phoenicians, Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Portuguese, British and French. Their revelations were a compound of fact, conjecture and fantasy, with the latter two predominating. There were persistent tales of a Christian prince (Prester [Presbyter] John) who ruled over a vast empire hidden in the heart of the continent, and equally persistent rumours of mass cannibalism, with human flesh on sale in urban markets. A sixteenth-century Capuchin missionary-cum-explorer horrified his readers with accounts of the ‘Jagas’, a Congolese tribe of cannibals whose men preferred the flesh of their mistresses and whose women prized that of their lovers. According to the reviewer of a history of African exploration published in 1817, these tales were the fabrication of a ‘monkish dolt’. Africans, the writer continued, ‘are invariably more mild and harmless, in proportion as they recede from the coast’.5 The findings of recent explorers had exploded some of the old myths about Africa but, the reviewer regretted, two-thirds of the continent remained uncharted, with ‘its grandest features distorted, or vaguely traced, or left incomplete’. Ignorance was now in full retreat. As part of their wider inquiries into the mechanisms and secrets of the natural and human universe, savants of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment had turned their attention to Africa. By 1830 more and more missing pieces of the African jigsaw were being found and slotted into place.


Geographical knowledge was fundamental to the opening up of Africa. It was also power, for it gave Europeans a template for future economic penetration and conquest. A French chart of what was then known of Africa published in 1845 was decorated with a vignette of a French officer showing the map to Africans, whose reaction is a mixture of incomprehension and amazement.6 The foreigner knew more of their lands than they did: he could go wherever he wished, utilising rivers, mountain passes and avoiding natural obstacles.


Intruders still faced formidable barriers. Yellow fever, malaria, heat exhaustion and various gastro-enteric distempers attacked white men who attempted to penetrate the tropical forests and bush of sub-Saharan Africa. The West African coast was notorious as the ‘white man’s grave’, and for good reason. In 1841, 80 per cent of the sailors who served on British expeditions up the Niger became infected by fevers. Of the seventy-four French missionaries sent to Senegal between 1844 and 1854, twenty died from local maladies and nineteen were invalided home soon after their arrival. During the French Algerian campaign of 1846, 7,000 soldiers died of sickness compared to just over a hundred killed by their enemies.7


III


At this stage, it is worth pausing to examine briefly the continents of Europe and Africa on the eve of the period of conquest and occupation. Future events in Africa would become interwoven with political, economic and social developments in Europe. The decision to invade Algeria in 1830 was taken by Charles X to raise the flagging prestige and popularity of the Bourbon dynasty. In Britain, the strategic concerns of the Admiralty, commercial lobbies and the all-powerful antislavery movement dictated policies towards Cape Colony and naval bases in West Africa. Equally influential were the men on the spot who enjoyed a considerable leeway in taking decisions. It could not have been otherwise, since it took ninety days for a steamer carrying orders from London to reach Cape Town.


In theory, British and French administrators on Africa’s frontiers were answerable to ministers in London and Paris and, through them, to elected Members of Parliament and the National Assembly. These institutions distinguished both countries from the rest of the Continent, where power rested with hereditary princes and whomever they chose to advise them. These absolutist rulers were the beneficiaries of the Vienna Settlement of 1815, which ended over twenty years of intermittent and destructive war that had been triggered by France’s efforts to export its revolution. The conservative spirit of the ancien régime permeated these autocracies: paternalist princes exalted obedience, quietism and piety as public virtues and royal power was supported by their respective churches.


Post-Napoleonic Europe was dominated by two empires: the Austrian, which encompassed northern Italy and most of central Europe, and the Russian, which was embarking on an ambitious expansionist programme in Central Asia. Neither empire had any interest in Africa.


A third empire, the Ottoman, did. It straddled south-eastern Europe, Turkey, the Middle East and North Africa and was beginning its slow journey from stagnation towards disintegration. The authority of the Sultan in Constantinople was splintering: Serbia broke free from his grip in 1815, Greece nine years later (assisted by Britain, France and Russia), and Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria were already virtually independent states. In 1843 Cyrenaica (eastern Libya) fell into the hands of the Sanussi, an ascetic Muslim brotherhood that secured control over the tribes of the interior and enforced a civil peace and rigorous orthodoxy.


Britain and France were ideologically distinct from the old imperial powers of Europe; they were liberal states that had broken free from the political and intellectual straitjacket of the ancien régime. Each was the offspring of popular revolution: the Glorious Revolution of 1688–9 and the French of 1789. These had laid the foundations of the liberal ideology: individual liberty, freedom of conscience and expression, free-market capitalism and government by consent. Assemblies elected by richer citizens decided the laws and daily governance of Britain and France. They were not yet democracies in a modern sense, but both countries were gradually enlarging their electorates.


Liberalism was gaining ground across Europe, particularly among the professional and commercial middle classes, intellectuals and writers. Liberals dominated the embryonic Polish, Italian, Hungarian and German national movements, which were seeking to create new states united by language, culture and popular sentiment. Nationalism challenged the multinational Austrian, Russian and Ottoman empires, but it also fostered tribal sentiments, notions of racial superiority and a sense of national destiny. These would become prime ingredients in the new imperialism that emerged later in the century.


IV


The ethnographic and political map of Africa was complex and often incomprehensible in its diversity. The continent was a vast collection of polities with different languages, laws, religions and social structures. When Europeans attempted to make sense of it, they naturally made comparisons with their own systems and ideas. David Livingstone characterised the polities of the Zambezi basin as patriarchal ‘and, according to the temperament of the Chief, despotic or guided by the elders of the tribe’.8 Absolutism and a diluted liberalism rubbed shoulders in Africa.


Like his contemporaries, Livingstone identified the tribe as the basic political unit of Africa, but the bonds that held it together were often hard to fathom. How did one define the Ibo of southern Nigeria? They lived in small, autonomous villages which were often at odds with each other, spoke different dialects and had no collective name for themselves. Outsiders detected the threads of a common culture, language and lineage, but the collective term ‘Ibo’ was the invention of their later rulers, the British.9


Kingship, where it existed, was more readily understood. Like the Christian autocrats of Europe, many African monarchs enjoyed divine approval, even ancestry. Again like their European counterparts, they wore gorgeous regalia on public occasions, advertised their prestige by richly clad retinues, and were treated with flattering servility.


The façade of power and its rituals encouraged comparisons between European and African princes. The King of Dahomey and the Asantehene of the Asante appeared to be absolute rulers of centralised states with large armies, including the famous female regiment (Amazons) of Dahomey, and treasuries filled by the profits of slave-trading. This omnipotence was deceptive. Asantehenes ruled over a confederation of small communities with the guidance of local councils, including village ‘Young Men’s Associations’. Checks and balances existed elsewhere. A council drawn from craft guilds and their kinsmen (who also held the offices of state) guided the Yoruba kings of Nigeria. Ancient customs, religious traditions and law bound the African ruler as they did the European.


There was abundant evidence of hierarchies of races and tribes. When in 1835 Sir Benjamin D’Urban, the Governor of Cape Colony, criticised the Xhosa paramount chief Hintsa Ka Khawuta for his illtreatment of the Fingoes (Mfengu), he replied: ‘Are they not my dogs?’ A British traveller in the western Sahara observed that the Arab ladies of Fezzan despised Negresses, despite their being ‘not a half shade darker than themselves’. Another explorer heard Arabs dismiss the blacks of Borku and Waday as ‘savages of the worst description’. ‘We have guns’, declared one Arab ruler, and this alone made his people superior to men armed with spears and bows and arrows.10


Beyond the Sahara, West Africa and the hinterland of Cape Colony the nature of African societies was only vaguely understood. There was, however, plentiful evidence to indicate the prevalence of endemic, localised struggles for survival between states, tribes and clans. At stake were fertile land, livestock and the right to extract protection money from the caravans of traders that passed through tribal lands. This tribute underwrote the loyalty of the warriors of the Chaga chiefs, whose tribesmen occupied the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro. African warfare was expected to pay for itself.


The history of Africa, like that of Europe, had been one of continual shifts in balances of power and the expansion and contraction of states. Poland had been a recent, classic example: within thirty years it had been transformed from being an independent kingdom to three provinces of its neighbours Prussia, Russia and Austria. Between 1810 and 1830, the South and Central American empires of Spain and Portugal had been overturned by local nationalist uprisings, leaving their mother countries impoverished backwaters.


A similar pattern of growth and decay marked African history, which included the fragmentary narratives of vanished supremacies. One was the commercial empire of Zimbabwe, which imploded at some unknown date in the fifteenth century. Its rise and fall are unrecorded, for Africans remembered rather than wrote down their history. All that remains are the ruins of a great city so sophisticated that European archaeologists imagined that it could only have been built by Arabs or (a wild guess, this) Phoenicians! Written Arab sources touch on the richness and splendour of the inland empire of Ghana on the western edge of the Sahara, which collapsed in the early thirteenth century. Revealingly, two modern states adopted the names Zimbabwe and Ghana after independence.


At the beginning of the nineteenth century two African states were extending their territory by large-scale wars of conquest, the Egyptian in the north and the Zulu in the far south. In 1820 Khedive Muhammad Ali began the piecemeal conquest of the Sudan and within twenty years had overrun most of its northern provinces. Khartoum, already a major focus for the slave trade, became the capital of a new and stillexpanding Egyptian empire. Over a tenth of its 15,000 inhabitants were soldiers, for resistance was common and stubborn.


The war ground on, and to finance it the Egyptians squeezed taxes from the Sudanese, which provoked further uprisings. Sudan was the springboard for further expansion southwards, with the ultimate aim of making Egypt the dominant power in East Africa. Successive khedives fielded European-style armies: Egyptian peasant conscripts were commanded by European mercenary officers, armed with imported modern artillery and rifles and supplied by Nile paddle steamers.


Zulu soldiers fought with traditional weapons and, led by Shaka, they created an empire in South Africa. He was a military genius and tactical innovator whose disciplined impis relied on the assegai, a variant of the traditional spear. He died in 1828 after over a dozen years of ruthless warfare in which he absorbed the Zulu clans into a kingdom that covered over 10,000 square miles and supported an army of 20,000 warriors. The success of Africa’s Napoleon and the courage of his fighting men captured the imagination of Europeans, but, like the French emperor, Shaka wreaked havoc on his own people and their neighbours. His campaigns produced famines and disruption as uprooted tribes fled from his armies.


Across eastern and Central Africa there was a scattering of predatory and fissile petty states, created by local warlords and financed by selling slaves to Arab dealers. Their chiefs were encountered by European explorers from the 1850s onwards, whose accounts of their ferocity and enterprise contributed to the impression of vast areas of Africa as convulsed by perpetual anarchy. Memories of wars, slave raids and conflicts remained in the African historical consciousness for generations, although recollections of their exact causes were forgotten or only partially remembered.


V


Reports of endemic violence confirmed the commonplace European perception of Africa as a ‘dark’ continent. This metaphor of darkness conveyed two meanings. One, less and less applicable after 1830, was geographical and covered those diminishing areas that were still unexplored. The other darkness was that of the human soul which set the African apart from the rest of humanity. For various reasons which scientists and philosophers were endeavouring to fathom, the Negro had somehow been isolated from the mainstreams of progress and civilisation. According to current interpretations of world history, there was a vibrant and superior European civilisation, and there were Arab, Indian, Persian and Chinese civilisations which had become ossified and decadent.


So far as it was known, there was no African Taj Mahal or Forbidden City. Why this was so had perplexed Europe’s men of reason during the eighteenth century. The answer seemed to lie in a genetic intellectual deficiency. The naturalist Linnaeus classified the Negro as ‘phlegmatic’, ‘ignorant’ and ruled by caprice. According to the philosopher David Hume, the Negro’s intellectual attainments were those of a parrot, and John Wesley regarded his flaws as evidence of man’s capacity for moral degeneration.11


At least by implication, Wesley allowed the black man a lifeline of regeneration and salvation, which was an acknowledgement of the Christian belief that all men had been created by God and shared a common ancestry. Yet the Negro’s lineage was tainted by the myth of Ham. According to Genesis, he had spied on his father Noah coupling with his mother and the outraged patriarch had sentenced Ham and his descendants to eternal servility as a punishment. Their black skins were indelible evidence of their forefather’s wickedness. This fairy story had far-reaching and horrendous consequences. It was transmitted from Judaism to Christian and Islamic theologies, both of which invoked it as evidence of a divine sanction for slavery.


Notions of African inferiority gained a shallow legitimacy from the more lurid reports of early explorers and European residents in Africa, many of whom were employed in the slave trade. These tales crept into scientific literature: the Encyclopédie, first published in 1751, accused the natives of the Ivory Coast of debauchery, a lack of belief in the afterlife, and described African political structures as ‘bizarre’, ‘despotic’ and based solely on passion. The African spurned reason and the upshot was the ‘ferociousness, cruelty, perfidy, cowardice [and] laziness’ which characterised all black races. Moreover, Negro minds were prey to witchcraft and superstition, as, for that matter, were those of the peasantry of remote and backward regions of Europe. In 1840 the islanders of St Kilda, for example, slaughtered a Great Auk in the belief that it was a witch.


Interior darkness was announced by outward appearances. A child’s story book published in France in 1837 described the horror of the hero when he first meets Negroes: ‘they seemed hideous, I would have thought of them as monkeys of the worst species, if their bodies, which had no clothes, had not human form’.12 The Christian European psyche had traditionally connected whiteness with sanctity, virtue and honour, whereas blackness was associated with evil in all its manifestations.


The fabricated moral genetics that weighed so heavily against all black races were being questioned. A visitor to Fezzan in the 1790s wondered whether the lethargy of its citizens was not a consequence of heredity but the result of tyranny, poverty and a diet of dates and ‘a kind of farinaceous pap’.13 The plight of the African was neither preordained nor immutable: it was the product of many complex historical and cultural factors that could be changed.


By 1800 the cockeyed notion that the African’s deficiencies were hereditary and irredeemable was being challenged by two increasingly influential movements, Romanticism and Evangelical Christianity. Their followers would have endorsed Wordsworth’s assertion that ‘we all have one human heart’. Romantics insisted that the Negro possessed feelings like the rest of mankind and these made him part of the human race. He deserved sympathy, assistance and the chance to enjoy those universal birthrights, liberty and happiness. Evangelicals believed that his conversion to Christianity would complete his felicity.


The optimistic view of the African’s future was supported by much of the new literature of exploration. Mungo Park was struck by the decency and kindness of the people he met on the banks of the Niger, including a woman who fed and cared for him when he had fallen sick. His short stay in Sokoto in 1824 convinced Hugh Clapperton, a naval officer, that its inhabitants were ‘civilised, learned, humane and pious’. Their intelligence and conduct dispelled all preconceptions about ‘naked savages, devoid of religion, and not far from the condition of wild beasts’. A British officer newly arrived at the Cape thought the Xhosa were ‘the finest formed people I ever saw . . . models of the human form in its most perfect form’.14


* Sharpshooter.
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‘Sold just like chickens’: Slavery and the Slave Trade


[image: Image]


I


Slavery and the slave trade were vast but not immovable obstacles to progress in Africa; they skewed economic and social development, and were a constant cause of wars. This was a view fervently held in Britain, less so in France. It was rejected by the reactionary Catholic empires of Spain and Portugal, where slavery and slave-trafficking were tolerated until the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Arab and African slavers insisted that they were engaged in a historically legitimate, economically necessary and rewarding enterprise. ‘All he cared about was business’ was the folk memory of Rashid Masidi, a late-nineteenthcentury Swahili slave dealer who operated in what is now Tanzania.*1 Market forces and high profit ratios trumped all other considerations and the slavers were ready to fight to uphold them.


The Islamic conscience was untroubled by slavery. Salme Sayyid, the daughter of Sultan Sayyid al-Busaidi of Zanzibar, assumed that all slaves enjoyed a good life: ‘they have no care themselves, and their welfare is always studiously looked after’.2 As we shall see, this was a misconception. What mattered to Salme was the fact that her father and elder brother Sultan Madjid received a levy from the price of every slave sold in the Zanzibar market. Like everyone else who stood to lose from the slave trade, the Al Busaidi sultans bitterly resented Britain’s efforts to abolish it. In 1854 Sir Richard Burton discovered that Britain was the most hated European nation in Somaliland because of its naval war against the slave trade. Zanzibari Arabs called the outstandingly vigilant HMS Lyra ‘el shaleen’ (the devil).


The feelings of the slave trade’s victims were seldom recorded. Senegalese folk memories of late-nineteenth-century slave raids give an impression of permanent insecurity in areas where armed gangs of kidnappers terrorised villages.3 Yet in one part of the Congo basin villagers welcomed the slavers, to whom they sold their bad hats, including witches’ and thieves’.4 There is no reason to disbelieve that the joy of liberated slaves described in anti-slavery literature was not heartfelt, though bewilderment and even despair followed after released men and women found themselves stranded on an alien shore without employment.


An officer on HMS Wasp wondered what fate awaited the young female slaves, rescued by his ship and put ashore at Mahé on the Seychelles, a British colony. Similarly in Sierra Leone, where victims of the Atlantic trade had been settled since the late eighteenth century. Here and elsewhere the British government relied on missions to provide accommodation and work. Missions close to the naval base in Gabon also resettled slaves rescued by French warships.


II


Before turning to the largely British efforts to eradicate the slave trade, it is useful to pause and examine its extent and nature. The far from perfect statistics of the slave trade, which give a rough but valuable impression of its magnitude, do much to explain the determination of the vested interests that justified it, and why it took so long to eliminate. The calculus of the slave trade is also a salutary reminder that it was a multiracial activity that enriched not just Europeans, but also Arabs, Turks, Egyptians and Africans.


Until the beginning of the nineteenth century the Atlantic was the largest sector of the trade. In 1800 there were 2 million slaves in Brazil, 900,000 in the United States and 800,000 in Spanish America, all of whom had West or East African ancestry. Most worked on cotton, sugar and tobacco plantations, which supplied a largely European market.


Like every other capitalist undertaking, the slave trade was subject to the laws of supply and demand and political pressures. The rapid expansion of cotton production in the southern states of America after 1820 led to a growing demand for slaves, with 100,000 being imported annually during the mid-1840s. In 1861 politics abruptly intervened: the outbreak of the Civil War terminated the import of slaves via Cuba into the Confederacy, and the Union blockade strangled cotton exports. The slack in cotton-growing was taken up by Egypt, which required a yearly quota of between 30,000 and 35,000 African slaves to meet new production requirements. Some were drafted from the cotton fields into the Egyptian army. In 1863, Khedive Ismail hired out several hundred as mercenaries to serve with Napoleon III’s forces in malarial regions of Mexico during the Emperor’s ill-fated attempt to annex the country.5


In defiance of British warships and international treaties signed by Portugal, 50,000 slaves were covertly transported from Angola and Mozambique for labour in the Brazilian coffee plantations between 1846 and 1850.6 They were among the last victims of the Atlantic slave trade, whose scale and atrocities are well known in Britain and America thanks to exhaustive research that continues to add to a sense of ancestral moral guilt in both countries.


The literature on African slavery is selective and imbalanced since it largely ignores the Arab–African slave trade. In scale it equalled – probably surpassed – its Atlantic counterpart and, in some regions, it persisted until the early twentieth century. During the 1860s between 60,000 and 100,000 slaves from northern Mozambique and modern Tanzania were passing through Zanzibar for shipment to Arabia and the Persian Gulf.7 At the same time, more than half of Zanzibar’s 230,000 inhabitants were slaves working on plantations and in Arab households.


During the 1870s up to 30,000 slaves from Abyssinia and the southern Sudan were yearly shipped by dhows across the Red Sea to Arabia. These regions also supplied women and eunuchs for the slave markets of Egypt and Turkey. Totals for the far more extensive Saharan slave trade are difficult to assess. British consuls estimated that about 5,000 a year were being sold in Tunis during the 1850s after having been driven overland from what are now Mali, Niger and Northern Nigeria. In 1855 1,000 were shipped from Tunis to Ottoman-ruled Crete and a few were sold to buyers in Albania, then a Turkish province. African slavery penetrated the fringes of Europe.


The torments endured by victims of the Arab-controlled slave trade equalled those of its Atlantic counterpart. One rare first-hand account was taken from Saaba Fula, who was purchased by a French explorer, Victor Largeau, at the slave market in Ouargla in south-eastern Algeria in 1877. Saaba was between sixteen and eighteen years old and had been kidnapped by Arab raiders scouring villages on the banks of the Upper Niger. Her father and brothers were murdered, and she and her mother were forced to trudge nearly a thousand miles northwards across the Sahara. The slave caravan travelled by night to avoid the heat, but many slaves died from hunger, dehydration and fatigue. Saaba’s mother was one: she ‘followed me for a long time, wailing and crying, but all of a sudden I did not hear her any more. I think the Arabs killed her.’ On arrival in Ouargla, Saaba was put up for sale with a dozen other girls in blue cotton robes. Largeau described them standing or crouched, ‘their eyes lowered and full of tears’. He paid 650 francs (about £60) for Saaba, who ‘sobbed violently’, remembering that she had been told that Frenchmen ate Negroes. Then, ‘pulling herself together, she bid farewell to her companions and followed me with a firm step’.8 Unbeknown to her, she had been liberated. She had been doubly fortunate, for losses during the cross-desert treks were between one and two-thirds.


Precise figures for the localised, indigenous African slave trade are impossible to obtain. Nevertheless, some measure of its scale can be gained from the fact that during the twenty years after the French occupation of Timbuktu in 1894, half a million former slaves drifted back to their homelands to the south.9


The arithmetic of the indigenous and Arab slave trade speaks for itself. Yet there has been an extraordinary historical amnesia among the descendants of those who participated in it. The collective moral shame and regret felt by subsequent generations of Europeans and Americans have never been shared by Turks, Egyptians and Arabs.


III


The statistics show us how deeply embedded slavery had become in the economies of large parts of Africa. This was why British philanthropists convinced themselves that slavery was a barrier to social and economic progress. Overturn it and the way would be open for a farreaching economic revolution. ‘Legitimate’ trade in such commodities as palm oil, timber and the unknown mineral ores thought to exist somewhere in the continent’s mountain ranges would create new and untainted sources of wealth. It was an attractive proposition: Africans would prosper and use their new profits to buy British goods.


This was the vision of David Livingstone. When he was not exploring southern and Central Africa and teaching the Gospels to their inhabitants, he was urging the British nation to step up its efforts in the struggle against slavery. Nothing less than the wholesale regeneration of the continent was at stake, for, as Livingstone repeatedly predicted, the end of slavery would mark the arrival of a golden age of stability and general prosperity. In 1854 he foresaw the Zambezi crowded with steamers passing to and fro with cash crops and cargoes of British textiles and metal wares.


Livingstone was idolised by the British public and by the end of his life was an international figure. This was why, when he ‘disappeared’ in northern Tanzania in 1866, the New York Herald hired Henry Morton Stanley to find him whatever the cost. Livingstone was a working-class Scottish lad who, through application and perseverance, had qualified himself as a physician and a clergyman. He personified the Victorian ideal of active, manly Christianity. His faith was fervent and practical, and he was as brave as one of the many lions he had had to contend with during his expeditions. His travel books were bestsellers, he lectured and preached across the country and his message, based on his experiences, commanded attention. Livingstone’s eyewitness accounts of slave raids, with images of distraught mothers and terrified children, touched the hearts of his audience. Above all, his insistence that ‘Christianity, Civilisation and Commerce’ were the remedies for Africa’s maladies entered the British political consciousness. Livingstone taught his own and later generations that Africans could be saved from themselves.


To an extent, Livingstone was preaching to the converted insofar as the popular anti-slavery movement was already embedded in Britain’s political culture. In the late eighteenth century public opinion had been mobilised against the British slave trade, which as we have seen was outlawed in 1807, and against slavery in Britain’s colonies, which became illegal in 1833. Two great political victories were the prelude to a new contest: the final destruction of the international slave trade. This was the goal of the largely middle-class missionary and anti-slavery lobbies, which had enormous political clout.


Slavery was repulsive to the British. It was a denial of that personal liberty which they had won for themselves in the seventeenth century, when one radical insisted that ‘the poorest hath a life to live as the greatest-he’. Individual freedom defined national character. The battle hymn of eighteenth-century triumphalism, ‘Rule, Britannia!’, declared that ‘Britons never will be slaves’. British freedom had gone hand in hand with the remarkable progress made by the nation since it had encouraged individuals to foster their natural talents and advance themselves. It was right and proper, therefore, for this beneficial freedom to be extended to all people everywhere.


By contrast to the ‘freeborn’ Briton, the slave was a degraded creature, stripped of his humanity, unable to determine his own or his family’s future and denied any outlet for his inborn abilities. ‘A slave is a Person perverted into a Thing’, wrote Coleridge. Everyone employed in the slave trade became morally tainted. The man who held another as a chattel and sold him forfeited his own humanity. The economist Adam Smith observed that: ‘There is not a negro from the coast of Africa who does not . . . possess a degree of magnanimity which the soul of his sordid master is often scarce capable of receiving.’


The literature which graphically described the cruelties and humiliations inflicted on slaves was profoundly disturbing. It could not have been otherwise in a country in which an epitaph of 1799 in Dorchester Abbey described how a lady of clearly Romantic inclinations had died ‘a martyr to excessive sensitivity’. One wonders how she would have reacted to Mungo Park’s poignant account of his encounter with an impoverished Nigerian mother forced to stay alive by offering her own child to a slaver: ‘Good God, thought I, what must a mother suffer before she sells her own child.’


The mid-Victorians were the heirs in spirit of the Romantic and Evangelical movements, and as such had a passionate empathy with the helplessness and misery of the slave. The mechanics of the slave trade were repugnant to a people that set a high store by decency and human dignity. The reactions of the august proconsul Sir Bartle Frere as he walked through the Zanzibar slave market in 1873 were typical:


The examination of the women was still more disgusting. Bloated and henna-dyed old debauchees gloated over them, handled them from head to foot before a crowd of lookers-on, like a cowseller or a horse-dealer, and finally when one was apparently satisfactory, buyer and seller and woman all retired behind a curtain of the shed to play out the final examination.


Here was fuel for a moral outrage that transcended political and religious loyalties and was felt in all levels of society. In 1824, Britain’s official policy towards slavery and the slave trade had been summarised by the Tory Foreign Secretary George Canning when he told the Commons that the struggle against slavery was ‘a matter of right, of humanity [and] of morality’ and that its success would transform for the better ‘an entire class of our fellow creatures’. His sentiments held true for the rest of the century and were a source of immense national pride. Another crusader against slavery, Lord Palmerston, saw Britain’s willingness to take up the cudgels against it as an expression of a superior national ‘character’.


Britain was the friend of the weak and the oppressed and a nation deeply aware of its collective Christian duty. In 1859 Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford (‘Soapy Sam’), reminded Liverpool businessmen that they were part of a nation upon which ‘the blessings of God had been showered’, and for that reason alone were obliged to do good in the world. Older and newer concepts of Britain’s global humanitarian duty fused and, after the occupation of Egypt in 1882, would make it easy for politicians and journalists to whip up support for annexationist policies in Africa.


British diplomats persuaded Russia, Prussia, Austria and France to outlaw the slave trade at the Vienna Congress in 1815, and afterwards the French navy deployed a small slave squadron in West African waters. Slavery had been abolished in all French colonies by the First Republic in 1794, was restored by Napoleon in 1802 and finally outlawed by the Second Republic in 1848. For the next fifty or so years this ban was laxly and haphazardly enforced. Not only was the French attitude towards slavery often casual, but there was a feeling in some quarters that the Negro was somehow temperamentally fitted for it. General Louis Faidherbe, who was appointed Governor of Senegal in 1854, remarked that ‘one would never think of enslaving Arabs for they would assassinate their master’.10


French views about slavery were by-the-way. Britain’s counted, for it was the richest nation in the world, it dominated international trade and was well on the way to become the world’s banker. It was no coincidence that after a decade of prevarication, Khedive Ismail bowed to British diplomatic pressure and set about suppressing the Egyptian and Sudanese slave trade in 1877. There was little else he could have done, for his state was slithering into insolvency and Britain was one of his largest and most impatient creditors. On balance, it was preferable to keep British goodwill and forfeit the 10 per cent tariff he collected for every slave sold in Egypt.


Britain also resorted to force to get its way over slavery. It had a preponderance of global naval power and from 1807 onwards successive governments committed the Royal Navy to a war against slavers in the Atlantic and Indian oceans. These operations were costing £700,000 a year in the 1850s and involved, on average, the deployment of twenty-five warships on the Africa station.


IV


Britain’s diplomatic offensive against the slave trade was a slow and frustrating struggle. Between 1820 and 1882 the Foreign Office signed thirty treaties with individual states, each of which pledged to ban the trade. Backsliding was common, not least because the will or the means of enforcement were lacking. Spain, Portugal and the Ottoman Empire were the worst offenders. In 1840 the Sultan explained to Lord Ponsonby, the British Ambassador, that while he conceded that Britain was superior in science, the arts and war, he rejected utterly the notion of its moral superiority.11 For him this rested on the Quran, but, like other rulers bent on sidestepping Britain’s demands for the abolition of the slave trade, the Sultan knew that it was the cement of his empire’s economy.


Slavery was also essential to the economies of large parts of West Africa. An African slave worked in his master’s fields, tended his livestock and undertook the drudgery of everyday household chores for his wife. The stock of domestic slaves required constant replenishment since women held in slavery tended not to have children.


The wealth generated by slavery was a key factor in African politics. Fortunes were amassed by the indigenous entrepreneurs and invested in the soldiers and modern weaponry that were necessary to establish and defend their hunting grounds. In many respects these private armies were like the ‘militias’ recruited and armed by the modern warlords of West and Central Africa: they ruled competitive warriorslave states that were in perpetual conflict. These turf wars intensified as the market for slaves was dislocated by British naval activity. Some outlets managed to stay open: with the connivance of the Portuguese authorities, a dwindling number of slavers operated out of Mozambique in the 1880s. Blind eyes were turned elsewhere: in 1888 a British warship patrolling the Indian Ocean intercepted fifteen French-registered dhows carrying slaves.


The slave trade was a ladder for ambitious chiefs to climb in order to raise their status and extend their power. The West African kingdoms of Dahomey and Lagos had grown rich and powerful during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by providing slaves to European dealers. By 1850 both states were under growing pressure from Britain, but distance prevented this from being exerted inland; the southern fringes of the Sahara and the interior of East Africa as far as the Great Lakes continued to provide the raw materials for the slavers.


The last area was home to José de Andrade, the son of a chief and a Goan girl, who carved out a virtually independent state in western Mozambique during the 1870s and 1880s based entirely on his income from slaving. He procured modern firearms and his forces scoured the neighbouring regions for slaves, who were driven to the coast and surreptitiously shipped from Portuguese ports to Brazil and Cuba. Andrade was a terrifying figure: local folklore claimed that when he spotted vultures circling near his village he would order the killing of a man or woman to satisfy their hunger. His nickname was ‘Kanyemba’ (‘the ferocious’).12


Kanyemba’s career was paralleled by that of his contemporary Al-Zubayr Rahma Mansur, a Cairo-based businessman whose activities were centred on Khartoum. During the 1870s he controlled a 1,000-strong army that trawled for slaves in the south of the Sudan and, like Andrade, he behaved as if he was the ruler of an independent state. Khedive Ismail’s belated efforts to prohibit the slave trade made Al-Zubayr’s position precarious. The suppression of slaving in the Sudan triggered an inflation of slave prices in Cairo. On average his agents smuggled about 1,000 slaves a year to Egypt, paying £8 each for them in Khartoum. By 1877 prices in Cairo ranged between £100 and £200 for black males and up to £1,000 for comely Abyssinian girls, who were favoured as concubines by Egyptian army officers. Those slaves purchased for domestic service were called ‘talking animals’ by their owners and given names that emphasised their degraded status. Muslim claims that slaves were treated with kindness were empty. Also on sale in Cairo were white Circassian female slaves abducted on the Turko-Russian frontier, who commanded prices as high as £10,000.13


In 1877 Khedive Ismail appointed Colonel Charles Gordon as Governor-General of the Sudan with a mandate to terminate the slave trade. A fervent and single-minded Evangelical, Gordon Pasha shared with Cromwell a belief that he was a soldier chosen by divine providence to accomplish God’s will. Al-Zubayr’s operations were one of his first targets, and in July 1879 he defeated his army and had his son, Sulayman, executed. But Gordon’s campaign soon petered out, a casualty of Egypt’s financial crisis and the outbreak of the Mahdist revolt in the Sudan.


Al-Zubayr and Kanyemba were sharks, but there were plenty of small fry chasing profits from the slave trade. Among them were the African gangs that preyed on the scattered villages around Souroudougou (Burkina Faso) in the 1880s, ambushing families, killing the father and carrying of his wife and children, who ‘were sold just like chickens’.14 During periods of famine violence was not needed, for parents were willing to sell their offspring to buy food.


V


Naval vigilance and diplomatic persistence were Britain’s weapons in the war against men like Andrade and Al-Zubayr. In West and East Africa, warships blockaded suspected slave ports; landing parties attacked and demolished the forts that defended them and the barracoons where slaves were imprisoned; and patrolling men-o’-war intercepted slavers. There were plenty of legal wrangles, since the French and American governments were prickly about British warships stopping and searching their merchantmen.


The Treasury paid £5 in bounty money for each slave liberated. This head money was divided among the crew according to rank: after four years’ successful patrolling in the Atlantic, an able seaman on HMS Waterwitch received £178, a chief petty officer £528 and the captain £2,600.15 This was ample compensation for duties performed in a region where the death rate from disease hovered between 5 and 10 per cent. A scrap with a slaver was a welcome break from tedious weeks cruising; in 1840 a midshipman aboard HMS Pickle wrote to his mother of his excitement as his ship closed with a slave ship off the Cuban coast:


How glorious! Seeing one’s name in the papers for something of that sort. Should you not like it, dearest Mama? I was sharpening my sword in the most butcher like manner in the chase. It was delightful to see how eager our men were to get up with her.16


The eradication of the Atlantic slave trade required the cooperation of the rulers of coastal states. British consuls extracted promises from them to outlaw the transit of slaves through their territories, but many refused to forfeit a valuable source of income. King Kosoko of Lagos was a persistent recidivist and at the end of 1851 Palmerston, the Foreign Secretary, decided he needed to be taught a lesson. ‘Barbarous African chiefs’, he declared, should not be allowed to interrupt ‘the accomplishment of a great purpose’. The island withstood one bombardment and amphibious assault, but the second succeeded. Shrapnel and incendiary Congreve rockets did the trick (their unintentionally erratic course convinced their victims that they were somehow being guided towards their targets), and Kosoko fled from his burning capital. His successor, the biddable Atikoye, came ashore with the marines and bluejackets. The Union Jack was hoisted and 300 schoolchildren from an inland mission sang ‘God Save the Queen’.


Lagos and its inland dependencies came under British control. The island became an ancillary base for the slave squadron and an outlet for the export of palm oil, a morally acceptable commerce which, it was hoped, would replace slaving. The annexation was justified at home on humanitarian grounds, although there were parliamentary misgivings about the future expenses of a new colony. A dilemma had emerged: was it possible to eliminate the slave trade by maritime coercion and diplomatic arm-twisting, or would ultimate success depend on occupying territory? Annexations involved long-term expenditure and were, therefore, anathema to those Whigs and Liberals attached to the principle of cheap government and low taxes. In the early 1860s there were parliamentary stirrings over the funding of a string of West African coastal forts and dependencies. Some had been acquired from Denmark over the previous fifty years, and all were seen as strategic assets in the war against the slave trade. The humanitarian imperative prevailed, but the debate was a reminder that at this date there were strong political reservations about British acquisitions in Africa.


VI


The same balance of naval coercion and diplomatic persuasion was initially applied to the campaign against the East African slave trade. This was dominated by the sultanate of Zanzibar, a mercantile state that had been founded by the Omani prince Sultan Sayyid al-Busaidi in the 1820s. He was a dynamic businessman with a Midas touch, and worked closely with Indian capitalists to create a commercial empire in East Africa. It eventually encompassed the coastal littoral, and rested on the profits of the slave trade. In 1870 between 100 and 300 slaves were sold daily in the Zanzibar market and the Sultan took a percentage of each transaction. Some slaves stayed in Zanzibar to work the clove plantations, which contributed £190,000 to the island’s economy in 1879. Al-Busaid signed trade treaties with Britain, America and France, but took care to stay on the right side of Britain, the predominant naval power in the Indian Ocean.


By the early 1870s the future of Zanzibar looked uncertain. A hurricane destroyed Sultan Barghash’s fleet at anchor in 1872, and he was unnerved by recent Egyptian encroachments in Uganda and on the Red Sea. To make matters worse, his British patrons were becoming increasingly impatient with his evasiveness on the matter of the slave trade; one diplomat complained about his use of the ‘exasperating arts of the East’ to forestall coming to a decision. Reports of Barghash’s procrastination angered two parliamentary inquiries in 1870 and 1871 and they concluded that the time had come for rigorous arm-twisting.


In June 1873 the Sultan caved in and agreed to ban the slave trade. A squadron of British warships that was standing by offshore had helped to concentrate his mind. The anti-slavery lobby in Britain was jubilant and the Prime Minister, William Gladstone, was overcome by the news that an Anglican cathedral was to be built on the site of the old slave market.† A cruiser remained permanently stationed in Zanzibar harbour as a base for landing parties and Kilwa, one of the slavers’ chief outlets, was placed under a tight blockade.


Barghash’s renunciation of the slave trade was a victory, but a limited one. Gladstone’s government had fallen into a trap that would ensnare its successors: it took at face value an African ruler’s pretensions to sovereignty over regions that he lacked the capacity to control. When missionaries complained to the Sultan in 1882 about slave raiders abducting twenty-nine converts from the Masasi (Tanzania) mission, he was ‘polite’ but ‘did not help us’. Even if, and this is doubtful, he had the will, Barghash lacked any effective police or military force with which to engage the slaving parties that ranged over the areas under his nominal rule.


Britain’s more or less single-handed war against the slave trade had achieved remarkable success. Between 1810 and 1864 the Royal Navy had liberated 150,000 slaves. By the latter date the Atlantic trade (now deprived of the American market) was fast withering away; and a hard but not fatal blow had been inflicted on the Indian Ocean trade. There remained the interior African trade, protected by remoteness and sympathetic local regimes, which, as the experience in the Sudan in the late 1870s had shown, could only be destroyed by superior force. In 1876 the Asantehene Mensa Bonsu told a Methodist missionary that his kingdom could not survive without slavery.17


The eradication of slavery would bring economic dislocation to many areas and could only be achieved by the extension of European hard power far inland, possibly involving conquest and occupation. For the time being this was not contemplated by Britain. France was the only power making incursions into Africa and the destruction of the slave trade was not one of its motives.


* Swahilis were of mixed Arab and African descent.


† Gladstone’s zeal was that of a convert. His family money came from West Indies plantations and in the early 1830s he defended slavery in the Commons.
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‘Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands to God’: Missionaries


[image: Image]


I


Christian missions multiplied across Africa during the nineteenth century and transformed the spiritual and moral climate of the continent. The sense of purpose, fervour and physical and mental stamina of the missionaries was astonishing and sometimes moving. Their ambition was the conversion of the entire continent and the results were remarkable: in 1800 there were a few thousand Christians in Africa whereas a hundred years later the total was approaching 15 million.


Most of the missionaries were British, French, Americans, Germans and Scandinavians who were supplemented and followed by African converts. Just as the pioneer settler transformed the barren wilderness into fruitful farmland, the missionary prepared the soil by uprooting the weeds of superstition and clearing away the rocks of ignorance. The seeds of faith were then sown and nurtured to produce a harvest of souls saved for Christ and destined for eternal, celestial life.


The missionaries brought with them the denominational and sectarian divisions of European Christianity. They also, unwittingly, helped create further schisms, for Africans quickly began to follow their own consciences and devise their own interpretations of the Scriptures; some sought to define a specifically African deity. Such theological speculation disappointed those missionaries who had dreamed that Christianity might unite the continent. What it did accomplish was the creation of a growing body of educated Africans hungry for knowledge and often critical of the political status quo.


Saving the African soul was a catalyst for another fundamental and far-reaching cultural revolution. Hitherto-spoken languages were transposed into written ones which used the Latin alphabet so that Africans could read the Scriptures for themselves. The newly literate could also study the knowledge and wisdom of Europe; the African could and would now read Descartes and Darwin as well as Deuteronomy.


Lessons in English and French mission schools were taught in those languages and prize pupils were sent to study in European and American universities. Many missionaries were also doctors who introduced European methods of diagnosis and treatment. Traditional remedies and magical nostrums were in retreat, although their practitioners yielded ground stubbornly and many still have their followers today. Africa had hosted small-scale Christian missions since the sixteenth century, and was home to two ancient Christian faiths, the Coptic Church of Egypt and the Abyssinian Church, which shared some of its theology. Since European churches were exclusive and competitive, missionaries considered Abyssinian Christians fair game for conversion, which led to tensions. The Emperor Tewedros expelled the Catholic mission on his accession in 1855, accusing its clergy of subversion and meddling in Abyssinian politics. Protestants remained welcome, because their printed Amharic Bibles allowed the Emperor’s subjects to read the Scriptures in their own language.1 Shrewder African rulers wondered whether the missionaries were the advance guard of Britain and France, and they were not entirely mistaken. In the 1870s the Superintendent of Methodist missions in West Africa looked forward to an alliance between the British authorities and the churches to overthrow the slave trade as well as to advance Christianity.2 It was no coincidence that missions flourished in those parts of southern Africa that were under British control. In the 1870s the Natal government encouraged the growth of self-supporting mission villages by exempting them from the hut tax and (briefly) the poll tax. In return for such favours, the missionaries fostered that quietism which had always been such a strong feature of European Christianity. One black African preacher in Zululand urged his congregation to pray for Queen Victoria, her magistrates and the Zulu royal family.3


Missionaries were, inevitably, drawn into native politics. In the small state of Thaba-Nehu on the border of the Orange Free State and Basutoland (Lesotho), Anglican and Methodist missionaries backed rival claimants to the throne in the early 1880s. The Anglican candidate, Samuel Moroka, was toppled in a coup and shot while hiding in a mission lavatory. His successor, the Methodist-backed Tshipinate, rewarded his allies with a gift of 2,900 acres of land. Prudently, he also donated 2,500 acres to the Anglicans together with £50 for a school.4 These shenanigans worried the government of the Orange Free State, which occupied and annexed Thaba-Nehu on the grounds of preserving regional stability.


II


Tension and turmoil were unavoidable, since African converts had to break with their collective past. Their new faith required the public rejection of ancient gods, tribal religious and social rituals and festivals, and traditional explanations of the universe and an individual’s place in it. Old usages begat new sins, most notably polygamy. The theatre of religion changed: out went the traditional dances and throbbing drums and in came the restrained but often awesome rites of the Christian mysteries. Catholics and Anglicans enjoyed an advantage here. Some converts tried to blend old and new ways, which upset missionaries, who were always on the lookout for signs of recidivism. After their lessons had ended, boys at a mission school in Sierra Leone in the 1830s celebrated their freedom by drumming, singing and performing somersaults. Their teacher admonished them, telling them that their time was better spent in Bible-reading.5


It was not just the demonisation and suppression of fun that irritated Africans. As the wave of missionary activity gathered momentum, it filled the elite with political misgivings. In 1876 the Asantehene Mensa Bonsu refused to allow the Gold Coast (Ghana) Methodist mission to establish schools and missions for his subjects. The king was vehement: ‘It is your religion that has ruined the Fanti country, weakened their power and brought down the high man to the level of the low man.’6 Missions and schools would, he was convinced, undermine his throne and dilute the warrior spirit of his people. Recent history had shown how his ‘weakened’ Fanti neighbours had been unable to resist British encroachments on their independence.


Bonsu’s contemporary, the Zulu King Cetshwayo, was more accommodating, once telling an Anglican missionary that he liked all missions. His fondness was tempered by apprehension, for he reminded the clergyman that ‘we follow the customs of our forefathers’. Among them was compulsory military service in the royal impis and, like the Asantehene, the king feared that conversion would subvert the fighting spirit of his young men. ‘These boys are soldiers . . . by becoming Christians they become lost to me.’ Converted women, it seems, became cussed wives who refused to accept their traditional lot. As one henpecked husband declared: ‘You are our cattle and ought to obey us.’7
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