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          To set it in motion, human pity needs precise and concrete facts. Set out in general terms, a record of the
          most atrocious crimes arouses no emotion.
        


        
          Félicien Cattier
        

      


      
        
          The vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conquest and geographical exploration.
          … It was just robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a grand scale. … The conquest of the earth, which
          mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than
          ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look at it too much.
        


        
          Joseph Conrad
        

      


      
        
          European world expansion, accompanied as it was by a shameless defence of extermination, created habits of
          thought and political precedents that made way for outrages, finally culminating in the most horrendous of
          them all: the Holocaust … Auschwitz was the modern industrial application of a policy of extermination on
          which European world domination had long since rested.
        


        
          Sven Lindquist
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    Introduction


    
      In 1890, at the age of thirty-two, the novelist Joseph Conrad took up an appointment as captain of a river
      steamer on the Congo. On the face of it, this was a curious, almost incomprehensible, decision for a man who had
      only recently been appointed a captain in the British merchant marine. But his life at sea had turned sour, he
      had resigned his post and had been out of a job for the better part of a year. He was also intrigued by the
      reports of the expeditions which were at that time being mounted into the interior of Africa, and which seem to
      have revived within him the desire he had had from a very early age to go to that continent:
    


    
      It was in 1868, when nine years old or thereabouts, that while looking at a map of Africa of the time and putting
      my finger on the blank space then representing the unsolved mystery of that continent, I said to myself with
      absolute assurance and an amazing audacity which are no longer in my character now: ‘When I grow up, I shall go
      there,’1
    


    
      He enlisted the help of a distant cousin, his application to the authorities in Brussels was successful and he
      sailed for the Congo in the early summer of the following year.
    


    
      Conrad stayed in the Congo for no more than six months. He had to endure a thoroughly unpleasant two hundred mile
      march to reach the head of navigation at Stanley Pool, and proceeded on arrival to fall out with the director of
      the local trading station. He was consequently never given command of what turned out to be a
      ‘two-penny-half-penny river-steamer with a penny whistle attached’ and, after only a single voyage into the
      interior, he fell ill with fever and dysentery and came near to dying. He was fortunate to be able to secure his
      release from his contract, but was to suffer for years afterwards from recurrent fevers and other ailments.
    


    
      What an end to the idealised realities of a boy’s daydream! I wondered what I was doing there,
      for indeed it was only an unforeseen episode, hard to believe now, in my seaman’s life. Still the fact remains
      that I have smoked a pipe of peace at midnight in the very heart of the African continent, and felt very lonely
      there.2
    


    


    
      Conrad’s experience in the Congo was to haunt him for years, and was distilled in 1902 into a minor masterpiece
      of English literature, his short novel Heart of Darkness.3 In outline, this book recreates his own experience and
      can be read as an exotic adventure story in the tradition of Rider Haggard or Robert Louis Stevenson, of a
      journey into the interior of Africa to rescue a European who had been corrupted and overwhelmed by the prevailing
      savagery. However it is very much more than a mere tale of adventure: rather, as might be expected of one who has
      been reckoned to be among the finest ‘political’ novelists in the English language, it contains some of the most
      penetrating insights that have been penned on the subject of this present book, the immense colony, the so-called
      Congo Free State, which Leopold II of the Belgians created in the heart of Africa some five years before Conrad
      took up his appointment. Conrad’s narrative is often obscure – as he himself put it, it was not like a seaman’s
      yarn, which had a ‘direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which lies in the kernel of a split nut’. Rather, its
      meaning was only brought out ‘as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of those misty haloes that
      sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of moonlight’. This obscurity has led many to interpret
      the tale in convoluted ways, perhaps as a myth of the underworld, or as a voyage into the subconscious or the
      recesses of the id. Whatever the nuances, however, there is no reason not to view the
      narrative as Conrad intended, as ‘experience … pushed a little (and only a little) beyond the facts of the
      case’.4 Essentially,
      Heart of Darkness is a subtle but overwhelming exposé of Leopold’s Free State, the
      enormities that were perpetrated there, and the attitudes of mind that gave rise to them. To grasp the nature of
      the Free State and the atmosphere pervading it, Conrad’s narrative is an almost indispensable introduction.
    


    
      Leopold was, by any standards, a monster – a man of immense ability, but one who was wholly devoid of principle
      and prepared to lie, cheat and deceive on a grand scale in order to achieve his ends. His private life and his
      treatment of his family became public scandals. His colonial ambitions, launched under a cloak of altruism and
      humanitarianism, were the product of a genuine sense of patriotism. However they were also
      fuelled by greed and a desire for self-aggrandisement, and Leopold’s African regime became a byword for
      exploitation and genocide. Conrad’s achievement – remarkable for one whose personal experience of the Congo was
      so limited – was not just to take the measure of this regime, nor even to describe the corrupting effects it had
      on those who served its purposes. Further than that, he realised that its worst aspects stemmed not from any
      malign influence emanating from Africa, but from the corruption of Europe itself. The eminent Nigerian novelist,
      Chinua Achebe, has criticised5
      Heart of Darkness as racist in outlook, concerned to present Africa as a ‘place where
      man’s vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant bestiality’, and driven by
    


    
      the desire – one might indeed say the need – in Western psychology to set Africa up as a place of negations at
      once remote and vaguely familiar, in comparison with which Europe’s own state of spiritual grace will be
      manifest.
    


    
      From an African viewpoint, this critique is understandable and, as a response to the perceptions of Africa
      generally held in Europe, both then and subsequently, wholly justified. Conrad, however, cannot be pinned down so
      easily. The Africans portrayed in the book may be little more than stereotypes, and Conrad concedes, through the
      narrator of the story, that his understanding of them may have been remote. Essentially, however, his subject is
      not the savagery and bestiality of Africans, but the corruption and degeneracy of Europe and Europeans.
    


    
      At one level, Conrad is concerned to portray the sheer inhumanity that came to be the hallmark of King Leopold’s
      African colony. His description of a chain gang working on a railway, for example, or of the grove to which
      exhausted Africans had crawled away to die, are passages of chilling description.
    


    


    
      
        Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees leaning against the trunks, clinging to the earth, half
        coming out, half effaced in the dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, abandonment and despair. … This was
        the place where some of the helpers had withdrawn to die.
      


      
        They were dying slowly – it was very clear. They were not enemies, they were not criminals, they were nothing
        earthly now, – nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom.
        Brought from all the recesses of the coast in all the legality of time contracts, lost in uncongenial
        surroundings, fed on unfamiliar food, they sickened, became inefficient, and were then
        allowed to crawl away to rest. … were scattered in every pose of contorted collapse, as in some picture of a
        massacre or a pestilence.
      

    


    
      Other accounts were to show that such groves actually existed and were not just figments of Conrad’s imagination.
      Later, when the ‘Inner Station’ is reached, the narrator finds that the residence is surrounded by poles on which
      are mounted human skulls – a portrayal which is heavy with symbolism, but which is all the more telling because a
      Belgian administrator at Stanley Falls, one Captain Rom, was reported by an English visitor to have ‘ornamented
      his flower beds with the heads of twenty-one natives killed in a punitive expedition’.6
    


    
      On another level, Heart of Darkness can be seen as a study of the corrupting effects
      on the individual of an environment in which he is given absolute licence and is no longer subject to moral or
      civic compulsions – when, as Conrad somewhat inventively put it, there is no longer
    


    
      solid pavement under your feet, surrounded by kind neighbours ready to cheer you or to fall on you, stepping
      delicately between the butcher and the policeman, in the holy terror of scandal and gallows and lunatic asylums.
    


    


    
      At the heart of Conrad’s story is the portrayal of the anti-hero Kurtz, described as ‘an exceptional man, a
      person of character and achievement’. It is significant that he had been educated partly in England, his mother
      was half-English, his father half-French – ‘all Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz’. His report for the
      International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs (a clear echo of the International Association for
      the Exploration and Civilisation of Africa which Leopold II set up in the process of seizing the Congo) ‘vibrated
      with eloquence. … It gave me the notion of an exotic Immensity ruled by an august Benevolence’. Kurtz was a
      ‘prodigy, an emissary of pity, and science, and progress. … he would be ‘somebody in the Administration before
      long. … his proper sphere ought to have been politics “on the popular side’”. Yet when his station is finally
      reached, the scene is one of appalling degradation. ‘He had collected, bartered, swindled or stolen more ivory
      than all the other agents together’. More than this, although Conrad is nowhere explicit, it is clear that Kurtz
      had participated in sacrificial and cannibalistic rites: he had ‘lacked restraint in the gratification of his
      various lusts’, which had transported him into
    


    
      some lightless region of subtle horrors … The heavy mute spell of the wilderness … seemed, to
      draw him to its pitiless breast by the awakening of forgotten and brutal instincts, by the memory of gratified
      and monstrous desires. … this alone had beguiled his unlawful soul beyond the bounds of permitted aspirations’.
    


    
      Thus the veneer of civilisation is thin and it cannot be assumed that the ‘civilised’ are inherently morally
      superior to the ‘savage’. Kurtz, the repository of all European virtues and achievements, is perfectly capable of
      sinking into an abyss of immorality and self-destruction.
    


    
      However Conrad goes yet further than this. It is not just the individual, but society as a whole, which is
      tainted. In a series of complex and allusive passages, Conrad suggests that corruption is to be found in Brussels
      and London, and that darkness resides as much at the heart of Europe as in Africa. As the tale proceeds, it
      emerges that the moral categories customarily associated with light and darkness are being upset. The darkness of
      Africa contains ‘overwhelming realities’ and ‘invincible truths’, while the city to which the narrator goes to be
      interviewed for his appointment reminds him of a ‘whited sepulchre’. At the doors of the company which is
      engaging him sit two women ‘guarding the door of Darkness, knitting black wool as for a warm pall’. London itself
      is not excluded: the story begins and ends on the River Thames, which
    


    
      flowed sombre under an immense sky – seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.
    


    


    
      Conrad’s final achievement was to portray the hypocrisy on which the whole edifice was built. There were
      certainly some in Leopold’s Congo who were there for acceptable, even praiseworthy, reasons, as, for example, the
      Belgian officers who preferred the risks and hardships of overseas service to the boredom of barrack life.
      However, Conrad had little faith in the mission civilisatrice that was presented as
      the rationale and justification for the imperialist ventures of the time, and saw well the dilemma faced by men
      who believed in it, yet found themselves conniving at, or even participating in, practices that represented its
      utter negation. He is totally critical of the white ‘traders’, the ‘hollow men’ of the colonial regime, and
      contrasts their effeteness with the vitality of the Africans. They were
    


    
      sordid buccaneers. … reckless without hardihood, greedy without audacity, and cruel without courage; there was
      not an atom of foresight or of serious intention in the whole batch of them. … To tear
      treasure out of the bowels of the land was their desire, with no more moral purpose at the back of it than there
      is in burglars breaking into a safe.
    


    
      In an earlier story, the ironically named Outpost of Progress,7 Conrad depicts two traders in a remote
      station, who started by selling Africans into slavery and eventually came to a sticky end. At one stage, they
      happened to read a paper from home, which ‘spoke much of the rights and duties of civilisation, of the sacredness
      of the civilising mission, and extolled the merits of those who went about bringing light, and faith and commerce
      to the dark places of the earth’. The two men ‘read, wondered, and began to think better of themselves’.
    


    
      The story of Kurtz leads to two climaxes, one in which his Report to the International Society is described as
      having appended to it a scrawled postscript, ‘Exterminate all the brutes!’, the other when he whispers his
      notorious dying words, ‘The Horror! The Horror!’. The first climax is clearly intended to emphasise the hypocrisy
      of the concept of the ‘civilising mission’, in contrast to the murderous propensities of the Free State at that
      time, while the inference from the second seems to be that Kurtz finally recognises the obscenity of his deeds,
      not just in themselves but also when there is added to them the ‘lying shame … sham distinction. … and all the,
      appearances of success and power’ which he had pursued. Marlow’s inability to tell Kurtz’s ‘intended’ of his last
      words, since that would have been ‘too dark – too dark altogether’, has to be seen as symbolic of Europe’s
      failure to face up to the grim reality that the Free State represented.
    


    
      The state of affairs to which Conrad applied his literary genius has had consequences that have reverberated down
      the years. The Belgian colony which replaced Leopold’s Free State reproduced many of its characteristic features.
      Even now, Africa is seen with racist preconceptions, as a place of darkness, disaster and irredeemable savagery,
      rather than as a continent which has, from the commencement of the colonial era, suffered not only from many
      instances of operations designed to ‘exterminate all the brutes’, but also from clashes of cultures and the
      double standards implicit in David Livingstone’s concepts of ‘Christianity, commerce and civilisation’ on the one
      hand, and the pervasiveness of greed and exploitation on the other. The purpose of this book is to put one of a
      series of disastrous encounters between Europe and Africa into its context, and to provide the full story behind
      the apocalyptic vision presented in Conrad’s masterpiece. It will also, in looking at the context, try to reach some conclusions about the effect on Africa of the colonial experience. Given
      the continuity of attitudes over the past century, the picture this book presents may, hopefully, provide
      insights into the crises that still beset that unhappy continent.
    

  


  
    Part One
    

    Antecedents: Belgium and Africa

  


  
    Chapter One
    

    Belgium, the Coburgs and the Quest for Colonies


    
      As the year 1831 dawned, Belgium was searching rather desperately for a King. Towards the end of the eighteenth
      century, the country had been ceded by Austria to France, a move that, despite its undoubted commercial
      advantages, was highly unpopular with the majority of Belgians. Then in 1815, in the process of redrawing the map
      of Europe in the aftermath of the Napoleonic wars, the Congress of Vienna decided that the country should be
      incorporated into the Netherlands. The British, who took the initiative in this, had a straightforward strategic
      motive, to prevent any risk of the reversion to French control of a coastline so near to Britain. In Belgium,
      however, the move again provoked strong opposition, particularly among the French-speaking Walloons. Dutch rule
      proved oppressive and the feeling grew among the Belgians that they were being exploited to an intolerable
      degree. The union did not, therefore, last; and in July 1830, when a popular revolution took place in France
      which brought Louis-Philippe, the Duc d’Orleans, to the throne, repercussions quickly followed in Belgium. A
      performance of Auber’s opera La Muette de Portici, with its theme of a Neapolitan
      revolt against Spanish rule, aroused strong patriotic emotions and the audience took to the streets. The
      proletariat joined in, the revolt quickly spread, a Dutch force was repulsed when it tried to intervene and, by
      October, Belgium had declared itself an independent state.
    


    
      It was touch and go whether the new state would survive. The Dutch were held at bay, but refused to renounce
      their sovereignty. In an attempt to settle the issue, a conference assembled in London towards the end of the
      year, at which Talleyrand and Palmerston played leading roles. Talleyrand proposed that Belgium should be split
      between Austria and France, but this was firmly rejected by Palmerston, whose government remained wholly opposed
      to any extension of French territory. Eventually the conference secured an armistice, later
      followed by agreement on Belgium’s independence and guarantees of her neutrality. The Belgians, however, were
      less than satisfied. They at first rejected both the guarantee and the frontiers proposed for them, and they
      petitioned Louis-Philippe, whom they saw as the only European ruler who was at all sympathetic, to allow his
      young son, the Duc de Nemours, to become the King of the Belgians. However Louis-Philippe, under pressure from
      Prussia and Austria as well as from Palmerston, turned down the request, while in Belgium itself anarchy started
      to spread. Faced with an urgent need to acquire leadership, stability and international acceptance, the Belgian
      government turned to a new candidate for the monarchy, Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha.
    


    
      Coburg was a minuscule Dukedom, with an area of just eighteen square miles and a population of around 40,000,
      lying some sixty miles north of Nuremberg. Despite its obscurity, however, it was to become, in Bismarck’s words,
      the ‘stud farm of Europe’.1 Born
      in 1790, Leopold was the third son of the heir to the Dukedom, and his prospects would have been as obscure as
      his origins had his siblings not made a series of brilliant matches around the European courts, including two at
      that of Russia. On the recommendation of his brother, Ernest, who was already in the Tsar’s service, Leopold had
      little difficulty in obtaining a commission in the Russian army. At the unlikely age of fifteen, he became, in
      title at least, a colonel, but, no doubt fortunately, saw no action. Coburg was later occupied by the French and
      incorporated into the Confederation of the Rhine, and Ernest and Leopold spent much time and effort in trying,
      without success, to gain concessions from Napoleon. In 1813, Leopold again entered Russian service, as a colonel
      in charge of a cavalry division, and this time he seems to have been in action. The following year he accompanied
      the victorious Tsar of Russia to Paris and thence to London.
    


    
      An extremely handsome and intriguingly reserved young cavalry officer, Leopold was a social success in both
      cities, and before long he seems to have caught the eye of Princess Charlotte, the Prince Regent’s only child and
      hence the heir presumptive to the British throne. As the most eligible princess in Europe, she had been engaged
      to William, Prince of Orange, but now proceeded to throw him over. Her relationship with Leopold was interrupted
      by the Congress of Vienna, at which Leopold enjoyed a prolonged social whirl (‘le Congrès dance, mais ne marche
      pas’, commented one wit2), but
      in 1816, while he was still abroad, he was invited back to London, where he was told that the Regent would be
      prepared to give him Charlotte’s hand in marriage.
    


    
      Not one to pass up such an opportunity, Leopold promptly accepted, the engagement was
      speedily announced and the marriage took place in May of that year. To accord with his new status, he was given
      British citizenship, a dukedom, £50,000 a year, a generalship in the British Army and the Orders of the Garter
      and the Bath. The couple went to live at Claremont, near Esher, on the estate originally built by Clive of India,
      and there followed what was undoubtedly the happiest year in Leopold’s life. Late in 1817, however, tragedy
      struck. Following two miscarriages, Charlotte again became pregnant, but a difficult labour ensued, at the end of
      which the baby was stillborn and she herself died. A principal cause seems to have been anaemia, brought on by a
      degree of incompetence which was perhaps not unusual for those times, her doctors having prescribed bleeding and
      put her on a diet which excluded nourishing food. Thus at the age of twenty-six, Leopold found himself deprived
      not only of a wife he seems to have grown to love, but also of the prospect of an eminent career, very probably
      as Prince Consort. He was given the ranks of Royal Highness and Field Marshal, and his pension was continued, but
      these were hardly adequate compensation for his loss.
    


    
      Leopold’s influence in Britain was not, however, altogether at an end. With the deaths of Charlotte and her
      infant, the direct succession to the throne had lapsed, and it was made clear to the Dukes of Clarence and of
      Kent (the one with eleven natural children and the other with a long-standing mistress) that it was their duty to
      marry and produce the next royal generation. Seizing the opportunity, Leopold summoned his sister Victoria, the
      widow of an obscure German prince, and she was duly married to the Duke of Kent. The outcome, in June 1819, was
      the birth of another Victoria, ensuring Leopold, on the death of the Duke the following year, the position at
      least of uncle to the future Queen, or possibly, should she be a minor at the time of her succession, even that
      of Regent. He made Victoria and her mother welcome at Claremont and supported them financially.
    


    
      Over the next few years, Leopold travelled extensively across Europe, while in England the feeling grew that he
      might well be fitted for some international position which would at the same time further British interests. In
      1828 the Greeks gained their independence and opened negotiations with Leopold with a view to his becoming their
      King. Leopold at first accepted, but complications arose and he had second thoughts. He was attracted and
      flattered by the prospect, but was reluctant to leave England, with which his affinities had grown over the years
      and where his niece was now at the centre of his ambitions. Also the political situation in
      Greece was confused and the Greeks could give him no guarantees of stability. Eventually he turned the offer
      down, but it was not long before the revolution took place in France, followed by the Belgian revolt against the
      Dutch. This time, Leopold had fewer hesitations. With British approval, not unmixed with a concern in some
      quarters to remove him from proximity to the throne that Victoria was now almost certain to occupy, he accepted
      the Belgian invitation, although insisting that Belgium must first sign a formal peace treaty drawn up by the
      European powers. He was elected overwhelmingly and in July 1831 was sworn in as King in Brussels, where he
      quickly reinforced his position by marrying Louis-Philippe’s daughter Louise-Marie.
    


    
      In retrospect, Leopold seems to have felt that he would have been better off in Greece, but he applied himself
      conscientiously to his responsibilities in Belgium. Almost immediately, he had to face a Dutch invasion. The
      small and ill-trained Belgian army was put to flight and he was compelled to call on the British and French to
      honour their guarantees. The British did little, but the French sent in troops and forced the Dutch to withdraw.
      There was then in turn the problem of persuading the French to leave,-and this was only accomplished with the
      help of a British ultimatum. It was to be several years before the Dutch were to recognise Belgian independence,
      but Leopold was now secure and proceeded to consolidate his rule.
    


    
      The Belgian constitution, which had been drafted by an interim National Congress, was exceptionally liberal and
      democratic for its time, and the monarchy was added more in order to gain foreign acceptance and support than as
      a matter of principle. However Leopold managed to manoeuvre himself gradually into a situation where his
      influence in government was predominant. In this, he was aided by the fact that he was Commander-in-Chief of the
      Belgian armed forces, and hence in effect Minister of War. His extensive connections with the European royal
      houses meant that he was also virtually Foreign Minister. He arranged a succession of dynastic marriages,
      including that of his nephew Prince Albert to Queen Victoria. He was always close to Victoria and remained her
      ‘favourite uncle’, and he had some success in influencing her on issues in which the peace of Europe, and hence
      the vital interests of Belgium, seemed to him to be at stake. Louise for her part proved a dutiful, if rather
      dull and pious, wife and, after one son had died in infancy, secured the succession by producing two more.
    


    
      During Leopold’s reign, Belgium made considerable economic progress. In the 1830s and 1840s there was widespread
      poverty and even malnutrition, and one in four Belgians were said to be on some form of
      relief. However railways were built, industry developed and standards of living gradually rose. Leopold
      safeguarded the country’s neutrality and avoided the revolutions that took place elsewhere in Europe around the
      middle of the century. He also handled the endemic internal tensions, between Flemish and Walloons, Liberals and
      Catholics, with a fair degree of success. Altogether, therefore, he well justified the trust placed in him by the
      Belgian people. Nevertheless it is clear that he was a less than contented monarch. He had lost his position in
      Britain, he retained a nostalgia for Greece and now found himself at the head of a small and relatively
      insignificant country, whose people were correspondingly parochial and small-minded. As he told3 Victoria, he was bored – ‘here one is
      shut up as if one was in a menagerie, walking round and round like a tame bear’.
    


    
      Leopold’s solution was to try to transform Belgium into a colonial power. He had seen while in Britain the power,
      wealth and status that accrued to a nation with a colonial empire, and he was very conscious that the Netherlands
      had, to its considerable advantage, taken its colonies with it when it was separated from Belgium. The problem
      was that the Belgian government, parliament and people viewed such prospects with almost total indifference:
      their horizons stretched no further than western Europe and they were opposed to spending money on what they saw
      as pointless adventures. It was several years before Leopold was able to persuade parliament even to discuss the
      question. Faced with its firm opposition, he turned to private enterprise, and a society was formed which in 1843
      proceeded to found a colony at Santo-Tomas in Guatemala. However the scheme was a resounding failure: conditions
      were atrocious, there were no opportunities for gainful occupation, money ran out and some three hundred of the
      colonists died. At the end of two years the survivors were brought home. At different times, Leopold tried
      unsuccessfully to purchase Crete from Turkey and the Faroes from the Dutch. A ship was sent out to prospect in
      South America and West Africa, but parliamentary opposition ensured that nothing came of the venture. He tried to
      purchase part of Texas, but ran up against the Monroe Doctrine. He personally financed an expedition to the New
      Hebrides, but the government took the view that it was too far from Belgium. In 1859 he tried to secure Belgian
      participation in an expedition which the British and French governments were proposing to send to China, with an
      eye to securing commercial, and possibly even territorial, concessions, but neither power took to the idea and it
      was finally vetoed by the Belgian cabinet, on the grounds that Belgium’s policy of neutrality would be infringed.
      In the Royal Museum for Central Africa at Turveren, outside Brussels, there is a map of the
      world showing the locations of some fifty colonial ventures which Leopold reviewed at one time or another. Some
      he attempted to realise on the ground, while others seem to have existed merely on paper, but what they all had
      in common is that none of them came to fruition. It was not until towards the end of his life that Leopold
      finally threw in the towel.
    


    
      Leopold’s eldest son, the Duke of Brabant and the future King Leopold II, then took up the quest. As a child, the
      younger Leopold had been sickly and unattractive, with a sciatic leg which gave him a limp and features that were
      dominated by a massive nose. Worse than this, he was unloved by his aloof and domineering father, while his
      mother, who may have had some affection for him, died before he reached his teens. Then at the age of eighteen he
      was the victim of a dynastic marriage, the wife chosen for him being the Hapsburg Archduchess Marie-Henriette,
      with whom he was totally incompatible and certainly never came to love, and probably not even to like. Where he
      was serious and dull, she was spirited, fond of music and a horsewoman, to the extent that Madame de Metternich
      described4 the union as one
      between ‘a stable boy and a nun, Leopold being the nun’. Leopold thus grew up as a gauche, withdrawn and arrogant
      young man, and there is much to be said for the view that it was as a compensation for this thoroughgoing lack of
      domestic affection that he developed the highly ambitious, ruthless and cynical qualities of character which were
      to become the hallmarks of his reign. As he approached manhood, however, his personality began to expand. His
      intellect matured, his horizons broadened and he started to take a keen interest in politics, geography and
      travel. By the time of his succession, he had become a man of considerable energy, subtlety and intelligence. He
      never inspired affection, but his gauchness was replaced by an unusual ability to charm and persuade. From the
      late 1850s onwards, he increasingly applied himself to the question of colonies.
    


    
      At the age of eighteen, the younger Leopold became, as of right, a member of the Belgian senate and began to
      address it from time to time on national issues. In 1860, he started to speak explicitly about the advantages of
      colonies, illustrating his thesis that Belgium needed to acquire some by referring in detail to the financial
      benefits that Holland was deriving from the activities of the Dutch East India Company. T believe’, he
      declared,5
    


    
      that the time has come to spread ourselves outwards; we cannot afford to lose more time, under penalty of seeing
      the best positions, which are already becoming rare, successively occupied by nations more enterprising than our
      own.
    


    
      At the same time, he began to study the question seriously and to compile a ‘sort of library’
      on the possibilities. He remained particularly interested in the Dutch example and pestered various contacts for
      as much information as they could obtain. Taking his cue from his father, he saw the acquisition of colonies as
      opportunities for national and personal aggrandisement. There can be no doubt that there was a personal aspect to
      it: naturally the younger Leopold kept his own counsel on the subject, but it is clear from all his subsequent
      actions that personal ambition – the acquisition of wealth and status for himself and his dynasty – formed a
      significant part of his motivation. Nevertheless he was also genuinely patriotic, and it would be unjust to see
      him as guilty of hypocrisy when, in his public and private utterances, he laid stress on the advantages of
      colonies for the nation as a whole. As he put it in a missive6 to a member of his staff,
    


    
      Surrounded by the sea, Holland, Prussia and France, our frontiers can never be extended in Europe. … But the sea
      bathes our coast, the universe lies in front of us, steam and electricity have made distances disappear, all the
      unappropriated lands on the surface of the globe may become the field of our operations and of our successes. …
      Since history teaches us that colonies are useful, that they play a great part in that which makes up the power
      and prosperity of states, let us strive to get one in our turn. Before pronouncing in favour of this or that
      system, let us see where there are unoccupied lands. … where there are to be found peoples to civilise, to lead
      to progress in every sense, meanwhile assuring to us new revenues, to our middle classes the employment that they
      seek, to our army a little activity, and to Belgium as a whole the opportunity to prove to the world that it is
      also an imperial people capable of dominating and of enlightening others.
    


    


    
      Some of Leopold’s apologists suggest that as a young man, he may have possessed a degree of idealism and a
      concern for the betterment of the indigenous peoples who might be brought under Belgian colonial rule. It is
      doubtful, however, if this was ever the case. Such evidence as there is suggests strongly that, despite his
      self-promotion as a philanthropist and humanitarian, Leopold never genuinely subscribed to the concept that a
      colonial power had a serious responsibility for the well-being and advancement of its subjects. On the contrary,
      as his earliest writings make clear, his outlook was essentially exploitative: in his eyes the advantages of
      colonialism lay in the benefits it offered to the colonial power in the shape of employment, raw materials and
      markets for its industry, openings for profitable investment and, above all, the transfer of
      revenue and riches to the metropolis. In 1862, he spent a month in Seville studying at the General Archive of the
      Indies, in order to ‘calculate the profit which Spain made then and makes now out of her colonies’.7 He was also much struck by the wealth
      that the Netherlands was, in the 1850s and 1860s, deriving from Java and its other East Indian possessions; and a
      book by a British judge, J.W.B.Money, ‘Java, or how to manage a colony’, which
      appeared in 1861, made a considerable impression on him. It so happened that the agricultural produce coming from
      Java, principally coffee, was at that period enjoying a boom and that this was the main, if not the only, basis
      for its profitability. Leopold, however, seems to have believed that the profitability of colonies could be taken
      for granted, provided that they were appropriately administered (although, in the case of the Congo, his faith
      was to be justified only at the eleventh hour and by the most unforeseeable piece of good fortune). ‘If Belgium’,
      he wrote,8
    


    
      which already possesses its railways, could add to them some [colonies] near Java, one might be able to hope for
      a reduction in the salt duty, the suppression of customs dues, etc., etc., etc., all achieved without the
      smallest call on our own resources or on our current expenditure’.
    


    
      When at a later stage Java went into deficit, his conclusion was that it was the Dutch administration which was
      to blame, rather than the terms of trade. Also instructive is Leopold’s use of language – his unequivocal
      references to ‘booty’ and ‘spoils’, and his later remark to an associate, in the context of the Congo, that ‘we
      must procure for ourselves a slice of this magnificent African cake’.9 Sir James Brooke, the ‘Rajah of Sarawak’, was one of the earliest to see
      through him. ‘The views of the Duke of Brabant’, he wrote,10 ‘are at once narrow and arbitrary and his prevailing idea seems to be to
      introduce the Dutch system into Sarawak with the help of a Belgian garrison. He has no notion of native rights or
      native government’. Brooke’s associate, Spenser St. John, was even more explicit. ‘I found no enlarged views’, he
      recorded,11 ‘no liberality of
      sentiment, he thought of nothing but how he could squeeze money out of the people. … He laughed at the idea of
      respecting the rights of the native, and talked of having a garrison to coerce them into paying revenue’. From
      the outset, at the centre of Leopold’s thinking was the concept that it was the proper use of the resources
      derived from colonies to embellish and enrich the colonising state.
    


    
      As first-hand reconnaissance and a means of self-education, Leopold travelled as extensively as his father would
      permit, on one occasion ranging as far as India and China. He was particularly intrigued by
      Egypt, where he saw commercial, and possibly even territorial, prospects. Returning to Belgium on one occasion,
      in what can only be described as a piece of youthful impudence, he presented to Frère-Orban, the Minister of
      Finance who was wholly opposed to any idea of colonies, a small block of marble from the Athenian Acropolis on
      which was mounted, in execrable taste, a heavily bejewelled miniature of himself and the inscription, ‘Il faut à
      la Belgique une colonie’ – a reflection, no doubt, of the fact that ancient Athens was a considerable colonising
      power. To assist him, he recruited several extremely able men who shared his views. One was Auguste Lambermont,
      an astute and hard-working diplomat, and the second a military engineer, Henri-Alèxis Brialmont. A third was
      Emile Banning, the chief archivist at the Belgian Foreign Ministry, who was more of a technocrat than Lambermont
      and whose role it was to provide the detailed research and briefing to support the latter’s diplomatic activity.
      With these men, Leopold investigated possibilities. Besides the idea of purchasing Sarawak from Sir James Brooke,
      these included concessions in Brazil and the Argentine, and an expedition to Formosa. He and his associates also
      developed, in a pamphlet entitled Le complément de l’oeuvre de 1830, the thesis that
      what Belgium needed was not the odd colony, but the development of a merchant marine and commercial companies
      which would create a far-reaching network of overseas interests and possessions. Although published anonymously,
      its authorship was recognised without difficulty and the Belgian cabinet was considerably annoyed.
    


    
      In 1865, the elder Leopold died and the son succeeded to the throne. For the first decade of his reign, Leopold
      II was compelled to apply his energies towards establishing himself, dealing with internal problems and, most
      importantly, securing Belgium’s neutrality and independence during the Franco-Prussian war. However he also found
      time to pursue various overseas prospects, all of which ended in failure. He tried unsuccessfully to form a
      commercial consortium to undertake projects in China, in his own words12 ‘to create an international
      company with its seat in Brussels which would become for China what the East India Company has become for the
      immense Indian Empire’. In 1866 he initiated discussions at The Hague with a view to purchasing part of Borneo,
      but rumours hit the press and the question of Dutch national honour became involved. He then invoked the help of
      the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Clarendon. He insisted that he had no thought of acquiring the territory, but
      would the Dutch be willing to form a joint Dutch/Belgian company to exploit its resources? Clarendon
      instructed13 the British envoy
      at The Hague to take soundings, but similarly met with a rebuff. Later, equally unsuccessfully, Leopold
      approached Portugal for concessions in Timor, Mozambique and Angola, and took a look at the Transvaal. In 1870 he
      opened negotiations with Spain for the acquisition of a substantial stake in the Philippines, and it was not
      until 1875 that, finally rebuffed by the Spanish Government, he gave up the idea. In July of that year, he
      summoned the British Ambassador, Sir Savile Lumley, and asked14 him to inquire whether the British government had any intentions over New
      Guinea. He was for the moment speaking personally and the Belgian government were not involved, but if the
      British were not interested, was there any possibility that the island could be acquired as a Belgian colony? A
      somewhat bemused Lumley confessed to being ignorant about New Guinea, but ventured the opinion that its climate
      might not be suitable for Belgian colonists. A short time later he returned to the king with instructions to
      discourage him from thinking further about the idea, the problem for the British being that the Australians would
      certainly have objected strongly to any cession of New Guinea to a foreign power. In the same year, Leopold took
      further initiatives, this time involving South-West Africa and Indo-China. In 1876, he was again looking at
      Borneo and was even asking the Belgian Ambassador in London to sound out his Turkish counterpart about the
      possible sale to Belgium of the Aegean islands of Chios and Mytilene. Earlier the same year, however, the opening
      for which he had been looking had at last presented itself, with the completion by the Scots explorer, Lovett
      Cameron, of a remarkable coast-to-coast journey across central Africa. It was Cameron’s account of his
      discoveries that prompted Leopold to embark on the series of initiatives that were to lead to his acquisition of
      the Congo.
    

  


  
    Chapter Two
    

    Europe and Africa


    
      As Leopold was busying himself casting around for colonies, far-. reaching changes were taking place in the
      relationship between Europe and Africa. Trading links had existed between the two continents since medieval
      times, when gold from West Africa was carried across the Sahara by desert caravans and used as the basis of much
      of Europe’s coinage. However a direct relationship only started to develop in the course of the fifteenth
      century, when Portuguese seafarers edged round the west coast of Africa into the Bight of Benin, partly in an
      effort to tap the sources of the gold directly and partly in search of a sea passage to India. Initially, they
      did little more than explore the coastline and seize small numbers of Africans as slaves, but as they progressed
      they started to develop the trading relationships they sought, from which they acquired ivory as well as gold. In
      1482 they built a castle at Elmina, in present-day Ghana, and the same year a small expedition led by one Diego
      Cao reached the mouth of the Congo. In 1487 Cao returned and established contact with the Mweni-Kongo, the
      monarch of the Kongo kingdom, whose territories stretched along the coast from present-day Cabinda to the
      northern part of what is now Angola, and inland to distances of two to three hundred miles. With this expedition,
      the relationship between Europe and sub-Saharan Africa, which has been so traumatic throughout the five hundred
      years of its subsequent duration, effectively began.
    


    
      The Africa to which the Portuguese arrived was, from every point of view, immensely varied. Climatically and
      geographically, it encompassed vast areas of desert, savannah, woodland and forest, uplands and snow-clad
      mountains, great rivers and extensive lakes. Its multiplicity of flora and fauna made it seem, to the European
      explorers who first penetrated it, that they were entering a primordial Garden of Eden. Over many thousands of
      miles, the surf of two oceans pounded against its beaches and coral reefs, with only
      occasional anchorages where safe landings could be made. From Morocco round to the Limpopo, no ship, as far as is
      known, had ever sailed its waters, apart, possibly, from a Phoenician fleet which may have taken more than two
      years to circumnavigate it some two millennia earlier.1 Among the peoples who inhabited it were groups of Stone Age hunter-gatherers, who
      had lived there for many thousands of years. One of these peoples who still survive are the Mbuti pygmies of the
      Ituri, who were long regarded as ‘primitive’, but who possess, as is now known,2 a close-knit society and self-sufficient economy, and
      live an environmentally benign existence in the forest which they revere as a God. The majority of the
      hunter-gatherers were, however, gradually displaced and assimilated by Bantu agriculturists as, from their
      origins in West Africa, the latter began to spread across the central and southern parts of the continent during
      the first millennium BC. In some areas, the Bantu remained highly dispersed, but elsewhere, with a technology
      based on iron, settled village life evolved and towns, cities and states began to appear. Like its landscape,
      Africa’s political life varied greatly, as did its religious and social customs. Often, however, its states took
      the form of hereditary kingdoms, some of which expanded into empires of considerable power and affluence. From
      the latter half of the first millennium AD, for example, there rose and fell in succession the West African
      kingdoms of Ghana, Mali and Songhay, while the Islamic city states of Hausaland and Kanem/Bornu grew rich from
      the camel-borne trade to and from the Mediterranean littoral. Also in West Africa, the kingdoms of Ife and Benin
      flourished in the first half of the second millennium, producing bronze and terracotta artefacts of great
      sophistication and beauty. The famous Ife bronzes are among the finest naturalistic sculptures ever to have been
      produced. Towards the east, kingdoms emerged in the central Sudan, Ethiopia and Somalia, as well as in the areas
      of the Great Lakes and the headwaters of the Congo and Zambesi rivers. To the south, the ruins of Great Zimbabwe,
      with its hill-top fortress and massive enclosure with thirty-foot stone walls, remain as evidence of yet another
      powerful second millennium kingdom, with trading links as far afield as India and China. Yet further south, other
      states, notably those of the Nguni and Sotho, also flourished.
    


    
      It is not, therefore, surprising that the Portuguese should have encountered, as they sailed south, a kingdom the
      size and power of which they could regard as worthy of their respect. Their perception seems, indeed, to have
      been that they had a good deal in common with the Kongo. It is true that the latter were non-literate, were inferior in armaments and knew nothing of sea-faring. Also they were pagan, and the Portuguese
      saw it as their duty to establish missions and make conversions. Yet the two kingdoms appeared, at least on the
      surface, to be remarkably similar in their feudal, hierarchical style of government, and the relationship at
      first developed equably enough. Early in the sixteenth century, the Mweni-Kongo of the time, known to the
      Portuguese as Dom Affonso, was corresponding on a basis of equality with his ‘royal brother’, King Manuel of
      Portugal. The Portuguese advised Affonso how best to run his kingdom, trade developed and young Kongolese
      travelled to Portugal for education and experience. In 1513, a delegation went to Rome, under the leadership of
      one of Affonso’s sons, Dom Henrique, who was subsequently appointed a bishop.
    


    
      It did not, however, last, as the slave trade quickly came to dominate all aspects of the relationship. So long
      as the Portuguese were concerned merely to satisfy the labour requirements of the Iberian peninsula, little
      lasting harm was done. Very soon, however, they began to develop sugar plantations on the offshore islands of Sao
      Tome, and for this purpose, despite Affonso’s strong objections, sought ever increasing numbers of Kongolese
      slaves. In 1482, moreover, Columbus had discovered the Americas, and within a remarkably short time requirements
      developed for substantial quantities of labour for mines and plantations in the New World. The local Amerindian
      population was rapidly decimated, and attention turned to Africa. Within a century of the Portuguese arrival in
      the Congo, possibly as many as a million Kongolese had passed through Portuguese slave markets.
    


    
      In pursuit of the growing trade, the Portuguese, later to be followed by the British, Dutch, French, Danes and
      others, seldom ventured inland. In West Africa in particular, to do so was found to be highly dangerous, not only
      on account of the deadly fevers the land contained, but also because of the difficulty of much of the terrain and
      the threat from increasingly well armed inhabitants. Instead they operated from fortified trading stations and
      dealt with African middlemen, who acquired captives from inland and conveyed them to the coast, where they were
      bartered for ‘trade goods’, branded and secured in ‘barracoons’ until the slaving vessels arrived. There then
      followed the horrors of the ‘middle passage’ to the Americas. Treated like cattle, held in chains in stinking,
      grossly restricted spaces below decks, many died on the voyage or never recovered from its effects. Many others
      succumbed to the rigours and brutalities which accompanied the gang labour to which they were consigned in the
      New World. By the mid-sixteenth century, the numbers traded across the Atlantic were running
      at some 20,000 a year, and a century later at some 60,000. Over the three and a half centuries for which the
      trans-Atlantic trade lasted, possibly around eleven or twelve million Africans ended up as slaves in the
      Americas, while possibly as many again perished at sea or died as they were being captured or on their way to the
      African coast. It all amounted to one of the most extreme examples of man’s inhumanity to man, as well as the
      greatest and most prolonged human migration ever to have taken place.
    


    
      Trading in slaves, both internally and across the Sahara, had for a long time been an established African
      practice, and they found little difficulty in adapting to trading at the coast. Kings, chiefs and merchants, as
      well as whole communities, did well out of the trade, and gained in power as they acquired firearms and gunpowder
      in return for the slaves they captured and bartered. Other communities, however, suffered from persistent raids
      and lost the strongest and most active of their people. Strife became endemic in the areas reached by the slavers
      and, if one assumes that conditions prevailed comparable to those which European explorers discovered in the
      nineteenth century in East Africa, whole tracts of land were devastated and depopulated. The large scale barter
      of cloth and other manufactures as ‘trade goods’ must also have inhibited the growth of Africa’s manufacturing
      capacity, and in part accounted for the progressive widening of the technological and economic gap between that
      continent and Europe which was a feature of the period. In the early years of the relationship, for example,
      African textiles, which were of high quality, formed part of the trade, but later the flow was predominantly in
      the other direction. The goods acquired by the Africans were almost exclusively consumer items, some, like
      textiles and metalware, useful enough, but others, such as gin and guns, merely deleterious. In the areas
      dominated by the trade, there was little or no capital accumulation, nor was the slightest attempt made on the
      European side to share with Africa their increasingly sophisticated manufacturing expertise. The slave trade
      brought to Africa only widespread disruption, economic stagnation and under-development.
    


    
      Europe, on the other hand, prospered from the effects of the trade and, for Britain in particular, it proved
      vastly profitable. The slavers themselves made profits, if often at considerable personal risk, but, as with the
      present day international drugs trade, it was the financiers, rather than the runners, who made the main
      killings. There was money in building, owning and fitting out ships, in providing the ‘trade goods’ and in
      operating mines and plantations, but considerable profits also came from the sale of the sugar, cotton, tobacco and other products which the ships picked up in the Americas after they had landed their
      slaves. The wealth acquired in Bristol, Liverpool and elsewhere produced a significant part of the capital which
      fuelled Britain’s subsequent industrial revolution.
    


    
      It was not until towards the late eighteenth century that revulsion at the trade set in to an extent that became
      politically significant. In 1772, a judgement was delivered that slavery did not exist on British soil and in
      1792 Freetown was established as a colony for freed slaves. In 1807 the trade was declared illegal for British
      subjects and a Royal Navy patrol was later established along the West African coast, whose task it was to capture
      slaving vessels and free their cargoes. However the patrol was never very effective and an illicit trade
      flourished to the extent that in the 1830s some 55,000 slaves were still crossing the Atlantic annually. Up to
      1863 and the conclusion of the American Civil War, the Atlantic slaving economy went through what has been
      described as ‘the most dynamic and profitable period of its existence’, and slaving to Brazil and Cuba continued
      even into the 1880s. Only then was both the trade and the practice of servitude effectively abolished in the area
      covered by the ‘Atlantic system’.
    


    
      There has been much controversy over the relative roles played by humanitarian endeavours and economic interests
      in the gradual abolition of the transatlantic trade. The progressive successes achieved by the abolitionists
      undoubtedly made inroads into the earnings and profits of those engaged in the trade, and must thus have had
      adverse effects on the economies of Britain and the other European countries engaged in it. However the
      transition which was also taking place in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from mercantile to industrial
      capitalism meant that Africa was in any case being increasingly looked to in Europe as a market for manufactures,
      as well as a source of agricultural commodities and raw materials for its burgeoning industry. Just as steam
      power was transforming industry and communications within Europe, so, with the development of steamships, it was
      progressively facilitating ‘legitimate’ trade across the oceans. In West Africa, palm oil replaced slaves as the
      main item of export and was increasingly used for the manufacture of soap and lubricants. As trade in commodities
      developed, so companies were formed to exploit it, and they in turn called for support and protection from their
      governments. In the 1830s, the French occupied Senegal, and in 1851 the British established a colony at Lagos,
      primarily in order to safeguard and facilitate the palm oil trade. In general, however, governments were, for
      most of the nineteenth century, reluctant to become involved. The licensing of Charter Companies, which were
      given powers of occupation and administration, was seen as a useful way of furthering trade
      while avoiding direct official engagement. As late as 1865, a Select Committee of the British House of Commons
      was recommending that Britain should withdraw from West Africa, apart, perhaps, from Sierra Leone.
    


    
      Other factors were also changing the nature of the relationship between Europe and Africa during the nineteenth
      century. One was simply that the African interior was becoming better known, as a result of the activities of
      explorers who did not merely travel in regions previously unreached by Europeans, but also wrote and spoke
      publicly about their travels for the benefit of a large and fascinated audience. Until the close of the
      eighteenth century, the interior of Africa was little better known than it had been in the time of Ptolemy and
      Herodotus. In 1770, however, James Bruce reached the source of the Blue Nile, and in 1788 the first real impetus
      was provided, when an ‘African Association’ was set up in London, consisting mainly of merchants and scientists,
      the aim of which was to promote the exploration of the African interior and to civilise peoples ‘hitherto
      consigned to hopeless barbarism and uniform contempt’. Among those whom the Association sent out was Mungo Park,
      who walked inland from the Gambia, found the River Niger flowing eastwards, and later lost his life trying to
      follow it to its mouth. After further exploration, the Lander brothers finally achieved this in 1830. Meanwhile
      in 1828, the French explorer René Caillié reached Timbuktu and succeeded in making his way back across the Sahara
      to Tangier, while one of the greatest of African explorers, Heinrich Barth, later spent five years exploring the
      western Sudan. The discovery of quinine was also a significant development. Whereas in 1832 and 1841, for
      example, two steamer expeditions up the Niger had suffered appalling loss of life through fever, a subsequent
      expedition, provided with quinine, suffered no losses at all when it penetrated as far as the Benue in 1854.
      Later, in the 1860s, the German explorer, Gerhard Rohlfs, completed a series of journeys in the Sahara and the
      western Sudan, while in the 1870s his compatriot, Gustav Nachtigal, explored the area between Lake Chad and the
      Nile.
    


    
      No less significant for Africa’s future was the exploration that also took place in the mid-nineteenth century
      across East and Central Africa. In 1849, two German missionaries, Johannes Rebmann and Ludwig Krapf, were the
      first Europeans to see the snow-covered peaks of Mount Kilimanjaro and Mount Kenya, and exploration in the east
      of the continent was encouraged by their belief that they had discovered the ‘Mountains of the Moon’ and the
      region where the White Nile rose. In 1855, David Livingstone reached the Victoria Falls in
      the course of an epic journey across the continent and, both then and in his subsequent journeys, created a
      climate for the propagation of ‘civilisation, commerce and Christianity’, the three factors that would, he and
      others believed, be the instruments of Africa’s redemption. Livingstone was followed by such men as Richard
      Burton, John Speke, James Grant and Samuel Baker, who between them, in an atmosphere of no little backbiting and
      mutual disparagement, eventually established that the principal source of the White Nile lay in Lake Victoria.
    


    
      A further factor in the development of European involvement with Africa was the discovery by Livingstone and
      others that a significant slave trade still existed in East and Central Africa. Prior to the arrival of the
      Portuguese in the Indian Ocean at the end of the fifteenth century, a thriving commercial relationship had
      developed between East Africa and the Persian Gulf and India, helped by the alternating north-east and south-west
      monsoons, which enabled round voyages to be made between the two regions with little difficulty. This trade,
      which seems at that time not to have included significant numbers of slaves, encouraged the growth of a chain of
      prosperous Swahili/Arab city states along the East African littoral. The Portuguese looted and destroyed these,
      and it was not until the Portuguese had themselves been driven out and eventually replaced in the early
      eighteenth century by Omanis from the Persian Gulf, that a trade revival took place. In addition to ivory, this
      now included slaves for the markets of the Persian Gulf and the Middle East, and before long large numbers of
      slaves were being captured far into the interior and marched, under the most inhumane conditions, to the slave
      markets at Zanzibar and elsewhere. It has been reckoned that from the late 1850s up to the 1870s, some 30,000
      slaves a year passed through Zanzibar. The key aspect of this trade was that it neatly combined the carriage of a
      valuable commodity, ivory, with a carrier, the slave, who could be sold at a price at the end of the journey. The
      principal agents in the trade were the so-called Arabs, who were more often than not of mixed blood, and even, in
      some cases, purely Negro. The key to their growing domination of the interior was their possession of firearms,
      and they became adept at terrorising the native inhabitants and in fomenting and exploiting conflicts among the
      indigenous chiefs. Whole populations were massacred and villages burnt, and slaves and ivory seized over an
      increasingly extended area. By the 1870s, the Arab presence reached as far as the Lualaba and Lomami rivers,
      primarily through the agency of an astute and powerful half-caste trader, Tippu Tib, who ran what was virtually
      an inland empire, based on Kasongo on the Lualaba. To the other pressures for European
      involvement, therefore, there was now added the humanitarian impulse to follow up the abolition of the West
      African slave trade by tackling its still flourishing counterpart in the east of the continent. When in 1874
      Livingstone was buried in Westminster Abbey, the popular mood was well reflected by the sentiment expressed by
      The Daily Telegraph3 in its obituary notice that
    


    
      ‘The work of England for Africa must henceforward begin in earnest where Livingstone left off’.
    


    


    
      Focusing and strengthening the widespread feeling that the African needed the influence of civilised society to
      rescue him not only from the slave trade but also from backwardness and barbarism more generally, was the
      conviction that there was a clear duty to convert him to Christianity. In nineteenth century Europe, this
      conviction was not confined to narrow religious circles, but was part of the general climate of opinion. At the
      same time, it was believed that the advantages to be gained from the free exchange of manufactured goods and raw
      materials would not merely accrue to the metropolitan powers, but would also benefit Africa. Throughout the
      nineteenth century, the ‘free trade’ rationale gathered strength, and with it the belief that the African would
      benefit through the substitution of ‘legitimate commerce’ for the evils of the slave trade. Although it may have
      been no coincidence that trade and the exploitation of natural resources tended to follow, if it did not
      accompany, humanitarian and missionary endeavour, there is little reason to believe that the great majority of
      Victorians saw themselves as anything other than altruistic. There were of course cynics, of whom Leopold was
      one, but the great majority genuinely felt that as the possessors of ‘the eternal and salutary light of
      civilisation’,4 their motives in intervening in Africa were noble and praiseworthy. Such an
      attitude was all the easier to entertain as they contemplated their material superiority, as measured by their
      unprecedented technological sophistication and growing industrial strength. The belief that it was right to
      intervene in Africa was also strengthened by the vast disparity in military organisation and technology that had
      developed by the late nineteenth century. Whereas in the early years of the century, for example, British
      attempts to subdue the Ashanti nation in what is now central Ghana had ended in disaster, in 1870 an expedition
      under Sir Garnet Wolseley succeeded in reaching and destroying the Ashanti capital, Kumasi, while at the turn of
      the century the Ashanti were conquered and colonised without too much difficulty. In 1898, at the battle of
      Omdurman, such was the disparity that an African army was cut to pieces, losing over 10,000 killed and some
      16,000 wounded, while British losses amounted to less than sixty killed and two hundred injured. There were
      indeed reverses, such as the defeat of the Italians by Menelik at Adowa, and that of the British by the Zulus at
      Isandlwana, but these were seen merely as exceptions that proved the rule.
    


    
      All these trends and influences were to culminate in what has passed into popular parlance as the ‘Scramble for
      Africa’, which took place in the last twenty years of the nineteenth century. To the pressures from the
      missionary, humanitarian and commercial lobbies was now added the growing conviction among governments themselves
      that they had to stake out their claim to portions of the continent if they were not to lose valuable markets and
      sources of raw materials to the protectionist policies of their industrial competitors. The dam suddenly burst;
      and official reluctance to become involved in Africa was, within the space of a few years, converted to an
      irresistible, competitive urge to find and found colonies. As The Times put
      it5 in a perceptive comment even
      before the process had really got under way, the driving impulses were:
    


    
      the missionary spirit which looked forward to the conquest of vast regions from barbarism to civilisation, the
      more mundane ambition that would prosecute a ‘civilisade’ for the sake of commerce, the philanthropic zeal that
      would pursue the Slave Trade into its remotest lurking places, and the political uneasiness that is always
      apprehensive lest some rival nationality should gain a footing where we have none.
    


    
      Many, including the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Salisbury, confessed to having little idea why this sudden
      change of attitude should have taken place. But take place it did, and it was within its context that the younger
      Leopold was to play a central, catalytic, role.
    

  


  
    Part Two
    

    Foundations

  


  
    Chapter Three
    

    Cameron’s Journey Across Africa


    
      On the 7th of November, 1875, the explorer Verney Lovett Cameron arrived, half dead from the effects of scurvy,
      at the fishing village of Katumbela, a short distance north of Banguela, on the west coast of Africa. A naval
      officer by profession, Cameron had served in the British squadron which had been deployed to suppress the slave
      trade in the Indian Ocean, and had acquired, from his experience of the conditions on the slaving dhows, ‘a
      strong desire to take some further part in the suppression of this inhuman traffic’.1 This, he was convinced, could only be done by dealing
      with it at its source, within the continent. He had also followed the exploits of Burton and Speke, who had
      inspired his own ‘aspirations for travel and discovery’. He accordingly volunteered to lead an expedition being
      mounted by the Royal Geographical Society to ‘assist and relieve’ David Livingstone, who had for several years
      been wandering in the African interior. Initially, he was passed over in favour of another naval officer,
      Llewellyn Dawson, who was appointed to lead a relief expedition, among the members of which was Livingstone’s
      son, Oswell. In 1872, however, before Dawson’s expedition got under way, the American journalist Henry Morton
      Stanley returned to Zanzibar from his own expedition into the interior, where, much to the embarrassment and
      chagrin of Britain in general and the Royal Geographical Society in particular, he revealed that he had achieved
      the coup of finding Livingstone alive. Faced with this pre-emption, the Dawson expedition broke up in disarray
      and was abandoned. Even further embarrassed, the Society decided before long to make another attempt to help
      Livingstone, who had again disappeared into the interior, and this time Cameron had his chance. In March 1873,
      with three European companions, one of whom was Livingstone’s nephew, George Moffat, he set out from the East
      African coast.
    


    
      Cameron’s expedition was typical of many of the time, in that it was soon in difficulties
      from desertions, fever and demands for hongo, passage money, from the local chiefs.
      Moffat died from fever in the course of May, and by August the expedition was compelled to halt at Unanyembe,
      only some three hundred miles inland. Cameron’s two surviving companions were bed-ridden with fever, he himself
      was half blind with ophthalmia, and desertions and local wars were also making further progress impossible. It
      was here at Unanyembe, towards the end of October, that a message was delivered to him which he found difficult
      to decipher. In part, it read, ‘Your father died by disease beyond the country of Bisa, but we carried the corpse
      with us’.2 Eventually Cameron
      realised that the note was from Jacob Wainwright, one of Livingstone’s African companions, and that it was
      intended to be delivered to Livingstone’s son, Oswell. A few days later, Livingstone’s body was brought in, and
      was later carried to the coast and thence to Britain.
    


    
      This left Cameron in a quandary. His instructions from the Royal Geographical Society made it clear that he
      should go no further than find Livingstone and put himself at his disposal. Moreover, he had been warned that
      money was short. But he was not the man to return tamely to the coast. On the pretext of going on to Ujiji, on
      Lake Tanganyika, in order to recover Livingstone’s effects, he pressed on westwards, this time alone. He could
      then not resist the temptation to explore Lake Tanganyika, where he discovered its outflow into the Lukuba River
      and thence into the Lualaba. Having done that, he could no more resist the challenge of going on to the Lualaba,
      which he correctly surmised, although without proof positive, to be one of the principal headwaters of the Congo.
      By measuring its altitude, he at least established that it could not be a headwater of the Nile. Had he then had
      the choice, there is no doubt that he would have followed the Lualaba downstream and perhaps reached the Congo
      estuary, but he was prevented from doing so by the local Arab traders and found it impossible to obtain canoes.
      Instead, he struck south and then west, through what is now Angola, until, not far short of three years into his
      journey, he eventually reached the Atlantic.
    


    
      Cameron emerged from his historic march with two convictions. The first was that the Congo basin had considerable
      economic and commercial potential, and, in particular, that it could be a rich source of minerals. In a
      letter3 which appeared in
      The Times in January 1876, he wrote that the interior was
    


    
      mostly a magnificent and healthy country of unspeakable richness. I have a small specimen of good coal; other
      minerals such as gold, copper, iron and silver, are abundant; and I am confident that with a
      wise and liberal (not lavish) expenditure of capital, one of the greatest systems of inland navigation in the
      world might be utilised, and in from 30 to 36 months begin to repay any enterprising capitalists that might take
      this matter in hand.
    


    
      The second conviction was that the area should be opened up by British enterprise and annexed to the British
      crown. He saw it as a British duty to atone for the ‘great wrong5 of the slave trade by taking steps to bring it to an end in those regions
      where he had seen it still in existence, and as a British ‘right’ to develop the area commercially. As he had
      proceeded on his journey, he had concluded a series of treaties with the chiefs of the lands through which he had
      passed, and he now looked to the British Government to ratify them. When he returned to Britain, he was received
      with great public acclaim, but his disappointment was acute when nobody took up the commercial challenge and the
      government repudiated both his treaties and the declaration by which he purported to have taken the Congo basin
      in the name of Queen Victoria. The reaction of Lord Carnarvon, the Colonial Secretary, was4 that he was ‘not prepared to undertake
      any action on the subject of Lt. Cameron’s proclamation of annexation, because it is too vague to have any
      effect, whether from the point of view of international law, or of administration’. A Foreign Office official
      commented5 on the file, ‘I fear that Lt.
      Cameron’s views concerning the opening of the interior of Africa to British enterprises are not going to be put
      into effect in our generation’. He was mainly right so far as the Congo was concerned, but, more generally, could
      not have been more wrong.
    


    
      Leopold’s reaction was quite the opposite, and there can be no doubt that it was Cameron’s journey that
      stimulated him to make his sustained effort to establish a colony in the Congo Basin. The
      Times was delivered to him each day, in a container which was thrown from the Ostend/Brussels express as
      it steamed past the royal palace at Laeken, and the enthusiastic tenor of Cameron’s letter, much as it was based
      on very limited observation of an immense region, was such as to strike an immediate chord. Leopold’s first
      reaction was to offer Cameron sufficient money to enable him to return home (although in the event the Royal
      Geographical Society managed to find the funds to cover both this and Cameron’s other debts)6. The following May, after Cameron had
      returned to London, Leopold went there himself and received a personal briefing from the explorer.
    


    
      The problem for Leopold was how to exploit the opportunity. The Congo basin was now, for the
      first time, becoming something more than the blank space on the map noted by the youthful Conrad. Even if Britain
      had no wish to become involved, there were others who might well take a different view. The Congo estuary had
      been neglected since a British naval expedition under a Captain Tuckey had surveyed it, with considerable loss of
      life, in 1816. Tuckey had found, as had the Portuguese, that over the last two hundred miles of its descent to
      the ocean, the river ran through a succession of immense cataracts, making it impossible to reach its navigable
      stretches except by an overland route. After the sixteenth century, the Portuguese had lost interest in the
      Congo, except as a source of slaves, and they never established it as a colony. However they still retained
      territorial claims in the region, and had tried to assert them, against British opposition, on successive
      occasions from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. The French, for their part, who were already established in
      the Gabon, were smarting from their defeat in the Franco-Prussian war and loss of Alsace/Lorraine, and there was
      always the possibility that they might try to regain national pride by seeking some colonial success. In 1856 and
      again in 1864, the French explorer, Du Chaillu, had explored the Gabon and Ogooué Rivers, north of the Congo
      estuary, in the process becoming the first European to see a gorilla in the wild. In 1874, he had been followed
      by the Frenchman de Compiègne, and the following year, yet another Frenchman, Savorgnan de Brazza, had set off to
      explore the Ogooué further. The French were establishing the Ogooué as ‘La Ligne Française’ into the interior,
      and it was probably only a matter of time – and not much time at that – before they would try to extend their
      existing possessions. In 1876, Banning produced a series of articles7 in L’Echo du Parlement, in which he predicted
      that the European powers would very soon be moving to acquire territory in Africa.
    


    
      Leopold’s own hand, however, was inherently weak. His first problem was that he was a constitutional monarch. He
      could, and did, exert influence and browbeat his ministers and parliament, but there were also such
      inconveniences as elections, public opinion and legal and constitutional restraints which had to be taken into
      account. Strictly speaking, as one observer has put it,8 he ‘could not nominate the director of a music school without the
      counter-signature of a minister’. No less than under his father, the Belgians remained a small-minded people,
      with an aversion to spending money and a total disinterest in expanding their country’s power or influence. Nor,
      unlike Leopold, did they believe that the Belgian economy needed any stimulation from activity overseas. If he
      had not done so at an earlier stage, therefore, he had certainly by now to accept that his subjects could not be
      counted on and that any colonial initiative would have to be set in train by him personally. This had the
      advantage that, up to a point (which would eventually be reached), he could press ahead as he himself saw best,
      without having to clear his lines in advance or gain endorsement in retrospect. His ministers in Belgium, indeed,
      usually had no idea at all what he was up to until they read about it in the press. However it also imposed
      limitations. At least until a colony had been firmly established, there could be no question of using force.
      Internationally, he would also have to convince the major powers, France, Germany and Britain, that it was right
      and proper that a colony should be acquired, possibly in competition with themselves, by a monarch of a
      relatively unimportant country who was acting in his personal capacity and way beyond the parameters imposed on
      him by its constitution. Conversely, he could not afford to antagonise these powers. Belgium’s security was
      dependent on its neutral status, of which they were the guarantors, and Leopold’s government and parliament would
      have taken immediate fright at any appearance of a conflict with any of them.
    


    
      To Leopold’s advantage, however, was the fact that he was an extremely wealthy man. When his father had left
      Britain in 1830, he was worth nothing – indeed he left behind him a considerable accumulation of debts. In the
      course of his reign, however, he managed to acquire a substantial fortune, in both financial assets and property,
      the Belgian government having transferred to him the King of Holland’s holdings in the Société Generale, a key company which had been formed before Belgian independence to promote its
      industrial development. This wealth the younger Leopold inherited, and seems to have increased by means of his
      own speculations, notably in China and Suez Canal shares. Although there have been several attempts at a
      calculation, such have been the obscurities, deliberate or otherwise, that nobody has been able to determine with
      certainty how much he was worth at any given point during his reign. He himself maintained that his father had
      left him Fr. 15 million – some £600,000, but there is no knowing the truth of this assertion. He certainly sailed
      very close to the wind and, as we shall see, there came more than one moment in his Congo adventure when he was
      on the verge of bankruptcy. However the important point is that, at least initially, his means were sufficient to
      enable him to embark on it.
    


    
      In addition to his wealth, Leopold also had the benefit of his monarchical status. Belgium may not have been a
      major power, but for that very reason it posed no threat to anyone and enjoyed good relations
      with its neighbours; and Leopold was, moreover, related not only to Queen Victoria but also to most of the
      crowned heads of Europe. He was therefore accorded widespread deference and respect, and men of means and
      standing – politicians, industrialists, bankers, money-lenders, diplomats, social climbers and others – were
      anxious to do him favours. He was also for long given the benefit of doubts which, but for his status, would not
      have been entertained. His remarkable ability to charm those whom he met also served him well, as did his supreme
      self-confidence, his capacity for work, and his genius for manoeuvre and intrigue.
    


    
      From Leopold’s point of view, therefore, there were considerable obstacles, but also some opportunities, when it
      came to weighing his chances of making headway over the Congo. He would have to tread extremely carefully, but at
      least his wealth, position and influence gave him the option of independent action. The first step was to try to
      establish his credentials, in his personal capacity, on the African stage, and play it along from there. This is
      what he now did.
    

  


  
    Chapter Four
    

    The Brussels Geographical Conference


    
      The stratagem that Leopold concocted in order to establish his African credentials was to convene an
      International Geographical Conference in Brussels. It is not clear precisely when he conceived the idea, but it
      was certainly firmly in his mind in May 1876, when he visited London to see Cameron. He took the opportunity to
      discuss the project with his cousin, the Prince of Wales, as well as with Sir Henry Rawlinson and other members
      of the Council of the Royal Geographical Society. He also visited Queen Victoria at Balmoral. T have’, he told
      her,1 ‘sought to meet those most
      interested in bringing civilisation to Africa. There is an important task to be undertaken there, to which I
      would feel honoured to contribute’. In Germany, too, he took soundings, through the intermediacy of the Baron de
      Borchgrave, Counsellor at the Belgian Legation in Berlin. Borchgrave met the leading figures in the Geographical
      Society of Berlin and established that there too, Leopold’s ideas would be assured of a fair wind.
    


    
      Leopold took immense pains in preparing for the Conference, which was held at the Palais Royal in Brussels in
      September 1876. He supervised personally the despatch of the invitations and ensured that all the names and
      titles were correctly spelt. The Palais Royal, which was mainly used for offices, was cleared to provide
      accommodation for the guests. Files and books were moved to stables and cellars, staff had to sleep in linen
      cupboards. A steamer was laid on at Dover for the British guests, together with a special train from Ostend. The
      guests themselves were the cream of contemporary African explorers and geographers, as well as other eminent
      figures. Leopold consulted the Prince of Wales about the British invitations. After taking advice, the latter
      suggested three explorers, Cameron, Baker and Grant, and eight others, mostly members of the Royal Geographical
      Society. They included its President, Sir Rutherford Alcock, the philanthropist and
      abolitionist Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton, the Indian administrator Sir Bartle Frere, Sir Henry Rawlinson and the
      Scots shipping magnate William Mackinnon. Other countries also sent distinguished delegates. From Germany came
      Baron von Richthofen, the President of the Geographical Society of Berlin, together with the explorers Nachtigal
      and Rohlfs. From France came the President of the Geographical Society of Paris, Vice-Admiral Baron de la
      Roncière-le-Noury, other office holders in the Society and the Marquis de Compiègne. Other delegations came from
      Austria, Italy and Russia, as well as from Belgium itself.
    


    
      Leopold had preceded the Conference by sending a confidential note to all the delegates. In it, he emphasised
      that he was responding to what he saw as a general feeling that the time had come for a ‘civilising crusade’ in
      Africa. The Conference would consider several broad principles of action, the establishment in Africa of bases on
      the east and west coasts, the opening up of routes into the interior leading to ‘stations hospitalières,
      scientifiques et pacificatrices’, all under the umbrella of an international organisation. ‘I insist’, Leopold
      wrote,2
    


    
      on the completely charitable, completely scientific and philanthropic nature of the aim to be achieved. It is not
      a question of a business proposition, it is a matter of a completely spontaneous collaboration between all those
      who wish to engage in introducing civilisation to Africa.
    


    
      Opening the Conference on 12 September, Leopold set out his stall in similar language:3
    


    
      To open to civilisation the only part of our globe where it has not yet penetrated, to pierce the darkness that
      envelops whole populations, is, I venture to say, a crusade worthy of this century of progress; and I am happy to
      see how very favourable public sentiment is to its accomplishment: the current is with us. …
    


    
      He went on to attribute the idea of the Conference to a ‘good many’ of those who had ‘studied Africa the most’,
      and to disclaim any particular interest either on his own part or on that of Belgium. His country, being central
      and neutral, had merely seemed a good venue. His motives in calling the Conference were completely unselfish.
      Belgium might be a small country, but she was happy and ‘contented with her lot’. He would be amply repaid if
      Brussels were to become the centre of the ‘civilising movement’ which was being projected. He then went on to
      propose three questions to which the Conference might address itself, much on the lines of
      his preliminary note. The locations of operational bases should be established, among other places, on the coast
      of Zanzibar and the Congo estuary; routes and stations should be designated in the interior, as a means of
      abolishing slavery and ‘establishing concord among the chiefs’; and a central international commission should be
      set up, along with national committees, to carry out the work and enlist public support. The Conference promptly
      gave these ideas its general approval. The proposal for setting up stations was received enthusiastically, on the
      basis that they would first of all be centres for the support of explorers and for scientific enquiry, and later
      for the promotion of industry, commerce and civilisation. The Conference then broke into two groups in order to
      consider where the routes and stations should be. On behalf of one group, Sir Henry Rawlinson proposed a line of
      communication from Zanzibar on the east coast to Luanda on the west. Posts should be established on it at Ujiji
      and Nyangwe. From this central line, three more should run in a north/south direction, one towards the Congo
      estuary, one towards the sources of the Nile, and one to the Zambesi. The other group, with the Russian explorer,
      Pyotr Semenov, as its spokesman, was less ambitious, and proposed only the east/west route, albeit with the same
      stations. A compromise between the two sets of proposals was then adopted, specifying the east/west route, but
      with another station somewhere between the Lualaba and Luanda, and other routes (this time unspecified) to the
      north and south.
    


    
      The Conference then went on to discuss Leopold’s third proposal. Again, there was little difficulty in reaching
      agreement. It was decided that there should be an Association Internationale pour l’Exploration et la
      Civilisation de l’Afrique Centrale’ (AIA for short), which would consist of an International Commission composed,
      under an overall President, of the Presidents and two members of each of the principal geographical societies
      represented at the Conference. Other societies could also be admitted, at the discretion of the President. The
      Commission would be served by an Executive Committee based in Brussels, tasked to carry out the objects of the
      Association and manage its funds. The members of this Executive Committee would be the President of the
      Commission and three other members, chosen at first by the Conference and subsequently by the Commission itself.
      It would also have a Secretary-General and a Treasurer. The AIA would also include National Committees, which
      would be set up by the participating societies ‘with the object of centralising, so far as possible, the efforts
      made by their nationals and of facilitating, by their meetings, the resolutions of the Commission’.4
    


    
      To conclude the Conference, it remained only to nominate the President and members of the
      Executive Committee. On the proposal of Sir Bartle Frere, Leopold was, inevitably, elected President, but
      insisted that this should be for a year only and that the Presidency should then rotate. The other members of the
      Executive Committee were to be Nachtigal, Frere and the French naturalist de Quatrefages. The Conference then
      broke up, in an atmosphere of mutual congratulation.
    


    
      From Leopold’s point of view, the Conference was an outstanding success, and it would not be going too far to say
      that he had the delegates eating out of his hand. He supplemented the respect which he was accorded as a monarch
      with lavish hospitality, meticulous personal attention and deference to their standing and achievements. He also
      gave them the flattering feeling that they were participating in an international humanitarian crusade, an
      enterprise that included, but transcended, narrower scientific and exploratory activities. His own credentials
      were firmly established, by this one initiative, as a leading, disinterested, humanitarian figure on the African
      stage, so that Sir Rutherford Alcock, for example, found no difficulty in reporting5 to the Royal Geographical Society that
    


    
      in no country and on no occasion has so grand and Royal a hospitality been exercised. Science and philanthropy
      could not have been united under higher or better auspices. Distinguished among the crowned heads of Europe for
      his devotion to objects of general utility and international scope for the benefit of mankind at large, his
      action in so great a scheme as the opening of Africa and the suppression of a slave trade which devastates the
      whole continent, and fills it with suffering and bloodshed, was singularly appropriate.
    


    
      Even several years later, when the nature of Leopold’s activities in the Congo were becoming known, Sir Bartle
      Frere could still say of him,6 ‘His designs are most philanthropic, and are amongst the few schemes of this kind
      which seem to me entirely free from any selfish commercial or political object’. If, among his guests, there were
      any who were aware of his colonial ambitions, they seem to have had no difficulty in suppressing any reservations
      they may have had. He was also wholly successful in presenting the Conference as an international enterprise and
      in preventing the idea from gaining hold that it was in any way a personal or Belgian initiative. The Belgian
      delegation kept a very low profile throughout and his own acceptance of the Presidency for a year only was an
      astute move. It is noteworthy that prior to the Conference, Banning seems to have proposed that its emphasis
      should be on national initiatives, in accordance with each country’s reckoning of where its political or colonial
      interests lay, with the international aspect limited to a coordinating role.7 Leopold, however, took a better view of the tactical game. For
      Belgium, as well as for the audience overseas, a strong international framework was essential if the Association
      was to gain approval, and the last thing he wanted at that stage was any division of Africa into regions of
      exclusive national interest or responsibility. While publicly repudiating Banning, therefore, he
      assured8 him privately that his
      ideas were on the right lines:
    


    
      Privately, I can assure you of my conviction that nations which renounce ambition are nations without a future. A
      people which is content with its homeland and which dreads even the shadow of a conflict, lacks the
      characteristics of a superior race.
    


    
      Leopold was also careful to keep the AIA firmly under his control. An able Belgian diplomat, Jules Greindl, who
      had assisted Leopold in his efforts to buy the Philippines from Spain, was appointed Secretary-General. The
      Belgian government disassociated itself from the organisation, which no doubt suited Leopold well, but – an
      important concession – allowed him to use Belgian diplomats, on a personal basis, to further its ends.
    


    
      What strikes a later observer about the whole affair is a sense of incredulity at the lack of realism shown by
      the participants in the Conference. Even after making every allowance for the heady atmosphere at the Palais
      Royal, it is difficult to imagine how any of them could have imagined that the arrangements envisaged, whether on
      the ground in Africa or between the participants themselves, could be effectively implemented. Little account
      seems to have been taken of the vast extent of the ignorance that still prevailed of the overall geography of the
      African continent. Stations could no doubt be established and maintained, and in practice a few were. But how
      could a few stations play any meaningful role in suppressing the slave trade, which was rife over a wide area,
      or, for that matter, promote commerce to any meaningful extent? Would the National Committees in practice
      subordinate their individual ambitions to an international endeavour of this type? Would the participants be
      prepared to put large sums of money where their mouths were? It did not take long for the answers to emerge.
    


    
      In Belgium, as might have been expected, a National Committee was quickly set up, with Leopold’s brother, the
      Count of Flanders, as its President. It was well financed, no doubt by Leopold himself. The French National
      Committee took rather longer to organise, under the Presidency of Ferdinand de Lesseps, of Suez Canal fame.
      Its appeal for funds had limited results and recourse had to be had to a government
      subvention. Even so, the Committee’s resources were said to be insufficient to allow it to contribute anything to
      the International Commission. Eventually, it established two stations, but only with the help of a financial
      contribution from Leopold personally. However it was the French tricolour, not the flag of the AIA, which floated
      above them. In Germany, the National Committee, again with personal assistance from Leopold, established a single
      station in East Africa and another in the southern Congo, but there again the national flag flew. For all
      practical purposes, the principle of internationalism was ignored.
    


    
      It was in Britain, however, that Leopold suffered his worst reverse. In his annual address to the Royal
      Geographical Society in November 1876, Alcock spoke enthusiastically9 about the Brussels Conference, and announced that a
      National Committee was being founded in London and that the Prince of Wales had consented to be its President.
      Within a few weeks, however, Alcock discovered that he had been talking out of turn. In December he was summoned
      by Lord Tenterden, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, and was asked pointedly what provision
      had been made for the protection of the National Committee’s operations in Africa. To this, Alcock could only
      make the lame response that he hoped that no protection would be needed. A meeting a week later with the Foreign
      Secretary, Lord Derby, passed off smoothly enough, but shortly afterwards the bombshell exploded. The Home Office
      Counsel, Sir Henry Thring, who had been asked to give his opinion on the advisability of the Prince of Wales
      becoming the President of the National Committee, concluded10 not just that the Prince should be advised not to assume this role, but that no
      British organisation should be connected with the AIA. The suppression of the slave trade was, he insisted,
      properly a matter for governments only and not within the province of any private organisation; the establishment
      of stations would of necessity involve ‘grave commercial questions and interference in disputes incidental to all
      trading transactions in uncivilised countries’; and an international association ‘of which the majority would
      necessarily be foreigners’ might be ‘disposed to favour views which would be disapproved of by the [British]
      delegates’. Energetic back-pedalling then took place, and it was decided merely to form an ‘African Exploration
      Fund’, without any affiliation to the AIA. Explaining the reasons, Alcock insisted11 that under its constitution, the Royal Geographical
      Society could only be properly concerned with exploration and that ‘commercial enterprise, suppression of the
      slave traffic, and Missionary or other civilising efforts. … are objects out of the province of a Geographical
      Society, and must be pursued by independent agencies’. There was probably another, unstated, element in the lack
      of enthusiasm in Britain for the AIA, and this was religious prejudice. It did not escape notice that the
      majority on the AIA would be Roman Catholic countries, and that they might have the use of funds donated by
      Protestant Britain.
    


    
      Leopold naturally professed to be much disappointed by the British volte-face. He appealed to the Prince of Wales
      and wrote a despairing letter12 to Queen Victoria, but to no avail. He had, however, already made excellent
      mileage from the Brussels Conference and the formation of the AIA, and the latter was still able to provide him
      with the cloak of idealism and respectability that he needed for his ventures in Africa. It might also have been
      more difficult for him if there had been a British AIA presence on the continent. The International Commission
      held its first and only meeting in June 1877, when Leopold was reelected President – again, he insisted, for a
      limited period of time. A former American Minister at Brussels, Henry S. Sanford, who was to become another of
      Leopold’s staunch supporters, was elected to the Executive Committee in place of Frere. The responsibility for
      sending out expeditions and establishing stations was given to the Executive Committee, and a flag was adopted, a
      gold star on a blue background, apparently symbolising the bringing of light to the African darkness. A statement
      of the Association’s accounts revealed that it could already barely be regarded as international. The bulk of its
      funding was coming from Belgium – much of it probably from Leopold personally – and relatively small sums from a
      few of the other participating countries. The AIA was thus now effectively under Leopold’s control and he used
      it, over a period of several years, to send a number of expeditions inland from Zanzibar. One of them succeeded
      in setting up a station at Karema, on Lake Tanganyika, but in general they achieved very little and cost many
      lives. Another of them, called somewhat grandiosely the ‘Royal Belgian Elephant Expedition’, made a disastrous
      attempt to introduce Indian elephants for transport purposes. However Leopold remained very serious about East
      Africa, both in itself and as a means to other ends. He was always obsessed with the Nile and on the lookout for
      opportunities to establish himself somewhere along its route. He also seems to have wished to keep East Africa in
      reserve as a route to the Congo basin, until he could be confident that access would be possible through the
      Congo estuary. On a number of occasions in 1880, he saw Charles Gordon, who had just resigned from the
      Governorship of the Sudan, and tried to interest him in helping to establish a chain of stations inland from
      Zanzibar, as a means of suppressing the slave trade. Gordon was a keen abolitionist, but insisted that he could
      not work for the AIA, but only under the flag of the Sultan of Zanzibar, whose territories he would wish to
      expand as a means of tackling the trade. This of course was the last thing Leopold wanted, and his approaches to
      Gordon led nowhere.
    


    
      For a while, the Executive Committee of the AIA issued bulletins reporting the activities of its East African
      expeditions, but in 1880 even this activity ceased. In 1883, one of the Swiss delegates to the International
      Commission protested publicly about the continuing silence and the fact that the Commission had not been convened
      for several years. The only response was yet more silence. While Leopold was still using the title of the AIA as
      cover for his activities, he had long since had no use for whatever small content of genuine international
      cooperation it might have initially possessed.
    

  


  
    Chapter Five
    

    Henry Morton Stanley


    
      At the beginning of August 1877, a letter1 was delivered to the Hatton and Cookson trading post at Boma, on the north shore
    


    
      of the Congo estuary. It read:
    


    
      
        To any Gentleman who speaks English at Embomma.
      


      
        I have arrived at this place from Zanzibar with 115 souls, men, women and children. We are now in a state of
        imminent starvation. … There are no provisions in the country that may be purchased, except on market days, and
        starving people cannot afford to wait … I beg you not to disregard my request.… The supplies must arrive within
        two days, or I may have a fearful time of it among the dying. Of course I hold myself responsible for any
        expenses you may incur. …
      


      
        Yours sincerely,
      


      
        Henry M. Stanley,
      


      
        Commanding Anglo-American Expedition for Exploration of Africa.
      


      
        PS. You may not know me by name. I therefore add, that I am the person who discovered Livingstone in 1871.
        H.M.S.
      

    


    
      The response was prompt and the supplies arrived – rice, potatoes, fish and rum for Stanley’s men, tea, sugar,
      tobacco, bread, butter, jam, tinned fruit and three bottles of India Pale Ale for Stanley himself. Two days later
      he marched into Boma. He had crossed the continent, navigated the Congo and, above all, survived. It had taken
      him 999 days and he had covered 7,000 miles altogether, 1,600 of them by boat and portage from Nyangwe to the
      Congo mouth. His three white companions had perished, as had 173 African members of his expedition. He had
      completed what has been seen as one of the greatest journeys of discovery of the nineteenth
      century.
    


    
      In character, Stanley was possibly the most complex of the explorers of Africa. Born illegitimately in Wales and
      brought up in a workhouse, he emigrated to the United States while still in his teens and, after a highly
      chequered career (in which, among other things, he apparently fought on both sides in the Civil War), he became a
      staff reporter on James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald. It was Bennett who sent him
      to find Livingstone, the exploit that made his reputation and launched him on his subsequent African career. On
      his return to Britain, he was for some time cold-shouldered by the Royal Geographical Society, while the
      suggestion was even made that he had never met Livingstone, but had purloined or even forged the letters and
      diaries he had carried back. His bastardy also became the subject of gossip. Eventually, however, in the face of
      overwhelming evidence that his achievement was genuine, Queen Victoria received him in Scotland and gave him a
      jewelled snuff box, while his critics retreated and amends were made. His book2 How I found Livingstone
      became a best seller and made him rich overnight. Later he was a pall-bearer at Livingstone’s funeral in
      Westminster Abbey.
    


    
      In setting out on his crossing of Africa, Stanley’s inspiration was, he recorded,3 Livingstone’s death, the effect of which
    


    
      after the first shock had passed away, was to fire me with a resolution to complete his work, to be, if God
      willed it, the next martyr to geographical science, or, if my life was to be spared, to clear up not only the
      secrets of the Great River throughout its course, but also all that remained still problematic and incomplete of
      the discoveries of Burton and Speke, and Speke and Grant.
    


    
      Not being confident of obtaining further funds from Bennett, he first of all obtained a promise of £6,000 from
      the London Daily Telegraph, on condition that Bennett matched this amount. Putting
      this proposition to Bennett by telegram, he received the curt answer, ‘Yes’. He then made plans and assembled men
      and equipment for what he called the Anglo-American Expedition’. Among the equipment was a forty foot boat, the
      Lady Alice, which could be broken down into sections for porterage, named after Alice
      Pike, the daughter of an American industrialist to whom Stanley was engaged. The boat served him well, but by the
      time he had returned to Europe, Alice Pike had thrown him over in favour of the son of another American
      industrialist. In Zanzibar, there was no shortage of volunteers for the expedition and towards the end of 1974 it duly set out, lavishly equipped and with three highly ambitious aims. These were to explore
      Lake Victoria and establish that it was indeed the main source of the Nile, as Speke had claimed; to complete the
      circumnavigation of Lake Tanganyika which he and Livingstone had begun, and establish whether it had any
      significant outflow (Cameron’s discoveries on the Lake were not yet public knowledge); and finally to travel down
      the Lualaba and see where it led. Not long out of Zanzibar, the expedition found itself facing the customary
      troubles. Stanley and his three white companions went down with fever, while sickness spread among the carriers
      and there were numerous desertions. Stanley’s methods for dealing with the problems were draconian: floggings
      were commonplace and any recaptured deserters were put in irons, with the result that despite all the
      difficulties, the expedition eventually made good progress. After some weeks, they left the main slave route to
      Tabora and struck north-west to Lake Victoria, but encountered a combination of thick thorn forest, drought and
      intense heat. At one point they were virtually out of food, at another they had three days’ fighting with a
      hostile tribe, while at another one of Stanley’s white companions died. It took them three and a half months to
      reach Lake Victoria, having lost over half their number through sickness, famine, desertion or hostilities.
    


    
      The next stage was the circumnavigation of Lake Victoria in the reassembled Lady
      Alice. This took Stanley and eleven of his men fifty-seven days and duly confirmed Speke’s contention that
      it was a single lake, with Ripon Falls its only significant outfall. Stanley also had a bizarre encounter with
      Mutesa I, the Kabaka of Buganda. When Speke had met Mutesa thirteen years earlier, he had found him a
      thoroughgoing homicidal despot, not above ordering one of his courtiers to go out and shoot a passer-by in order
      to test a rifle that Speke had given him. Stanley, however, took a different view. Mutesa was, he wrote, ‘an
      intelligent and distinguished prince, who, if aided in time by virtuous philanthropists, will do more for Central
      Africa than fifty years of Gospel training, unaided by such authority, can do. I think I see in him the light
      that shall lighten the darkness of this benighted region … with his aid the civilisation of Equatorial Africa
      becomes feasible’. Stanley promptly set about trying to convert Mutesa to Christianity and, in a despatch to his
      employers, claimed that he had made enough progress for Uganda to be a ‘fruitful field for missionary endeavour’.
      It is hard to know which was more improbable, Stanley in the role of Christian evangelist or Mutesa in that of
      Christian convert. However Stanley’s call was heeded: missionaries from the Church Missionary Society arrived in
      Uganda less than two years later and were soon making remarkable progress. Nevertheless it is
      clear that Mutesa himself duped Stanley, possibly hoping to secure British protection against the threat of
      Egyptian inroads, which had been initiated by Charles Gordon when Governor of Equatoria. Mutesa never desisted
      from his arbitrary executions and other excesses, and certainly had no intention of abandoning his harem and
      becoming monogamous. He was still a pagan when he died a few years later.
    


    
      The final significant incident in Stanley’s voyage on Lake Victoria occurred at Bumbireh, an island off the west
      coast, where he landed in an attempt to find food. While his party were not actually attacked, the islanders were
      so threatening that he felt compelled to beat a hasty retreat, opening fire and killing some fourteen of them as
      he made good his escape. Thus far, he could reasonably justify his action as one of self-defence, but what was
      much less justifiable, and created a storm when he reported it back to London, was that he later returned to
      Bumbireh and deliberately set to work to punish the islanders, ordering his men to ‘fire as if they were killing
      birds’. By his own account, thirty-three islanders were killed and over a hundred wounded.
    


    
      After an abortive attempt to reach Lake Albert, Stanley struck south to Ujiji and Lake Tanganyika, which he
      circumnavigated without incident. He then marched west to the Lualaba, having again to resort to harsh measures
      to prevent desertions. Commenting on the problem, he criticised Livingstone for being too lenient and
      consequently being crippled by the lack of porters, and he insisted on the necessity of punishment. ‘At the same
      time’, he added unctuously, ‘over-severity is as bad as over-gentleness in dealing with these men. What is
      required is pure, simple justice between man and man’. Both around the Lake and during the march, Stanley also
      came across evidence of continuing large-scale slaving, and he delivered himself of an impassioned despatch
      describing and denouncing the trade. However the effect was somewhat spoilt by his prompt negotiation of an
      arrangement with Tippu Tib, the most notorious of all the Arab slavers, whereby the latter would provide him with
      an escort down the Lualaba. Before the journey downstream began, Stanley was struck by serious doubts about the
      wisdom of undertaking it, just as later he doubted if he would survive. He and his last remaining white
      companion, Frank Pocock, discussed the issue at length and eventually decided to toss for it. The coin repeatedly
      came down the wrong side up, but they nevertheless decided to press on. The Lualaba was the one great African
      challenge left and, when it came to the point of decision, Stanley was unable to contemplate the alternatives of
      returning to Zanzibar or of striking off in another direction.
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        1 Stanley’s trans-African expedition repulsing attacks on the Upper Congo
        

      

    


    
      Stanley’s fears were borne out all too soon. Within a day the expedition was in the rain forest and the going
      became near-impossible:
    


    
      Every leaf seemed weeping. Down the boles and branches, creepers and vegetable cords, the moisture trickled and
      fell on us. Overhead the wide-spreading branches, in many interlaced strata, each branch heavy with broad thick
      leaves, absolutely shut out the daylight. We knew not whether it was a sunshiny day or a dull, foggy, gloomy day;
      for we marched in a feeble, solemn twilight, such as you may experience in temperate climes an hour after sunset.
      The path soon became a stiff clayey paste, and at every step we splashed water over the legs of those in front,
      and on either side of us.4
    


    
      Soon the expedition began to clash with the tribesmen they met and Tippu Tib insisted on turning back. With fewer
      than one hundred and fifty men, Stanley struggled on by boat. The party encountered a series of seven cataracts –
      the Stanley Falls – following which the river began to turn towards the west. Daily they ran the gauntlet of
      attacks by hostile tribesmen, on one occasion being confronted by a fleet of fifty-four canoes and on another by
      no fewer than eighty. Although their firepower was just sufficient to enable them to get through, they had some
      thirty-two such encounters over a distance of more than 1,200 miles before they began to meet peaceable inhabitants. Eventually the river widened out along a stretch which Stanley promptly named ‘Stanley
      Ροοl’. However their troubles persisted as they met a final series of cataracts. Frank Pocock was lost in a rapid
      and Stanley himself was also nearly drowned. Finally, having carried them so far, the Lady
      Alice was left to rot and they marched on overland. Eventually Boma was reached, but Stanley had learnt a
      lesson5:
    


    
      The expedition had attacked and destroyed 28 large towns and three or four score villages, fought 32 battles on
      land and water, contended with 52 Falls and Rapids, constructed about 30 miles of tramway through Forests, hauled
      our canoes and boat up a mountain 1,500 feet high, then over mountains 6 miles, then lowered them down the slope
      to the river, lifted by rough mechanical skill our canoes up gigantic boulders, 12, 15 and 20 feet high. …
      Livingstone called floating down the Lualaba a foolhardy feat. So it is, and were I to do it again I would not
      attempt it without two hundred guns. … Had I the least suspicion that such a terrible series of Falls were before
      us, I should never have risked so many lives and such amount of money. …
    


    
      His moods had often alternated between resignation and despair, but the overriding one had been determination. It
      had been a remarkable achievement, even if, as Livingstone had predicted, a totally foolhardy one. As Stanley
      himself immediately recognised, it also opened up new commercial and political vistas. ‘I feel convinced’, he
      wrote in a letter6 to the
      Daily Telegraph,
    


    
      that the question of this mighty waterway will become a political one in time. As yet, however, no European Power
      seems to have put forward the right of control. Portugal claims it because she discovered its mouth; but the
      great Powers – England, America and France – refuse to recognise her right … I could show you very strong reasons
      why it would be a politic deed to settle this momentous question immediately. I could prove to you that the Power
      possessing the Congo, despite the cataracts, would absorb to itself the trade of the whole of the enormous basin
      behind. This river is and will be the grand highway of commerce to West Central Africa.
    


    


    
      Leopold, who had followed closely Stanley’s reports of his progress across Africa, had no hesitation in accepting
      this thesis. He was also quick to recognise Stanley’s potential usefulness and immediately tried to secure his
      services. As he put it in a revealing letter7 to Baron Solvyns, the Belgian Minister in London,
    


    
      	
        I should like to see Stanley as soon as he has been fêted in
      


      	London.


      	If Stanley appeals to me, I will provide him with the money necessary for him to explore fully the Congo and
      its tributaries, and to establish stations there.


      	According to circumstances, I will endeavour to transfer these stations into Belgian settlements, either
      afloat or on land, which would belong to us.

    


    


    
      I believe that if I commission Stanley to take possession in my name of any given place in Africa, the British
      would stop me. I would not wish to expose myself, nor to upset the English. … I am therefore thinking of first
      entrusting Stanley with an exploratory mission which will offend no-one and will provide us with stations staffed
      and equipped, which we can put to good use once people in Europe and in Africa have become accustomed to our
      being on the Congo.
    


    


    
      After leaving Boma, Stanley travelled back via the Cape to Zanzibar, where he paid off the survivors of his
      expedition and compensated the relatives of those who had died. He then took a steamer back to Europe and arrived
      in Marseilles at the beginning of 1878. There he was met by Greindl and Sanford, and in the course of a long
      conversation at a banquet held in his honour by the local geographical society, the proposition was put to him
      that he might return to Africa in Leopold’s service.8 The approach was, however, premature. Stanley was exhausted, both
      mentally and physically, and was in any case anxious that Britain should have the benefit of his discoveries.
      When he arrived in London he was publicly honoured and feted, and he wrote another best-seller. This time, nobody
      questioned his veracity, but controversy persisted. John Kirk, the British Consul in Zanzibar, still smarting
      from some strictures that Stanley had earlier made about his lack of support for Livingstone, pestered his
      carriers and dug up every piece of dirt that he could. ‘The doings of Mr Stanley’, he reported9 to the Foreign Office, ‘were a disgrace
      to humanity’. He relayed allegations of Stanley having had a black mistress, of having kicked a man to death and
      of having sold Africans as slaves, as well as of sexual misconduct on the part of Pocock. ‘If the story of this
      expedition were known’, he concluded, ‘it would stand in the annals of African discovery for the reckless use of
      power that modern weapons placed in his hands over natives who never before had heard a gun fired’. Inevitably,
      the affair at Bumbireh was again aired and the arguments for and against were enthusiastically disputed in the
      press. The truth behind the criticism lay in the fact that, unlike Livingstone or Cameron, Stanley had little
      hesitation in using force in order to make headway on his journeys, so that they ‘resembled military
      expeditions’. He also did himself little good by writing up his encounters in lurid language. Even Leopold was
      later to become concerned at the loss of life that seemed to surround many of Stanley’s activities.
    


    
      Worse than the controversy, however, from Stanley’s point of view, was that despite all his lobbying, there
      remained a total lack of interest in Britain at the prospect of acquiring the Congo basin. Even the Prince of
      Wales, when Stanley saw him, did no more than hear him out in silence and then point out that he was wearing his
      medals in the wrong order.10
      Disillusion set in, exacerbated by frustrated ambition, his lack of ease in society and his inability to rise
      above the handicaps of his birth and upbringing. He was, he realised, still regarded as an outsider, one who did
      not, by his speech or behaviour, conform to the prevailing concept of a ‘gentleman’.
    


    
      In June 1878, therefore, Stanley went to Belgium and met Leopold. While the latter’s intention was, as we have
      seen, that Stanley should explore the Congo further and establish stations, Stanley himself had other ideas. He
      proposed not just that he should undertake the exploration, but that, as a first step, a railway should be built,
      as a commercial venture, past the lower cataracts and boats launched at Stanley Pool. Leopold was impressed by
      this ‘able and enterprising American’,11 but did not see a railway as a practical proposition for the immediate future.
      It would be too expensive, would attract too much attention and, without territorial possession, would be
      vulnerable to loss or takeover. He instructed Greindl to work out more realistic plans with Stanley and explore
      sources of funding, both in Belgium and abroad.
    

  


  
    Chapter Six
    

    The Comité d’Etudes du Haut-Congo


    
      Greindl started by taking soundings of a number of companies and individuals, and in August he met Stanley in
      Paris, where the latter was, with very mixed feelings, enjoying a much warmer reception than he had been accorded
      in Britain. The two men studied Stanley’s plans in detail and tried to cost them accurately. Stanley seems to
      have had immediate concerns about the limited scale of what was proposed. Further geographical exploration on the
      Congo itself would have ‘meagre results’, while commercial activity would also have to be on ‘a grand scale to
      ensure success’.1 Otherwise it would be ‘useless to attempt to rival the traders long established
      on the lower river’. He seems also to have had second thoughts about a railway. A preliminary survey would be
      needed, and local laws and proprietary rights would have to be investigated, as would the question of its
      protection by local chiefs. In Belgium, meanwhile, the banker Leon Lambert, who was close to Leopold and
      connected with the Rothschilds, declared himself ready to contribute a substantial sum of money, almost certainly
      acting as a front for Leopold himself. Also interested was a Dutch company, the Afrikaansche Handels Vereeniging,
      which already had trading posts on the Congo estuary. The latter tried to insist that before any firm plans were
      made, a syndicate should be formed to send out a team of engineers to make a preliminary survey on the ground.
      Stanley, however, was having none of this, but insisted that engineers without first hand experience would be
      bound to fail, unless the way was prepared for them by the prior establishment of stations. Instead, he proposed
      a smaller, permanent expedition, to be led by himself on a five-year contract. Supported by Greindl and Sanford,
      he urged that this expedition should have a two-pronged objective, the establishment of AIA-type stations for
      humanitarian purposes and a survey of the prospects for a railway and commercial activity. All three thought it
      important that Leopold should not associate himself with a solely commercial enterprise, as the Dutch company
      envisaged. Eventually it was agreed that there should be no reconnaissance, but that Stanley should lead an
      expedition in order to establish stations, primarily for humanitarian purposes, but also with a view to the
      development of commerce.
    


    
      Before finally committing himself, Stanley returned to Britain and made a final attempt to arouse interest in the
      Congo. Again he failed, and he was bitter about his failure2:
    


    
      I had hoped to have inspired Englishmen with something of my own belief in the future of the Congo. I delivered
      addresses, after dinner speeches, and in private have spoken earnestly to try and arouse them to adopt early
      means to secure the Congo basin for England. … I do not understand Englishmen at all. Either they suspect me of
      some self-interest, or they do not believe me. … For the relief of Livingstone I am called an impostor; for the
      crossing of Africa I am called a pirate; for trying to kindle them to action I am called ‘a penny-a-liner, a mere
      journalist who is very impractical and all that sort of thing you know’, which means a hare-brained fellow
      totally unused to business, and therefore unreliable.
    


    


    
      On 25 November, therefore, Leopold was able to call a meeting of those companies and individuals who had
      expressed interest in his venture. Stanley was invited to be present, and found himself among ‘various persons of
      more or less note in the commercial and monetary world, from England, Germany, France, Belgium and
      Holland’.3
      He was subjected to a variety of questions about the river, the local chiefs, the produce of the region and the
      prospects for a railway, following which ‘it was resolved that a fund should be subscribed to obtain accurate
      information; the subscribers to the fund assuming the name and title of Comité d’Etudes du
      Haut-Congo’. Its capital was fixed at Fr. 1 million in 500 franc non-transferable shares, of which around
      Fr. 750,000 was immediately subscribed. Fr. 260,000 came from M. Lambert, acting as a front for Leopold, and a
      further Fr. 130,000 from the Dutch company. Two British entrepreneurs, William Mackinnon and James Hutton, a
      Manchester trader with interests on the West African coast, were among the other subscribers. Under the terms of
      the constitution of the Comité,4 it was to operate ‘with an essentially philanthropic and scientific point of view
      and with the intention of extending civilisation and finding new outlets for commerce and industry by the study
      and exploration of certain parts of the Congo’. Stanley’s own comment5 on this, which again shows Leopold’s exceptional ability to mould men to
      his purposes, was that ‘The charitable and philanthropic character of the resolutions clearly showed whose hand
      and mind had formed them, even if I had not the honour of learning the sentiments of the Royal Founder of the
      enterprise from his own lips at private audiences’. On a more mundane level, the Comité’s objectives were first, to explore the possibility of opening communications between the
      Lower and Upper Congo, by whatever means were feasible, and second, to establish commercial relations of
      sufficient importance to put a transport company into profit within a reasonable time. The constitution also
      stipulated that all political objectives were to be renounced, and that nothing should be done until it was
      established that there was no reason to fear ‘any political difficulty on the part of any power’. If, after three
      years, the prospects seemed favourable, two companies would be formed, one to construct and maintain a means of
      communication, the other to establish navigation on the Upper Congo and exploit its commercial possibilities.
      Otherwise the Comité would be dissolved and its assets, if any, returned to the
      participants. Col. Strauch, who was to be another of Leopold’s loyal executives and who had replaced Greindl as
      Secretary-General of the AIA, became also the President of the Comité, while Leopold
      was appointed Honorary President.
    


    
      At the beginning of December, Stanley signed his five-year contract with Leopold,6 at a salary of £1,000 a year. This
      committed him to put his services at the disposal not only of the AIA, but also of ‘a syndicate of commercial and
      industrial exploration, a railway company, a commercial company, or any other African enterprise patronised by
      the king’. He later signed a three year contract7 with the Comité, for whom he was to set up stations
      along a land route and to establish communications by steamer where ‘this was possible and would not incur
      danger’. He was also to lease or purchase land around the stations so that they could be self-supporting, as well
      as purchase land along the route. He was authorised to spend £20,000 on the enterprise in the initial year, and
      £8,000 (later increased to £12,000) a year over the subsequent two years. His engagement could be terminated at
      the end of that time if the enterprise was not by then self-supporting. His contract also committed him,
      significantly, to total silence about what he was doing, as did the contract of every other person whom Leopold
      employed in the Congo. The Belgian press was carefully briefed, but was enjoined to say absolutely nothing
      publicly about what was afoot. Nor was anything at all reported to the National Committees of the AIA. In the
      book8 he wrote about the Congo,
      Stanley apologised to his friends and acquaintances for his silence about what he had been doing. His somewhat
      unflattering excuse was that any revelation ‘might have been dangerous to the interests of the work I had
      undertaken to perform’.
    


    
      Overarching these layers of secrecy surrounding the Comité was a deliberate confusion
      with the AIA, the flag of which Stanley carried with him. He was instructed, if any questions were to be asked in
      Britain, to say that he was commissioned solely to establish three philanthropic and scientific stations, under
      the auspices of the AIA, between Boma and Stanley Pool, and that the question of communications was also being
      examined, in order to benefit trade and industry. He was to insist that he was instructed to use peaceful means
      only to achieve his ends, and was to add ‘to prevent misrepresentation, that the project was a very simple and
      modest one’. The only action that might be seen as injudicious occurred when Leopold wrote to Disraeli, the
      British Prime Minister, to ask if Stanley could recruit Africans for his expedition from Britain’s possessions in
      Africa. Disraeli politely refused,9 but nobody in England, at least for some while, seems to have been moved to
      enquire more narrowly what Stanley was about. The fact was that they had much more to worry about elsewhere and,
      as it turned out, Leopold could not have timed his initiative better. A financial crisis was brewing in Egypt,
      there was trouble in South Africa which would soon erupt in the Zulu wars, and a war had also just been provoked
      in Afghanistan. The Congo, by comparison, seemed of little importance.
    


    
      At the beginning of January 1879, therefore, Stanley submitted to the Comité his
      estimates of expenses for the first six months of his expedition, and these were duly approved. At the end of the
      month he set out for Zanzibar, in circumstances of extreme secrecy and under the pseudonym of Monsieur Henri, in
      order to recruit African personnel. He first went by train to Marseilles and then by ship to Suez, where he
      transferred to his own ship, the Albion, for the remainder of the voyage. He took
      with him, for the Sultan of Zanzibar, a gold dinner service and a miniature of Leopold, set in brilliants,
      together with gold watches for the American Consul and the leading Indian merchant. The purpose of what Stanley
      called ‘these knickknacks’ was ‘to secure the cordial cooperation of everybody’.10 While in Zanzibar, he tried to
      win the Sultan’s support for a free port and trading rights for the AIA in East Africa, but in this he was
      unsuccessful. Meanwhile a ship was also sent directly to the Congo with a number of European subordinates and a
      quantity of equipment on board. This included boats which could be dismantled for haulage overland to the head of
      navigation. All the equipment was stored at the Dutch company’s station on the estuary, to await his arrival.
    


    
      In July 1879, when Stanley’s recruitment was complete and he was at Aden on his way back from Zanzibar, he
      received a telegram informing him that the Afrikaansche Handels Vereeniging had gone into bankruptcy and
      instructing him to return to Brussels for consultations. Unwilling to abandon his new recruits, he made the
      counter-suggestion that he should meet Strauch in Gibraltar. There he learnt that far from the bankruptcy having
      endangered the viability of the Congo enterprise, Leopold had taken advantage of it to alter his plans and extend
      their scope. Possibly in order to have something to show to Leopold, Strauch took the somewhat odd step of giving
      Stanley a set of notes11 and invited his written comments on them. The first note set out the
      proposition that land concessions should be obtained from the indigenous chiefs, for the construction of roads
      and for cultivation. Stanley wrote back that he saw no difficulty about concluding treaties which would produce
      such concessions, provided tact and generosity was shown. Strauch’s second proposition was that the stations to
      be established should be ‘occupied by free negroes, superintended by whites’. Again, Stanley saw no problem. The
      third proposition was that the influence of the stations should be extended to cover neighbouring chiefs and
      tribes, ‘of whom a republican confederation of free negroes might be formed’. This confederation would be
      independent ‘except that the king, to whom its conception and formation was due, reserved the right to appoint
      the President, who should reside in Europe. … A confederation thus formed might grant concessions. … to societies
      for the construction of works of public utility, or perhaps might be able to raise loans like Liberia or Sarawak,
      and construct their own public works’. Stanley agreed that it should be possible to extend the influence of the
      stations, but saw no hope of creating a confederation. His existing task would absorb all the time and resources
      of the Comité, and ‘despite all the good that would be done for the natives’, he saw no hope that they would
      ‘form a confederation for the general good’: on the contrary, they would ‘retain their own chiefs and their
      degrading customs, would remain jealous of their customary rights and resist all foreign interventions in their
      customs or habits’. Strauch went on to insist that there was no question of creating a Belgian colony, rather of
      establishing a powerful negro state. Stanley’s response was that it would be useless for one in his position to
      attempt this, unless ‘events should succeed each other in the natural order of things’. In response to Strauch’s
      two final propositions, Stanley gave it as his view that the managers of stations would have a ‘moral right’ to
      the legitimate ownership of them, and the natives would readily agree that ‘every man’s house is his castle and
      every man’s land is his own’. Each station could be regarded as a little commonwealth and at the same time part
      and parcel of a larger commonwealth, ruled over by ‘the manager appointed by those who founded, promoted, and
      sustained this unique enterprise’. Stanley’s concept was thus of command from the top down, in the absence of any
      possibility, as he saw it, of cooperation from the bottom up.
    


    
      Having completed the exchange with Strauch, Stanley sailed on to the Congo estuary. By now, he had little
      difficulty in seeing well enough what was in Leopold’s mind:
    


    
      The King is a clever statesman. He is supremely clever, but I have not had thirty opportunities of conversing
      with him without penetrating his motives. … He has not been so frank with me as to tell me outright what we are
      to strive for. Nevertheless it has been pretty evident that under the guise of an International Association he
      hopes to make a Belgian dependency of the Congo basin12.
    


    
      What Stanley was not, however, to be told, during the whole of his first tour of duty on the Congo, was that the
      Comité had been disbanded. As soon as the Afrikaansche Handels Vereeniging had gone
      into liquidation, Sanford, who was in the United States, returned post haste to Brussels. His advice to the King
      was that he should seize the opportunity to cut loose from the Comité and secure his
      freedom of action. In accepting this advice, there can be little doubt that Leopold had come to recognise that,
      with its embargo on political activity, the Comité would inevitably impede what, to judge from Strauch’s
      propositions to Stanley, he had all along envisaged, that his pretensions in the Congo would have to take on a
      political dimension. However, it would not do to arouse resentment by simply disbanding the Comité on the basis that it had failed, and then continue its operations on a personal basis.
      Instead, when they came to hold their due meeting in November 1879, the subscribers were informed that funds were
      running low, to the extent that, to accord with the agreement setting the Comité up,
      further subscriptions were due. Obviously this was unwelcome news, particularly for the successor to the bankrupt
      Dutch company, which had earlier asked for the return of its subscription. However Leopold offered, again under
      the cover of Lambert, to find the additional money and fund the Comité’s operations
      himself, on the basis that it should be dissolved and that any future profits should be applied to redeeming the
      initial subscriptions, with accrued interest at 5 per cent. Should the operations fail, the remaining assets would be realised and divided among the contributors. Those who agreed to the
      disbandment would also be given preferential treatment when it came to investment in future Congo enterprises.
      Particularly as many of the original participants had contributed more in order to make themselves agreeable to
      Leopold than from any serious hope of commercial gain, Leopold had little difficulty in securing their agreement.
      For at least as long as the cloak of secrecy held, he was now free to pursue his objectives in the Congo in
      whatever manner he thought best.
    

  


  
    Chapter Seven
    

    Stanley and de Brazza


    
      On 14 August 1879, some two years after his descent of the Congo, Stanley arrived back at the mouth of the river.
      His purpose, which he described1
      in language which was typical of both the man and his age, was
    


    
      to sow along its banks civilised settlements, to peacefully conquer and subdue it, to remould it in harmony with
      modern ideas into National States, within whose limits the European merchant shall go hand in hand with the dark
      African trader, and justice and law and order shall prevail, and murder and lawlessness and the cruel barter of
      slaves shall for ever cease.
    


    
      Marshalling his workforce of a dozen Europeans, eighty or so Zanzibaris and around one hundred and twenty local
      Africans at Banana Point, on the northern shore of the estuary, he assembled and launched his small fleet, which
      consisted of a steamer, a small paddle steamer, three steam launches and five other boats. In them, he sailed to
      the head of navigation at Vivi, where, on the north shore of the estuary, he established his base of operations.
      Wooden huts, brought out from England, were set up on the top of a hill overlooking the estuary, with a road
      running to a wharf below. It took him until January 1880, shuttling up and down the estuary, to complete and
      provision the station, and it was not until well into February that he began to construct a road to Stanley Pool,
      to enable him to transport his steamers beyond the cataracts.
    


    
      Stanley was determined to build a durable road, along which there would be quick and easy communication between
      the estuary and the head of navigation on the river, and this meant that his progress was slow, even if it was
      sure. The terrain over which the road had to be built was difficult in the extreme – hilly, often forested or
      swampy, and intersected by streams and ravines. The workforce at his disposal 
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      was grossly insufficient and, with few exceptions, his European subordinates proved
      incapable. They quarrelled with each other, drank too much and had no experience of African conditions. They also
      demanded comforts and brought with them excessive amounts of baggage. On top of this, the climate was
      exceptionally trying. It was mostly hot and humid, but at times, fierce heat was reflected from the rocky
      landscape, while at others, a chill wind blew up the river gorge. Stanley found that he had to handle all the
      organisation and management himself, and even supervise personally the construction of the road. It was not,
      therefore, until a year later, in February 1881, that a fifty-two mile stretch of road was completed past the
      lower stretch of rapids to a second station, Isangila. In the process, Stanley reckoned that, with the travelling
      to and fro to bring up boats and supplies, he and his party had covered some 2,350 miles overall. Six Europeans
      and twenty-two Africans had died during the year, and a further thirteen Europeans had had to be invalided home.
      It was, he commented,2 ‘not a
      holiday affair’.
    


    
      Even before this first stretch of road had been completed, an event occurred which, although Stanley did not
      realise it at the time, might well have signalled the frustration of the whole enterprise. In November 1880,
      while he was still some way short of Isangila, there appeared at his camp a Frenchman who introduced himself as
      ‘Le Comte Savorgnan de Brazza, Enseigne de Vaisseau’. Stanley was not much impressed by de Brazza, whom he later
      described3 as
    


    
      a shoeless, poorly-dressed person, remarkable only for a faded uniform frock-coat and a high topee, with a small
      following of men, bearing altogether about 125 lb. of baggage. [He] was not, as you yourselves may imagine, an
      imposing figure, or one likely to inspire a thought that he was an illustrious figure in disguise. I judged then,
      from the impression made on myself, that he was not likely to have made a flattering impression on the natives
      whom he might have met in his wanderings.
    


    
      In fact de Brazza was much more adept at getting along with Africans than was Stanley. A naturalised Frenchman of
      Italian descent, he had started his career as a sailor. Arriving at the west coast of Africa, he was attracted,
      like Cameron, to the idea of exploration and proceeded between 1875 and 1878 to continue the work along the
      Ogooué which had been begun by de Compiègne. He also discovered two tributaries of the Congo, the Alima and the
      Licona, without, however, realising where they led. Towards the end of 1878 he returned to Europe and in August
      of that year Leopold invited him to Brussels, apparently hoping to engage his services in support of Stanley’s
      expedition.
    


    
      Both men found this encounter revealing. On the one hand, de Brazza seems to have learnt
      something of what Leopold was trying to achieve through Stanley, with the result that he not only refused the
      offer of employment but became determined to try to forestall the latter by claiming territory along the upper
      Congo for France. Leopold for his part seems to have discerned in de Brazza a patriotism which was all the
      stronger for his not having been born French, and took the measure of the threat that he represented. He tried to
      reduce his potential for harm by suggesting to the French National Committee of the AIA that he might return to
      Africa under AIA auspices, backing up this suggestion with the offer of a contribution of Fr. 50,000 to the
      expedition. De Brazza sidestepped this by agreeing with the French National Committee and the French Government
      that he should establish on their behalf two stations, one on the Ogooué and one on the upper Congo, on the
      understanding that if successful, he would secure territorial concessions for France. As he put it to the French
      Government,4
    


    
      Struck by the commercial advantages of this great artery presents, various nations are seeking to take possession
      of it. The Belgian Government, in particular, have just sent Stanley there with considerable equipment and
      unlimited resources. Alone, France, whose rights are greater than those of any other Power, alike by the
      situation of her colony of Gabon and by the official exploration carried out by a French officer [de Brazza
      himself], cannot keep aloof from this pacific contest. To reserve our rights and without prejudice to the future,
      it would suffice to go and hoist the French flag at Stanley Pool before the Belgian expedition can get there.
      That would be possible if, while Stanley is forced to clear a way for himself through difficult country, with his
      march slowed down by no small equipment and numerous obstacles, M de Brazza, who knows the country, were to set
      out from the French colony, without baggage, and arrive by a rapid march above the falls of the river… The
      mission would be kept secret and would only be put into execution in the event of its arriving before Stanley. In
      the opposite case, it would appear simply to be engaged in geographical exploration.
    


    
      None too scrupulously, the French National Committee took Leopold’s money, but also accepted a grant of Fr.
      50,000 from the French government, and de Brazza set out on the understanding that his efforts should be on
      behalf of France alone.
    


    
      Through his contacts in Paris, Leopold was well aware what was happening. Simultaneously with de Brazza’s return
      to Africa at the end of 1879, he sent the first of a succession of warnings to Stanley. In a
      letter5 dated 30 December 1879,
      Strauch advised him that
    


    
      the interests of the enterprise demand that you do not delay in your first station. Competitors whom we cannot
      ignore threaten, in fact, to forestall us on the upper Congo. M. de Brazza will try to descend the Alima to its
      confluence with the Congo where he hopes to arrive before us. We have no time to lose.
    


    
      To this, Stanley replied6
      somewhat testily that he was not taking part in a race to Stanley Pool, having already been there two and a half
      years previously. ‘Double our power and we will double our speed; treble the working power, and our progress will
      be three times quicker. With sufficient men we could be at Stanley Pool within one month’. This provoked a
      further message from Strauch:7
    


    
      We call to your very serious attention to the probable plans of M. de Brazza and we urge you to make every effort
      not to let yourself be forestalled by him. We hope that if he does descend the Alima, he will find you already
      installed at the confluence of this river.
    


    
      However Stanley persisted in ignoring these warnings and continued to build his road. He seems to have failed to
      grasp – or was unwilling to contemplate – the fact that a serious race to the Pool was taking place and that
      territorial possession there was at stake.
    


    
      De Brazza, meanwhile, retraced his earlier route up the Ogooué and descended the Alima, arriving at Stanley Pool
      in the course of August 1880. He succeeded in establishing friendly relations with one of the local chiefs,
      Makoko, and within a short time had concluded a treaty with him, giving France territorial rights on a nine mile
      stretch on the northern bank of the river. The French flag was hoisted and a station, later to be called
      Brazzaville, was founded. Having by then almost run out of supplies, de Brazza left the station in the charge of
      a zealous and capable subordinate, a Senegalese sergeant by the name of Malamine, while he himself proceeded down
      river to the coast.
    


    
      At the moment when de Brazza arrived at Stanley’s camp, a substantial mountain, 2,000ft. high, was still barring
      the latter’s way to Isangila. De Brazza, who omitted to tell Stanley about his treaty-making activities, reckoned
      that it would take him all of six months to build a road across this obstacle. Stanley, however, saw a way round
      the problem: he blasted the cliffs on the edge of the river and built his road on the causeway thus created.
      Within a month he was through to Isangila and by February 1881 he had hauled up two steamers
      on their six-ton wagons and had launched them on the eighty-five mile stretch of river which led to the upper set
      of cataracts. There, in May 1881, he founded his third station, Manyanga, and began constructing the final
      stretch of road. At this point, however, he was struck down by an acute bout of fever. After a fortnight drifting
      in and out of consciousness, he was convinced that he was going to die. To give himself the strength to convey
      his last instructions to his subordinates and convey a message of regret to Leopold, he mixed himself a ‘make or
      break’ dose of sixty grains of quinine and a measure of hydrobromic acid, dissolved in a glass of Madeira. For a
      while he was unable to speak, but eventually, by an immense effort, managed to say a few coherent words. This so
      encouraged him that he uttered the words, ‘I am saved’, before relapsing into a coma. Twenty-four hours later he
      woke, was able to take some nourishment and started to recover. Not for the first or last time, his iron
      constitution pulled him through.
    


    
      Having regained his health and fitness, Stanley at last decided to push ahead to Stanley Pool with a small
      escort. There he found a hut with the French flag flying over it, together with Malamine brandishing a copy of de
      Brazza’s treaty with Makoko. Stanley tried to establish relations with other chiefs on the northern shore, but
      Malamine succeeded in thwarting him and he was compelled to retreat across the Pool. There he met another chief,
      Ngalyema, with whom he had become a ‘blood brother’ during his earlier descent of the Congo. By November 1881,
      after much manoeuvring and negotiating, he succeeded in concluding a treaty with Ngalyema and began to build his
      principal station, which he called Leopoldville. The following month, with the help of long-awaited Zanzibari
      reinforcements, he completed his road and launched his paddle steamer, the En Avant,
      on the Pool. He then pressed on upstream and established a fifth station at Mswata, on the confluence of the
      Congo and the Kwango. He also explored a side river, which brought him to a large lake which he duly called Lake
      Leopold. However in May 1882 he again fell seriously ill and saw no alternative to returning to Europe, where he
      arrived in September of that year. De Brazza, meanwhile, had engaged in further exploration in the region between
      Stanley Pool and the sea, but, fortunately for Leopold, had found the inhabitants unfriendly and had not
      established any more stations. By June 1882 he too was back in Europe.
    


    
      By the time he returned to Brussels, Stanley had spent some three and a half years in Africa in the service of
      Leopold and the now defunct Comité. He had done all, and more, than had been originally asked of him, not only in opening up communications with the Pool, establishing a
      station there and launching his steamers on the upper river, but also in exploring further and establishing yet
      another station sixty miles further on. At the same time, he had been bombarded with insistent demands from
      Brussels that he should hasten and extend his activities. His correspondence with Strauch8 shows how exasperated he became, and his
      letters expatiate on the uselessness of his European subordinates, his problems with his inadequate workforce,
      his ill health and the apparent failure in Brussels to appreciate the logistics of the operation. While he was
      still sick at Manyanga, he was even asked to continue up the river as far as Nyangwe, in order to link up with an
      expedition which Leopold had it in mind to send out from the east coast.
    


    
      Back in Europe, Stanley was under the impression that his three year contract with the Comité had superseded that with Leopold. He was therefore shocked when Strauch informed him that
      the five year contract remained in force and that he was expected to return to Africa. He protested that his
      health simply did not permit it, but failed to allow for Leopold’s charm. When they met the next day, the
      latter’s first words to him were, ‘Surely, Mr Stanley, you cannot think of leaving me now, just when I need you’.
      ‘My powers of resistance failed me’, recorded9 Stanley, and he undertook to return. He once more urged that a railway should be
      built to the Pool, but Leopold still saw this as premature and risky. He also tried to insist that he should be
      sent more reliable European subordinates.
    


    
      De Brazza, meanwhile, was bending all his efforts towards securing French ratification of his treaty with Makoko.
      Leopold had once again tried to secure his services, but had once again been rebuffed. De Brazza’s attitude was
      straightforward: he believed that
    


    
      there was a political idea beneath the humanitarian sentiments of the King of the Belgians. I was far from
      blaming him for this, but it did not stop me from having my own political idea as well. And mine was very simple.
      If there was advantage to be gained from the Congo, I would prefer that it was the French flag, not the Belgian
      ‘international’ flag, that floated over this splendid African territory.10
    


    


    
      There was at the time little desire in France to expand its colonial empire. Among the politicians, Jules Ferry,
      the Minister of Public Instruction, was almost alone in harbouring imperial ambitions. However a degree of
      chauvinism had developed as a result of Britain’s unilateral reoccupation of Egypt, which had just taken place.
      De Brazza was able to capitalise on hostile feelings towards the ‘Anglo-Saxons’, Stanley
      prominent among them, and to contrast his own allegedly friendly attitude towards the Africans with Stanley’s
      ‘custom of making himself respected by gunfire’. He maintained that the reason why he had found the local
      Africans antagonistic when he initially reached the Licona was that they had lasting memories of Stanley’s
      indiscriminate use of firearms during his descent of the Congo in 1877. While, more generally, this may have been
      a reasonable criticism of Stanley, it was wholly unjustified during the time he was in Leopold’s service, when he
      was careful to avoid any bloodshed. Nevertheless de Brazza was able to establish himself as a popular hero in
      France, and his reputation was enhanced when, in October 1882, the two men had a public confrontation.11 Stanley came to Paris and, in a speech
      to the Stanley Club, unwisely attacked de Brazza as the ‘instigator of a dubious treaty’ and for having ‘invoked
      the Government of France to take possession of the property of the Association which equipped and furnished him’.
      He had, Stanley alleged, ‘brought an immoral diplomacy into a virgin continent’. There had, Stanley went on to
      contend, been ‘no cession of territory’, and Brazzaville had ‘no existence at all in fact’.
    


    
      De Brazza, who walked in while Stanley was speaking, responded by shaking hands with him and insisting that he
      saw him ‘not as an antagonist but simply a labourer in the same field, where our common efforts – although we
      represent different interests – converge towards the same end, the progress and civilisation of Africa’. The
      French press and public were as delighted at this adroit turning of the tables as they were scathing of Stanley.
      The outcome was that in November, the French Chamber ratified the Makoko treaty. At the same time, the two
      stations were formally ceded to the French government, while a new expedition was generously financed from
      government funds. De Brazza recruited a contingent of no fewer than eighty-eight Europeans, with instructions to
      acquire territory between Stanley Pool and the coast, to consolidate the French position on the Pool itself and
      to promote trade in the area.
    


    
      Leopold was not slow to grasp the implications, and his response was typically decisive. He sent Stanley back to
      the Congo in the utmost secrecy, with orders not only to establish stations further up the river, but also to
      pre-empt de Brazza by establishing stations and making agreements with chiefs in the coastal region. One aim was
      to isolate Brazzaville, while another was to open up an alternative route to the sea, in case the claims that the
      Portuguese were making to the estuary, which had intensified in the wake of the Makoko treaty, should acquire
      international acceptance. Stanley moved 
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      swiftly and early in 1883 sent an expedition from Isangila down the key route to the coast,
      the Niari-Kwilu valley. This established two stations on that river, Stephanieville and Franktown, and then moved
      towards the coast. Another expedition was sent by sea to seize the mouth of the Kwilu and the land around it,
      where it also established a station, Rudolfstadt, and signed treaties with the local chiefs. It then moved
      inland, concluding further treaties as it went, and founded another station, Baudouinville, at the junction of
      the Niari and the Kumani. A third expedition was also sent to establish stations and make treaties in the area
      between the Congo and the upper Niari. When, therefore, in March 1883 a French gunboat, the Sagittaire, arrived at the mouth of the Kwilu, it found the Belgians in possession and was forced
      to withdraw. The French eventually managed to establish a foothold on the coast at Loango, but, by the end of the
      year, Stanley’s expeditions had established fifteen stations in the wedge of territory lying between the Congo,
      the Niari-Kwilu valley and the sea, and had signed up a significant number of chiefs. The nature of the treaties
      had also, in response to the French threat, radically changed. Hitherto, Stanley had merely sought the chiefs’
      permission to build stations, cultivate land and engage in trading. Now that there was a political agenda, the
      treaties provided for a transfer of sovereignty. Leopold’s instructions12 on this were explicit:
    


    
      The terms of the treaties Stanley has made with the native chiefs do not satisfy me. There must at least be added
      an article to the effect that they delegate to us their sovereign rights over the territories which are the
      subject of the said conventions … The treaties must be as brief as possible and in a couple of articles must
      grant us everything.
    


    


    
      While Stanley’s subordinates were thus securing the lines of communication to the coast, Stanley himself was
      reviving and reorganising the stations he had established earlier, which had fallen into a state of considerable
      disrepair during his absence. He also patched up a number of conflicts that had arisen with the local
      inhabitants. He then started to sail up-river, concluding treaties and establishing stations as he went. Three
      times he had to shuttle up and down in order to fetch stores, but by December 1883 he had penetrated over a
      thousand miles to Stanley Falls, and had set up stations at Bololo, Equateur and Stanley Falls itself. By the
      time he was finally back in Leopoldville in March 1884, he claimed to have concluded over four hundred treaties,
      signed by some two thousand chiefs, so securing the whole left bank of the river, as well as the upper reaches of
      the right bank.
    


    
      To a later observer, this process of treaty-making can only be regarded as bizarre. The mark
      of an illiterate chief on a piece of paper he did not understand, in return for the gift of a few coils of wire
      or rolls of cloth, was accepted as a valid transfer of sovereignty, even when the chief probably had no right
      under native custom to alienate land. (Nor, incidentally, did it seem to matter if the concessions so acquired
      were subsequently handed over from power to power, without the chiefs having any say in it at all). As Lord
      Lugard, the future Governor General of Nigeria, himself no amateur when it came to making such treaties, was
      later to record13:
    


    
      Treaties were produced by the cartload in all the approved forms of legal verbiage – impossible of translation by
      ill-educated interpreters. It mattered not that tribal chiefs had no power to dispose of communal rights. … The
      treaties were duly attested by a cross, purporting to convey the assent of an African chief, and this was
      sufficient. In some cases, it is said, the assent had been obtained by the gift of a pair of boots, or a few
      bottles of gin – the Kaiser had sent a parcel of opera-hats working with a spring.
    


    
      Stanley’s own contention14 was
      that the chiefs ‘of their own free will, without coercion, but for substantial considerations, reserving only a
      few easy conditions. … transferred their rights of sovereignty and ownership to the Association’. Equally
      dubiously, he asserted that these rights ‘would be conceded by all to have been indisputable, since they held
      their lands by undisturbed occupation, by long ages of succession, by real divine right’. He also
      quoted,15 without the
      slightest hint of excuse or apology, his treaty with two chiefs at Manyanga, which shows how insubstantial the
      considerations in fact were:
    


    
      
        Article I. They … now, freely and of their own accord, for themselves and their heirs and successors, do give
        up to the said Association … all sovereign and governing rights to all their territories …
      


      
        Article II. They solemnly affirm that all their country belongs absolutely to them; that they can freely
        dispose of it; and that they neither have, nor will on any future occasion, make any treaties, grants or sales
        of any parts of these territories without the permission of the said Association … all game, fishing, mining
        and forest rights are to be the absolute property of the said Association, together with any unoccupied lands
        as may at any time hereafter be chosen…
      


      
        Article III. The Association agrees to pay… one piece of cloth per month to each of the
        undersigned chiefs, besides payment of cloth in hand; and the said chiefs hereby acknowledge to accept this
        bounty and monthly subsidy in full settlement of all their claims on the said Association.
      

    


    


    
      Stanley’s return to Europe was delayed because of the difficulty in finding a suitable successor. He continued to
      complain to Strauch over the inadequacies of the men sent out from Europe to serve with him, and he was insistent
      that his successor should be thoroughly competent. Leopold again tried to recruit Charles Gordon, with the
      inducement that he would have the opportunity to do something towards abolishing the slave trade in central
      Africa. Gordon went so far as to sign up with Leopold, but at the last moment the British government pre-empted
      his services for his ill-fated appointment to Khartoum. Eventually Leopold recruited another Englishman, Colonel
      Sir Francis de Winton, to whom Stanley handed over charge in May 1884.
    


    
      Despite his initial tardiness, which allowed the French a foothold on Stanley Pool (and for which he might
      reasonably be excused, if only because Leopold was never open with him and he may barely have realised what was
      at stake), Stanley fully justified the faith that Leopold placed in him. If it was Leopold who formed the
      concept, worked out the strategy, provided the funds and exercised day-today supervision of affairs in Brussels,
      it was Stanley who laid the essential foundations for his African colony. It is doubtful if any other
      contemporary, except perhaps Gordon, an equally tough and tireless man, could have done as much. It was no
      accident that the Africans’ name for Stanley was ‘Bula Matari’, ‘Breaker of Rocks’, partly as a reference to his
      road-building activity, but partly also in recognition of his determined, forceful cast of mind. The nickname
      stuck, and was later to be applied by the Congolese to the Free State government itself. In his final report to
      Leopold, Stanley wrote,16
    


    
      ‘All has been done that has been possible in the Congo, and Europe should be the theatre of operations now to
      secure the recognition of the Association by the Powers’.
    

  


  
    Part Three
    

    Acquisition

  


  
    Chapter Eight
    

    The Anglo-Portuguese Treaty


    
      While Stanley was at work, Leopold did his best to construct a framework of legitimacy for his pretensions in the
      Congo. Around the end of 1882, we begin to hear the use of the words ‘free’ or ‘independent’ to describe the
      indigenous communities or ‘states’ which were accepting the treaty relationships proposed by Stanley and his
      subordinates. The purpose was no doubt to suggest that these communities had their own inherent legitimacy, and
      hence that by being in association with them, the AIA had acquired a legitimacy on its own account. In the course
      of 1883, Leopold went somewhat further by sending out a British representative, General Goldsmid, to gather
      signatures to a ‘Charter’ creating a ‘Confederation’ of some three hundred of the ‘independent chiefs’ with whom
      treaties had been signed. It seems that Leopold was trying to realise the concept of the ‘republican federation
      of free negroes’ which he had earlier floated with Stanley. In fact this Confederation was completely devoid of
      content and the objections to which Stanley had drawn attention remained valid. The purpose was clearly once
      again to enhance the standing of the AIA, which was given the responsibility of representing the Confederation
      ‘before all the states of Europe’.
    


    
      Also about the end of 1882, we start to hear of a new entity, the Association Internationale
      du Congo. The name created a convenient confusion with the AIA, as did the retention of the same flag,
      with its star on a blue background. That the confusion was deliberate is shown by a letter1 sent by Leopold to Strauch early in 1884,
      in which the latter was enjoined that
    


    
      Care must be taken not to let it be obvious that the AIC and the AIA are two different things. The public doesn’t
      grasp that. It concludes that there are two phases, the first being disinterested!
    


    
      The continued use of the word ‘International’, with the favourable overtones that this
      conveyed, was no doubt also intended to disarm criticism. Leopold did his best to give the AIC a status that
      would legitimise its claims to sovereignty over the territories it had acquired. As a parallel example of a
      private organisation acquiring sovereign rights, his apologists cited the British North Borneo Company, to which,
      as recently as 1881, the Sultan of Brunei had conceded such rights over a wide area. They also, less
      convincingly, cited as precedents the founding of states by the Mayflower settlers of
      1620 and the New Hampshire colonists of 1639. In the last resort, however, Leopold could not pretend that the AIC
      was a sovereign state, and thus entitled to extend its sovereignty over other territories. It was also becoming
      increasingly difficult to conceal the fact that the AIC was no more than a cover, a ‘fictional association
      representing the King alone’.2
      He continued, moreover, to be bound by the limitation that he could not afford to quarrel with any of the leading
      European powers, nor in the last resort oppose their wishes. Despite all his contrivances, his pretensions were
      thin and his position in the Congo precarious. Even before he was into the business of claiming sovereign rights,
      he was already being challenged not only by the French, but also by the Portuguese and British governments.
    


    
      As both Cameron and Stanley had discovered, Britain had no colonial ambitions in Central Africa. It was, however,
      from both the military and commercial points of view, the European power with the strongest presence along the
      continent’s Atlantic seaboard. Prior to the 1830s, ships carrying the flags of the three countries most actively
      engaged in the slave trade, Spain, Portugal and Brazil, were immune from interception by the Royal Navy south of
      the Equator. As a result, the focus of the trade moved southwards and the mouth of the Congo became a major
      centre for the shipment of slaves to the Americas. In the 1830s and 1840s, however, whether by treaty in the case
      of Spain, or unilateral action in the cases of Portugal and Brazil, the Royal Navy was given a free hand and,
      from the 1830s onwards, started to mount anti-slavery patrols off the Congo estuary. During the 1840s, the West
      African squadron comprised some twenty to thirty ships, and twenty or more were still there well into the 1860s,
      when the bulk of the Atlantic slave trade at last ceased. Their duties did not, however, stop with the
      interception of slavers, but extended to the support of British commerce. Normally this took the form of
      anti-piracy activities, in the form of punitive attacks on towns and villages whose inhabitants were believed to
      have been implicated. Thus protected, British commerce in the Congo area steadily increased, to the point where, in 1884, it was claimed to amount to some £2
      million a year. A number of Liverpool and other trading houses set up ‘factories’ in the region, among them
      Hatton and Cookson’s at Boma, which had come to Stanley’s assistance on his arrival from the interior. Other
      countries, notably Holland and France, also had factories around the Congo estuary, although much of their trade
      was in goods originating in, or bound for, Britain. The principal goods sold were textiles, mostly of inferior
      quality, guns, hardware and spirits, while ivory, gum and palm oil were the main commodities purchased. A chain
      of markets developed into the interior, so that imported goods eventually found their way into the centre of the
      continent, where a good part of the region’s exports, notably ivory, also originated. Such was the overall
      activity that by the 1870s, British mail steamers were operating a regular service to and from the region.
    


    
      The Portuguese, by contrast, were relatively inactive, both militarily and commercially, but this did not prevent
      their trying to promote their claims to the territory, which they defined as stretching between the latitudes 5°
      12’ and 8° 00’ south. As the power with the strongest presence on the ground, Britain stood out as the country
      they had first to win over, and their attempts to do so intensified from the mid-nineteenth century onwards.
      Their claims rested, first, on the original discovery of the estuary by Diego Cao, as well as on assertions that
      their territorial rights had earlier been recognised and that they had been in intermittent occupation of parts
      of the region. From the Portuguese point of view, the problem about the first assertion was that in contrast to
      Angola, to the south of the 8th parallel, they had never exercised any significant degree of sovereignty over the
      Congo and the coast around it. British opposition to their claims rested primarily on this fact, and was most
      clearly articulated3 by the
      British Foreign Secretary, Lord Clarendon, in 1853,
    


    
      It is manifest and notorious that the African Tribes inhabiting the line of coast claimed by Portugal… are in
      reality independent, and that the rights which Portugal acquired by priority of discovery at the close of the
      fifteenth century have been long since suffered to lapse, in consequence of the Portuguese Government having
      neglected to occupy the countries so discovered.
    


    
      Only once, apparently, had the Portuguese made an attempt at occupation, when in 1783 they started to build a
      fort at Cabinda, north of the estuary. They were, however, driven out by the French the following year.
    


    
      That part of the Portuguese case that was based on earlier recognition had perhaps a somewhat
      better foundation. In the treaties4 of 1810 and 1815 with Britain which restricted the Portuguese slave trade,
      explicit reference was made to the ‘rights of the Crown of Portugal to the territories of Cabinda and Molembo’,
      and in a later convention5 of
      1817 the latitudes were specifically spelt out. Earlier, in the agreement settling the dispute over the
      Portuguese fort at Cabinda, the French had also acknowledged6 that the Portuguese had rights in the area. In the 1840s and 1850s, however,
      Palmerston was typically resolute in rejecting all attempts on the part of the Portuguese to assert their claim,
      on the grounds that to do so would be likely to prejudice both British trade and her anti-slavery operations. In
      1856, in the course of a confrontation with Portugal over the issue, Clarendon went so far as to warn7 the Portuguese that any attempt by them
      to extend their occupation northwards would ‘be opposed by Her Majesty’s Naval Forces’. There is evidence that
      the Foreign Office in London thereafter occasionally flirted with the idea that by ceding the area in contention
      to Portugal, some protection might be afforded to British trade, which might be damaged if, in particular, the
      French were to seize it. However the conclusion was always that Portuguese occupation would itself afford no
      guarantee against trade restrictions.
    


    
      There the matter rested until 1882, with the French ratification of de Brazza’s treaty with Makoko. Alarm bells
      immediately sounded in both London and Lisbon, and policy was urgently reviewed. Even before the vote in the
      French Chamber had taken place, the Portuguese made a démarche8 in London, proposing that the two governments should
      enter into negotiations with a view to settling the differences between them over the issue of Portuguese
      sovereignty in West Africa. The British government responded9 quickly to this approach – indeed the Foreign Office had itself already been
      assembling its ideas and was preparing an approach to the Portuguese – and negotiations started late in 1882. The
      British government’s position,10 as set out by Lord Granville, the Foreign Secretary, was that, while not
      changing their view that the Portuguese claim was not well founded, they were now disposed to recognise
      Portuguese sovereignty over the coastal area between 5° 12’ and 8° 00’ south. The principal conditions would be
      that the right of free navigation on the river should be assured, that a liberal tariff regime should be adopted
      in all Portuguese possessions in Africa, with Britain enjoying most favoured nation treatment, that all British
      subjects and missionaries of all faiths should be treated on a basis of equality with their Portuguese
      counterparts, and that the slave trade should be abolished. To this, the British added the warning that the
      treaty could not come into force unless it was accepted by other powers.
    


    
      There was immediate speculation about the reasons for this British volte face. In the
      Foreign Office, a major consideration was that the slave trade had already virtually ceased and that this removed
      the principal reason for rejecting the Portuguese claim. Also, there had earlier been trouble in the estuary,
      involving Portuguese and British nationals, and the lack of any jurisdiction had proved a significant problem.
      Elsewhere, a common view was that, faced with Stanley’s and de Brazza’s activities in the interior, the British
      were making use of a weak state to secure a privileged position for themselves. Granville declared11 later what was probably the truth of
      the matter, that his purpose was principally to avoid the restrictive tariff regime and the other impediments to
      trade which the French would be bound to impose if they were to gain control of the estuary. Not for the first or
      last time, the British lion had awaken late in the day to the realisation that its interests were threatened and,
      without giving the issue sufficient thought, had grasped the first means at hand to protect them.
    


    
      Well before the Agreement was concluded, opposition to it began to mount both in Britain and internationally, the
      main objectors being those companies and individuals who had commercial interests in the Congo region. These were
      generally content with their growing and increasingly profitable business, which they were able to pursue with
      little or no hindrance. The Royal Navy protected them from local depredations, and there was no administration to
      interfere with, or raise levies on, their activities. They had no faith at all in the probity or efficiency of
      Portuguese officialdom, and had little doubt that they would be discriminated against if Portuguese sovereignty
      was conceded. Nor were the missionary societies, primarily the Baptist Missionary Society and the Livingstone
      Inland Mission, at all happy at the thought of having to function in a Roman Catholic country, whatever
      safeguards might be written into a treaty. Also there were continuing doubts about Portuguese reliability and
      good faith where the slave trade was concerned.
    


    
      To this opposition was added what might be called the ‘Leopold factor’. From the outset, Leopold campaigned
      vigorously against the Treaty. Both Hutton and Mackinnon, already among his key supporters, were very ready to
      assist him, particularly since their own interests were directly affected. Hutton played a leading role in
      organising the strong representations that the Manchester Chamber of Commerce made against the Treaty, and these
      were followed by a stream of objections by individual companies, trade associations and other
      Chambers of Commerce. Mackinnon for his part played less of an organisational role, but was active in lobbying
      Ministers and other men of influence, as well as Parliamentarians and the Foreign Office. He and Kirk, who was on
      leave from Zanzibar and was also a keen supporter of Leopold, met the latter in Brussels in February 1883, and
      the two men subsequently campaigned not only against the Treaty, but also in support of the AIC. The role played
      by Kirk, a serving British official, was of highly dubious probity, in that he was assiduous in informing
      Brussels of the progress of the Treaty, to the point of even passing across confidential texts. The missionary
      lobby, led by the BMS, who were in turn inspired by Hutton, also weighed in strongly. Here, Leopold reaped the
      reward of his foresight and astuteness, since he had earlier instructed Stanley to give the Society every support
      and assistance on the ground, and there is no doubt that this had been appreciated. Moral weight was also added
      by the Anti-Slavery Society, which campaigned against the Treaty on humanitarian grounds.
    


    
      Leopold also took a direct part himself. He wrote personally to Queen Victoria and the Prince of Wales, and
      orchestrated, through intermediaries, a variety of other approaches to influential people. He also arranged for
      the judicious circulation of an anti-Portuguese pamphlet12 prepared by Emile Banning. In the Foreign Office, there were no illusions about
      his role and the activity he was generating. Percy Anderson, the Head of the African Department,
      suggested13 that what he
      called the ‘King of the Belgians’ Co’, should be exposed for what it was, a ‘gigantic commercial monopoly’,
      through the publication of the texts of some of the restrictive treaties that Stanley had concluded. However
      Granville decided that the King’s standing was such that any attempt to attack him directly would be unwise.
    


    
      In the Parliament at Westminster, meanwhile, growing opposition emerged. Again with Leopold pulling the strings,
      a variety of Questions were put down to Ministers, and a debate14 was forced in April 1883, on a motion that
    


    
      In the interests of civilisation and commerce in South West Africa (sic), this House
      is of the opinion that no Treaty should be made by Her Majesty’s Government that would sanction the annexation by
      any Power of territories on or adjacent to the Congo, or that would interfere with the freedom hitherto enjoyed
      by all civilizing and commercial agencies at work in these regions.
    


    
      Faced with evidence of strong Parliamentary opposition and the likelihood that the motion would be carried, the
      Government had no choice but to retreat. Intervening in the proceedings, Gladstone undertook
      that Parliament would have an opportunity to debate the Treaty before it was ratified. Leopold was delighted and
      proceeded to congratulate all concerned.
    


    
      From that time onwards, the Treaty was probably in any case doomed. The Foreign Office tried to shore it up by
      redrafting it in a way which attached a variety of more explicit and more stringent conditions. The Portuguese
      responded by making a number of concessions and eventually a text was agreed, against the background of
      continuing representations against the whole undertaking. At Leopold’s urging, increased emphasis was placed on
      the desirability of preserving the neutrality of his stations, as a guarantee of the river remaining free of
      restrictions on navigation or trade. He was also anxious that the inland limits of Portuguese territory should be
      set in such a way as to give him a deep water port on the estuary, which point also featured in the
      representations made by his supporters. Towards the end of 1883, as the negotiations came to a head, so did the
      agitation against the treaty. By the time it was signed, on 26 February 1884, a fresh Parliamentary campaign was
      well under way, supported by the Manchester Chamber, now with Hutton as its President, and numerous others. At
      the same time Hutton wrote to the German Chancellor, Bismarck, and also called on the French Ambassador, urging
      rejection of the Treaty. Whether as a consequence or not, both powers entered formal objections against it, as
      did the Italians, Spanish and Dutch. Still facing the likelihood of defeat in Parliament, the Government delayed
      referring the Treaty to it. Then, on 18 April, Bismarck announced15 that Germany declined absolutely to accept the Treaty, so effectively
      killing it stone dead. It is perhaps ironic that it was not the vocal, prolonged and orchestrated opposition to
      the Treaty in Britain that caused it to founder, so much as Bismarck’s single, peremptory pronouncement. However
      it can perhaps be said that but for that opposition, it is conceivable that the Treaty might have gone through,
      if only because in 1884, Germany had a number of reasons to oppose British interests which had not been so
      apparent in 1883.
    


    
      During the final stages of the agitation against the Treaty, Leopold wisely kept a low profile. However he was by
      no means inactive in other directions. Even before the threat of the Treaty was finally removed, he switched from
      the defensive to the offensive and began to work actively for the international recognition of the AIC. The
      astute, subtle and unprincipled means by which he achieved this stand out as an object lesson in self-serving
      diplomacy to every exponent of the art.
    

  


  
    Chapter Nine
    

    The Campaign for Recognition


    
      It is clear from Leopold’s conduct of his campaign to secure international recognition of the AIC that he well
      understood that it would not be enough for him to insist that there were good legal precedents for recognising
      the AIC as a sovereign state. While he pressed this contention for all it was worth, he had to accept not only
      that it was both dubious and contested, but that it was not the key to the issue. Rather the question was one of
      realpolitik, whether it would suit the interests of the principal European powers
      that rule over the Congo should be exercised by the AIC, rather than by one or more of their number. In order to
      gain momentum, Leopold needed a precedent, a practical demonstration that there was at least one power which not
      merely accepted the legal arguments, but saw it in its interests to grant the AIC recognition. To achieve this,
      he attacked the softest target, the United States of America.
    


    
      To negotiate with the Americans, Leopold chose Henry Sanford, who, as an experienced diplomat with excellent
      contacts in Washington, was the obvious man for the task. In November 1883 Sanford arrived in Washington, bearing
      a carefully drafted letter1 from Leopold to President Chester Arthur. This seems to have been well received;
      and the initial reaction from the State Department, with whom Sanford opened negotiations, was also favourable.
      While the Department had some reservations about the stability of the AIC’s possessions in the Congo, it was
      quickly agreed that the President would include a reference to the AIC in his annual message to Congress, which
      was due to be delivered in the course of December. Following closely a text suggested by Sanford, the
      message,2 when it appeared,
      described the AIA (sic), of which ‘an American citizen [i.e. Stanley] was the Chief
      Executive Officer’, in highly favourable terms. It had, said the President, purely philanthropic goals; it
      offered freedom of commerce and the suppression of the slave trade; and it was seeking the neutrality of the
      Congo basin, over which it had no desire to establish permanent political control. The message did not go so far
      as to recommend recognition of the AIA, but expressed the view that the USA could ‘not be indifferent to this
      work nor to the interests of its citizens engaged in it’. The President concluded that it might ‘be useful for us
      to co-operate with other commercial powers to promote the rights of commerce and residence in the valley of the
      Congo, free of intervention and of political control exercised by any nation’.
    


    
      The message set the tone for the consideration of the issue which was then undertaken by Congress. Sanford
      enlisted the support of John Morgan, a member of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, and proceeded to engage in
      some adroit lobbying, lubricated by lavish hospitality. ‘The work which the King of the Belgians has undertaken’,
      he wrote3 to one Senator, ‘has
      developed to extraordinary proportions and has had for practical result the opening up to civilising influence
      and to the world’s traffic of this vast, populous and fertile region, and securing certain destruction to the
      slave trade wherever its flag floats’. The outcome, in April 1884, was the passage of a resolution4 approving the President’s message and
      recommending that the flag of the Association should ‘be recognised as the flag of a friendly government’. This
      was then enshrined in a formal exchange of letters.5
    


    
      It would not be too much to say that while Sanford achieved a brilliantly executed diplomatic coup, his success
      relied on a mixture of ignorance, obfuscation and duplicity. In essence, the proposition that was put to the
      Americans was that the AIA was an organisation very similar in character to the American Colonisation Society
      which had earlier been responsible for the settlement of emancipated American slaves in Liberia and its
      establishment as an independent republic. In tandem, much was made of Leopold’s intention to abolish the slave
      trade, a cause close to American hearts. Additionally, there was total confusion in Washington, which Sanford did
      nothing to resolve, between the AIA, the Comité d’Etudes and the AIC. Until the final
      Congress Resolution, which for the first time referred to the AIC, the title AIA was used throughout, and Sanford
      put it6 to
      the Americans that the Comité was a ‘branch of the AIA. … formed for a special
      enterprise in the Congo, under the standard of the Association and financed by special contributions made by
      philanthropists, friends of the Association’. A bogus aura of internationalism, humanitarianism and high ideals
      therefore hung around the whole proceedings. The supposed parallel with Liberia, moreover, not only appeared to
      dispose neatly of the contention that a private association could not exercise sovereign rights, but the firm
      impression was given that, having established a group of ‘Free States’ in the Congo, the AIA would, like the ACS,
      withdraw as soon as the ‘Free States’ were able to govern themselves. In reality, of course, Leopold had no
      intention whatsoever of withdrawing, and it would be the ‘Free States’, rather than the AIC, which would vanish
      from the face of the Congo. In any event, there was no real parallel between the AIA and the ACS, since Liberia
      had been internationally recognised as an independent republic only after the ACS had finally withdrawn, not
      while it was still engaged in setting the republic up.
    


    
      The key aspect of the American recognition of the AIA/AIC is not, however, that it was accompanied by so much
      misunderstanding, whether deliberately induced or not, but that it enshrined an undertaking by Leopold to permit
      free trade in the Congo. This was not the first time that Leopold had made use of the concept, since he had
      earlier asked Kirk and Mackinnon to put it forward in the course of the campaign against the Anglo-Portuguese
      Treaty. It was, however, the first time that it appeared as a formal commitment. It was not only a powerful
      inducement to the Americans, but it also upstaged the French and the Portuguese, with their reputations for
      protectionism, and was to be a crucial element in Leopold’s efforts to obtain full international recognition for
      the AIC. What is equally clear is that it was no more than a tactic, and in no sense a question of principle to
      which Leopold was genuinely attached. In the first place, as will be seen later, he went back on it. Also, in the
      cold light of day, it was inconceivable that any colony which made such a concession would be able to survive
      financially, there being few, if any, sources of revenue, other than import and export duties, which could be
      tapped in an economy as primitive as that of the Congo. Much as Leopold was enthused by the idea of the
      inevitable profitability of colonies, he could not have failed to appreciate this cardinal fact.
    


    
      Simultaneously with the signature of the agreement with the United States, Leopold took a further decisive step,
      with the conclusion of an agreement with France, giving the latter a ‘right of preference’ to the Congo. Contacts
      between Leopold and Jules Ferry, now the French Premier and Foreign Minister, had opened the previous November
      through the intermediacy of a British picture dealer, Arthur Stevens, who was a well known figure in Paris
      society. Ferry’s anxiety was that the British would take over the Congo from Leopold when, as seemed inevitable,
      the latter’s venture ended in failure. The fact that Stanley, who made no secret of his wish that Britain should
      acquire the Congo, was in Leopold’s employ, together with several other Englishmen, only increased these fears, and Leopold was careful to do nothing to allay them. Indeed, he also went so far as to
      circulate rumours that the AIC was in a critical financial situation. The outcome, in April 1884, was a formal
      exchange of letters7 between
      Ferry and Strauch, as President of the AIC, in which the latter wrote:
    


    
      The Association Internationale du Congo, in the name of the stations and territories which it has founded in the
      Congo and the Niari-Kwilu valley, formally declares that it will not cede them to any power, except as a result
      of special conventions which might be made between France and the Association to fix the limits and conditions of
      their respective activities. However, the Association, wishing to give a fresh proof of its friendly feelings
      towards France, pledges itself to give her the right of preference if, through any unforeseen circumstances, the
      Association were one day led to realise its possessions.
    


    
      In response, Ferry undertook to ‘respect the stations and free territories of the Association and to place no
      further obstacle to the extension of their rights’.
    


    
      The key aspect of Strauch’s letter is that the second sentence not merely contains an offer which goes far beyond
      that set out in the first, but actually makes the first redundant. This has caused the conjecture to be made that
      whereas the first sentence was clearly written in response to the French fears about a possible British or other
      takeover, the second was added, possibly as an afterthought, by Leopold himself, with altogether more devious
      purposes in mind. If its implications are examined, a number of intriguing points emerge. The first is that, so
      far as Leopold was concerned, it was a wholly empty gesture. He had no intention of withdrawing from the Congo
      and it cost him nothing at all to give France a ‘right of preference’. The French, on the other hand, swallowed
      the bait. They congratulated themselves that they had not only forestalled any possibility that Britain might
      either itself take over the Congo, or control it by using the Portuguese as surrogates, but that they were now
      firmly in line to take over the territory themselves. The advantages for Leopold derived, first, from the fact
      that he had transformed his relationship with France from one of competition to one of support. The agreement put
      paid to the risk of further collisions between France and the AIC in the Congo, in which Leopold would have been
      almost certain to have come off second best. Moreover, not only was it now in French interests to assist him
      diplomatically, but the agreement implied, even if it did not state formally, that they accepted that his
      position in the Congo possessed a legal validity. In fact it all but amounted to de
      facto recognition. A side effect was to serve notice on the Portuguese, should the
      Anglo-Portuguese Treaty be ratified, that if they were to press him too hard, he would throw in his hand and they
      would have the French to deal with. Equally, the agreement served as a warning to Germany and Britain that if
      they did not help him stay in business, it would be France that would benefit.
    


    
      A further advantage was to emerge a little later, during Leopold’s negotiations with Bismarck over the frontiers
      of his new state, when the latter was ready to concede to Leopold a very large territory indeed. Partly, this was
      because he believed it to be in Germany’s commercial interests. There can be little doubt, however, that a
      further consideration in his mind was that given the right of preference, not only would the French, with whom he
      was at the time concerned to collaborate over Africa, have no objections, but would see it as a friendly act.
      Similarly the French themselves were subsequently quite prepared, believing it to be in their own interests, to
      grant Leopold the possession of a territory that was even more extensive. An extraordinary number of birds were,
      therefore, downed with this one shot.
    


    
      In Britain, the right of preference was thoroughly unpopular. Percy Anderson minuted8 that:
    


    
      The K of the B has bound himself to give the refusal of all the possessions of the “Assoc” to one of the most
      exclusive and protectionist Govts in the world. It is therefore incumbent upon all Govts that value freedom of
      trade to abstain from recognising the Assoc, its treaties and its flag.
    


    
      Leopold tried to reassure the British government that he had no intention of ceding his territories and that they
      had nothing to fear, but dark suspicions remained. However, there was little the British could do, except to
      accept that Leopold was the lesser of two evils and that it was in their interests that he should not fail.
    


    
      At this point, the focus of activity shifted to Berlin, where Leopold made good use of another of his fervent
      supporters, a German banker by the name of Gerson von Bleichröder. At this point, Bismarck had several foreign
      policy objectives in view. Most importantly, he wished to remain on good terms with the French and was prepared
      to indulge any colonial ambitions they might have in the interests of keeping their minds off Alsace-Lorraine. As
      he put it9
      in May 1884, ‘We do not desire any quarrel with France in Africa. We have enough of that on the Rhine’. He was
      also, as always, concerned to avoid presenting any incentives for a Franco-Russian alliance. At the same time, he
      was now beginning to entertain his own colonial ambitions and was concerned to safeguard and promote German
      commercial interests both in Africa and more widely. Hence his vetoing of the Anglo-Portuguese Treaty, and hence
      too his estrangement from Britain in early 1884. The previous year, German settlers in Angra Pequena in South
      West Africa had petitioned the German government to establish a protectorate there, and Bismarck had asked the
      British government how it would view this prospect. Through a mixture of bureaucracy and indifference, the
      British had, by April 1884, still not given him a reply, and he was becoming increasingly irritated and
      suspicious. He therefore started to look for opportunities to pursue a more forward African policy, always
      without antagonising the French.
    


    
      Against this background, Leopold’s success with the Americans immediately paid off. Bismarck was intrigued by his
      undertaking of free trade, and was attracted by the prospect of securing a similar concession for German
      nationals. He was, however, puzzled to know precisely what the ‘Belgian enterprise on the banks of the
      Congo’10 amounted to, and
      what guarantee he would have that it could deliver its side of any agreement made with it. He did not believe
      that Belgium had any colonial pretensions on the Congo, rather his suspicion was that her motives were financial,
      to establish assets which could subsequently be sold at a profit. As a first step, he asked his Minister in
      Brussels to investigate and submit a report. This, when it came, was lengthy but unrevealing, if only because the
      Minister had no sources of information other than those close to Leopold. Nevertheless Bismarck immediately saw,
      as the Americans had not, the confusion over the titles of the enterprise and the apparent contradiction between
      the rights of free trade offered by Leopold and the exclusivity of the treaties concluded with the chiefs. He
      therefore decided to smoke Leopold out by arranging for an article11 to be published in a German newspaper in which a number of pertinent
      questions were posed about the AIC, its status, its powers and the basis of its authority.
    


    
      Germany now held the key to Leopold’s ambitions. The provenance of the article was obvious and it had to be
      treated seriously. From the content of the response12 that appeared in the same newspaper a fortnight later, it is
      clear that Leopold reckoned that his best chances lay in boldness. He no doubt realised that he could not pull
      the wool over Bismarck’s eyes, at least to the extent that he had with the Americans and the French, and reckoned
      that the best chance of achieving a good part of what he wanted lay in putting forward extreme claims, on which
      he could later, if necessary, compromise without too much damage. While, therefore, he was still less than frank
      about his ultimate ambitions, he was startlingly explicit about his immediate aims. After tracing the history of
      the AIA, the article asserted that a chain of stations between the east and west coasts of Africa was ‘nearly
      complete’ and that the idea was to link them up into a ‘Free State’ (the singular now being substituted for the
      plural). The treaties signed with the chiefs were designed to establish rights for the benefit of all nations.
      The article went on to state that the Association was financially independent, since, among its members, was ‘one
      who furnished the necessary funds’, that it would permit free trade in its territories, and that it was only
      temporary and would disappear once it had accomplished its task.
    


    
      Shortly after this exchange of articles, a memorandum13 came into Bismarck’s hands which must have been composed at Leopold’s behest,
      if not written by Leopold himself. This was breathtaking in its scope: it spoke of a state to be established
      under European guarantees which would stretch from the Congo estuary as far as the Indian Ocean and would include
      the former Egyptian provinces in the Sudan, as a means of cutting off the slave trade at its roots. The state
      would be under the sovereignty of the King of the Belgians and governed by his nominees and by members of the
      royal family. Bismarck’s comments in the margins of this document were biting: the territorial claims he
      dismissed as a ‘swindle’ and the form of government as a ‘fantasy’. Nevertheless he indicated a readiness to
      negotiate with Leopold about the recognition of the AIC, on the condition of total freedom of commerce, to be
      binding on any successor regime as well as on the Association itself. In a letter14 addressed to Bismarck on 12 June 1884, Leopold
      accepted these conditions and, not one to refrain from pushing his luck, went on to suggest that they might best
      be effected through an agreement between Germany, France and Britain to recognise the Association as an
      independent state. Bismarck rejected the proposal, but continued to offer a bilateral settlement.
    


    
      At this point Leopold seems to have realised that he was in somewhat of a quandary over the question of
      committing a successor regime to the maintenance of free trade. The Germans clearly wanted this as a precaution
      against what they too saw as inevitable, that France would benefit from the ‘right of preference’, but to concede
      it might well prejudice his chances of securing French recognition. He therefore, much to Bismarck’s annoyance,
      prevaricated. ‘His Majesty’, Bismarck recorded,15
    


    
      exhibits the pretentious and naive egoism of the Italian, who finds it natural that much should be done for his
      beaux yeux, without anything being asked of him in return.
    


    
      Bismarck therefore did nothing and waited for Leopold to reconsider. After more than a month
      had passed, Leopold accepted Bismarck’s demands, but, again typically, accompanied this with another bold
      initiative. Summoning Stanley, who happened to be in Ostend on holiday, he asked him to sketch on a map of Africa
      the frontiers which it might be reasonable to claim for the new state. These, Stanley suggested, might run from
      the vicinity of Nokki, where there was a deep water anchorage on the south bank of the Congo estuary, due
      eastwards as far as the Lualaba. From there it would run north along the river and then again east to Lake
      Tanganyika. Thence it would run roughly northwards, taking in Lake Albert, as far as the latitude 4° 00’ north,
      which it would then follow westwards for a thousand miles, before turning roughly south-east to rejoin the Congo,
      whence it would follow the south bank for the final few hundred miles to Stanley Pool. From there to the coast
      the line of the frontier was left vague, presumably in order not to prejudice relations with the French. It
      described a large arc to the north of the Niari-Kwilu, and was marked on the map ‘possessions to be delimited and
      frontiers to be fixed within two years’. Leopold then sent the map to Bismarck, with a covering letter16 undertaking that in return for the
      recognition of the new state within the frontiers indicated, it would never be ceded voluntarily unless the
      successor regime agreed to accept the conditions which Germany had laid down. Bismarck was not too perturbed at
      the extent of Leopold’s territorial claims, provided that free trade was permitted throughout them. He was,
      however, not convinced of the wisdom of delimiting frontiers at this stage:
    


    
      The designation of these frontiers would not, so far as I can judge, offer any difficulty. But the precise
      delimitation of a future frontier in areas which are unoccupied and for the large part unknown is a task the
      difficulties of which cannot be foreseen. … In my very humble opinion, it would be sensible if our declaration
      were only to speak in a general way of the territories which the Association has acquired up to now and will
      acquire in the future. A formula of this nature would expose less surface to others’ criticisms.17
    


    
      Leopold’s advisers urged him to settle for the straightforward recognition of which he was now assured, but
      Leopold was not persuaded. In further exchanges with Bismarck, he continued to press for a reference to precise
      frontiers, while Bismarck continued to reject the idea. There matters stood until the end of September, when
      Bismarck had before him the final text of a convention in which the ‘American formula’, the recognition of the
      flag, was all
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        MAP 2 The map attached to the German/Free State Agreement of 1885, showing the stations
        established by Stanley and the early frontiers of the Congo Free State
        

      

    


    
      that was on offer. At that point Bismarck added,18 in his own handwriting, a clause to the text which stipulated that
    


    
      Germany is ready to recognise, for its part, the frontiers of the Association and of the State to be created, as
      they are indicated on the adjoined map.
    


    
      It seems, therefore, that this was Bismarck’s personal concession to Leopold, undertaken in a rare moment of
      benevolence and apparently from the feeling that the agreement was unduly one-sided and that something more was
      due to the latter in return for the concessions he had made. However this may be, the signature of the Convention
      on 8 November 1884 was another triumph for Leopold. He had secured, from the most powerful nation on the
      continent of Europe, not just recognition in principle, but recognition of his putative state within stated and
      agreed frontiers. Moreover, these frontiers encompassed a vast territory, stretching across some ten degrees of
      latitude from north to south and from the Atlantic seaboard to the Great Lakes. It was, as one commentator has
      noted,19 as if, on the basis
      of having established a small number of posts along the Rhine between Rotterdam and Basle, someone had
      successfully claimed sovereignty over the whole of Western Europe. In terms of scale, Leopold had done no less.
      Bismarck, for his part, had, as he thought, gained his cardinal objective, an undertaking of free trade over a
      wide stretch of territory and the guarantee that this would be honoured by a successor regime, which would no
      doubt be France. He too underestimated Leopold’s staying power and the ultimate worthlessness of his promises.
    

  


  
    Chapter Ten
    

    The Berlin West Africa Conference


    
      In May 1884, the Portuguese, faced with the imminent frustration of the Anglo-Portuguese Treaty, conceived the
      notion that a conference might be held as a means of securing international support for their claims in the Congo
      region. Particularly since France and Germany had already rejected the Treaty, it is hard to understand how they
      hoped that their proposal would achieve this objective, but it so happened that both the two latter countries
      were, for their own reasons, in favour of a conference, and were already discussing the idea between themselves.
      In carrying forward the initiative, Bismarck saw it as a means of securing Germany’s commercial objectives and of
      resolving what seemed to him to be an increasingly worrying source of international friction. He was also
      concerned to isolate the British, whom he suspected – wrongly – of aiming to take over the lion’s share of the
      continent. The French for their part were pleased at the prospect of a joint venture with Germany, and also saw
      the conference as a means of thwarting the British, towards whom they still bore resentment over Egypt, as well
      as of finally burying the Anglo-Portuguese Treaty. They laid down two conditions to their participation, that the
      Niger, as well as the Congo, should be on the agenda, and that there should be no discussion of territorial
      rights. On this basis, the two powers agreed1 a three point agenda,
    


    
      
        Freedom of trade in the Congo basin and estuary;
      


      
        Freedom of navigation on the Congo and Niger rivers;
      


      
        Formalities to be observed if new occupations on the African coast were to be accepted as effective.
      

    


    


    
      Early in October 1884, invitations were sent by France and Germany to thirteen other countries. Not surprisingly,
      the British were unenthusiastic, particularly over the reference to the Niger, and asked for
      clarifications about the purpose of the Conference. They were promptly told that there would be no point in
      holding it if matters could be settled by correspondence, and they found themselves with little choice but to
      participate. Belgium was among the invitees, but the AIC received no invitation, as it was not generally
      recognised as a sovereign state, and Leopold’s first concern was to ensure that his interests would be
      safeguarded. Whether with an eye to the Berlin Conference or not, he had just previously brought about the
      resignation of the current Belgian Prime Minister, and had replaced him with Auguste Beernaert, a member of the
      conservative party and yet another of his strong supporters. Officially, the Belgian delegation to the Conference
      was instructed to adopt an low key stance and to take no initiatives, but behind the scenes, Beernaert ensured
      that it promoted Leopold’s interests. Both Lambermont and Banning were included, and the status and ability of
      the former were such that he was promptly appointed the Conference rapporteur.
      Between them, the two men made a more knowledgeable and effective team than any of the other delegations. They
      were also strongly supported by the Americans, with Sanford as a member of their delegation and Stanley attached
      as a technical adviser. As usual, Leopold had the additional advantage of knowing precisely what he wanted from
      the Conference, and he kept in almost daily touch with his delegation. He also took care to muzzle Stanley, whose
      earlier indiscretions in Paris had been so damaging, and the latter spent a good deal of his time touring Germany
      at Bismarck’s request, extolling the virtues of colonial expansion and free trade.
    


    
      When, on 15 November 1884, the Conference convened, it quickly became apparent that the interests of Germany and
      Britain, for whom free trade was the most important issue, were opposed to those of France and Portugal, both of
      whom had territorial ambitions and protectionist inclinations. Even before the Conference, the Germans and
      British had compared notes and had found themselves thinking along much the same lines. The Franco-German
      alliance therefore started to crumble and, faced with German, as well as British, opposition, the French had to
      accept that, whatever might be written into the General Act of the Conference, in practice they would be unable
      to loosen Britain’s grip on the lower reaches of the Niger. They also soon found themselves on the defensive over
      the Congo. Despite their preconditions, it proved impossible to divorce the question of free trade and navigation
      on the Congo from territorial considerations, since it was as much in the interests of the free traders that the
      limits of the Congo estuary should be drawn as widely as possible as it was in French and
      Portuguese interests that they should be narrowly restricted. The Conference set up a commission to make
      recommendations about the extent of the free trade area, and this eventually came up with the proposal that it
      should include the basin and estuary of the Congo, together with the coastline between Sette Cama, at the
      southern limit of French Gabon, and the river Logé, the northern limit of Angola. It would also, at American
      insistence, extend eastwards to the Indian Ocean, where it would stretch from the Somali coast to the mouth of
      the Zambesi. The British maintained that by no stretch of the imagination could the Congo basin be regarded as
      extending so far east, but eventually went along with the consensus in the interests of keeping the Niger out of
      contention. So far as the definition of free trade was concerned, the Germans at first proposed that this should
      be absolute, and should include a ban on monopolies and preferential treatment of any kind, as well as on import
      and export duties. This was highly unwelcome to Leopold, who saw his major sources of income slipping away from
      him, and it was fortunate for him that the French and Portuguese were equally opposed. The compromise that was
      eventually reached permitted the imposition of export duties and provided for a review of the ban on import
      duties at the end of twenty years. The signatories undertook to maintain2 ‘complete freedom of commercial intercourse in all the regions
      forming the basis of the Congo and its outlets’, and to refrain3 from granting commercial monopolies or privileges of any kind.
    


    
      Leopold’s main concern, however, was over the freedom of navigation on the Congo, since it remained vitally
      important for him that his ‘Free State’ should not be cut off from the sea. In order to secure this, Banning
      proposed that an International Commission should be set up, along the lines of the one that had earlier been
      created for the Danube. It should, however, supervise not only the river itself, but also the land routes which
      were needed to by-pass the cataracts. He also tried to include wording that would provide for international
      control of any railway that might be built for the same purpose. Long and convoluted discussions ensued, among
      other things over the status of the Commission and its powers to raise loans. Agreement was eventually reached
      and appropriate Articles4
      appeared in the General Act. By that time, however, the whole concept had become a dead letter, as a result of
      the territorial agreements which were reached outside the Conference between Leopold on the one hand, and the
      French and the Portuguese on the other.
    


    
      Apart from establishing the (qualified) principle of free trade, the Conference of Berlin was, in fact, of less
      practical significance than has been generally supposed. Contrary to popular belief, it did
      not initiate the ‘partition of Africa’, since Leopold’s various bilateral agreements were extraneous to its
      proceedings. On the third item of the agenda, the rules governing new occupations, the General Act stipulated
      merely that before taking possession of a tract of land on the coasts of Africa, a power should inform all the
      other powers, to ensure that no conflict of interest should arise; and that in occupying land, a power should
      ensure that its authority was sufficient to protect freedom of trade and other agreed rights. In the words of the
      British delegate to the Conference, ‘international duties on the African coast remained much as they had hitherto
      been understood to be’.5
    


    
      Apart from this, the Conference was concerned to take some moral high ground. The signatories
      undertook6 to ‘help in
      suppressing slavery and especially the slave trade’, to ‘watch over the preservation of the native tribes, and to
      care for their moral and material well-being’, to practice religious tolerance and to protect missionaries and
      others who aimed at ‘instructing the natives and bringing home to them the blessings of civilisation’. There was
      also much discussion of the desirability of ensuring the neutrality of what came to be called the ‘Conventional
      Basin of the Congo’. Leopold was wholly in favour of this, partly because it would give him some guarantee of
      security and partly because it accorded with Belgium’s overall neutral status. Britain, Germany and the United
      States were also in favour, but France and Portugal were strongly opposed, on the grounds that this was a threat
      to the sovereignty and freedom of action of the states with possessions in the region, and the Conference came
      close to an impasse over the issue. Eventually Banning resolved it by proposing that any power with territory in
      the Conventional Basin would have the right to declare itself neutral, and the other powers would then be bound
      to respect its declaration. The principle of neutrality was thus reduced to an ‘optional extra’.
    


    
      Soon after the Conference opened, the British government perceived, as had Bismarck, that whatever its outcome,
      the only effective way of keeping the region out of the hands of the French was to bolster Leopold’s position.
      Bismarck himself urged7 that the AIC ‘afforded the best prospect in the future of trade in the basin of
      the Congo’, and encouraged the British to follow Germany’s lead in recognising it. Granville’s initial
      view8 was that the AIC did not
      fulfil the conditions necessary for its recognition as a state, although it did possess ‘elements from which a
      state could be created’. Officials were divided: Percy Anderson, as francophobe as ever, was in favour of
      recognition, but others held that without a clear idea of its borders and the validity of its claims to its
      territories, recognition would be premature. One suggestion9 was that it could be regarded as an ‘inchoate state’, or a ‘state in the process
      of formation’. Eventually, bolstered by representations by Stanley on behalf of Leopold, pragmatism won the day
      and on 4 December, Strauch was informed10 that the British would be prepared, following the American rather than the
      German precedent, to recognise the flag of the AIC as that of a sovereign state, on condition that Britain should
      receive most favoured nation treatment and that British nationals should be tried in British consular courts.
    


    
      Of the powers with significant interests in the region, this left the French and the Portuguese, both of whom
      would prove much harder nuts to crack. Even before the Conference began, negotiations had taken place between the
      AIC and the French, and they were pursued in Berlin and Paris as the Conference proceeded. The French were
      adamant that Leopold must surrender any claim to the Niari-Kwilou valley, and produced as a bargaining counter
      the offer to relinquish the claims to the left bank of the Congo at Stanley Pool which de Brazza had earlier
      tried to establish on the – highly dubious – basis that the chiefs there were tributaries to Makoko. As the
      negotiations proceeded, the idea emerged that there should be arbitration on the issue, but it seems that the
      French then shifted their stance by insisting that rather than rely on the documentary evidence available in
      Europe, the arbitrators must go to the Congo to check the situation at first hand. Even though he must have
      realised that the French case was extremely weak, Leopold was reluctant to risk arbitration, and he continued to
      argue for a division of the Niari-Kwilou valley, in return for compensation for the territory he would lose.
    


    
      At that point, around the middle of December, an article11 appeared in a French newspaper, suggesting that
      the French and Portuguese governments had concluded an agreement to carve up the lower Congo between them.
      Leopold immediately wrote12
      to Lambermont, saying that he had heard of the agreement from ‘confidential sources’ and that if it took place ‘I
      am irrevocably decided to dismiss all my personnel in Africa, after instructing them to destroy all material, and
      to withdraw completely’. Lambermont promptly copied the letter to the German Foreign Ministry and to the British
      representative at the Conference. Bismarck was sceptical about the report, but the attitudes of both powers
      nevertheless hardened in Leopold’s favour. Bismarck, indeed, told the French explicitly that he hoped that they
      would reach an agreement with Leopold, although the British were not prepared to go that far. In response to
      representations from Stanley, Granville asserted13 that he was not prepared to ‘go to war for the Congo with France’.
      Nevertheless there could be no doubt about the attitudes of both powers. Bismarck in particular had no desire to
      see France exercise the ‘right of preference’ and acquire such an immense colony in Africa, partly because he
      feared that this might also shift the balance of power in Europe, and partly because he did not relish the
      prospect of having French and German colonies in Africa with common frontiers, with all the potential for
      friction that this might cause.
    


    
      Leopold’s position in his negotiation with France nevertheless remained weak. As always, he could not go too far
      in antagonising the French, while he now had the added problem that he was becoming exceedingly short of funds.
      His activities in the Congo had been a severe drain on his private resources and he had no hope of incurring the
      immense expenditures that would be required for a new state unless he had access to fresh finance. Since there
      was very limited scope for raising funds in Brussels, the only possible source was Paris. Jules Ferry was well
      aware of the strength of his hand and was not disposed to make concessions. Leopold therefore came up with
      another of his typically bold stratagems. He agreed to surrender the Niari-Kwilou valley, on condition that the
      French dropped their claims to the left bank of the Congo and, further, that they would agree to what he called
      an ‘ajoute’, an addition to his territorial claims. In fact this ‘ajoute’ consisted of a further immense expanse
      of territory, which carried his frontiers south to include what was to become Katanga. Still confident that they
      would sooner or later benefit from the ‘right of preference’, the French saw no objection to this. Leopold also
      pressed the French for Fr. 5 million compensation for the Niari-Kwilou, but eventually had to settle for
      agreement that he could enjoy the profits of a substantial lottery, to be launched on his behalf in France. It
      now remained only to trace a line north of the Congo estuary dividing the AIC’s territory from that of the
      French. Without too much difficulty, a frontier was agreed giving the French the right bank of the river for some
      distance above and below the Pool. It was then to run north from Manianga to the watershed with the Niari-Kwilu,
      and thence roughly westwards to the coast. This gave Leopold Vivi, Boma and Banana Point, together with a stretch
      of coastline to the north. On 5 February 1885, a convention14 along these lines was signed.
    


    
      There then remained only the Portuguese. They had less leverage than the French, but made up for it with
      stubbornness and volatility. For Leopold, the bottom line was that he should retain Nokki (present day Matadi),
      so that he had a deep water port. The Portuguese contested this, and further insisted that
      they must at least retain what was to become the Cabinda enclave north of the river, on the grounds that this
      featured in the Portuguese constitution as a possession of the Portuguese crown. In the face of continuing
      Portuguese intransigence, Britain, France and Germany finally stepped in and imposed a settlement. There was a
      last minute flurry, as Portuguese warships were reported to have appeared off Boma and to have been intercepted
      by a British gunboat. Whether this incident actually took place is uncertain, but in any case the Portuguese
      caved in under the diplomatic pressures exerted on them and signed an agreement15 on 15 February which gave Leopold his minimum
      requirements.
    


    
      As the Berlin Conference proceeded, so it became increasingly clear to the participants that although the AIC had
      barely been mentioned during the main proceedings, the outcome of all the diplomatic activity behind the scenes
      meant that the Association would have a major role in implementing the conclusions reached, and that this made it
      imperative that it should subscribe to the General Act, which was ready for signature on 24 February. At the
      closing session, Bismarck read out16 three documents. The first was a declaration by which the Association adhered
      to the Act, while the second was a letter from Strauch asking that the declaration should be communicated to the
      signatories. An order by Leopold, as ‘Founder of the International Association of the Congo’ was also read out,
      conferring plenary powers on Strauch. For the first time, therefore, Leopold appeared publicly in his true
      colours, as the embodiment of the AIC, and the delegates rose and applauded at the mention of his name. Lavish
      tributes were also paid to him in the closing speeches. As Banning put it,17
    


    
      The two creations [the General Act and the new state] were of a piece. Without the Conference, the Association
      would not have entered as a sovereign state in the concert of nations; but equally without it, the collective
      work of the Powers would have lost all guarantee of execution and of success.
    


    


    
      Leopold’s achievement was indeed remarkable. With no assets other than his position as a monarch, his fortune and
      his own abilities and those of the few men who served him, he had acquired, as his personal possession, a colony
      in the heart of Africa some 900,000 square miles in extent, about eighty times as large as Belgium and some one
      twelfth of the total land mass of the continent. It had secure access to the sea and very considerable natural
      resources. It was also guaranteed a neutral status, and hence security, by all the participants in the Berlin
      Conference. Leopold was, however, the first to recognise that he could have achieved nothing
      without international support, in particular that of Bismarck. The day following the conclusion of the
      Conference, he wrote to the latter:18
    


    
      
        Highness,
      


      
        Your Highness was the first in Europe to deal with the International Association of the Congo. It was you who
        induced England to do likewise. Subsequently, the example shown by the German government has been followed by
        all the powers. Portugal has finally conformed in her turn. It is the fruit of Your Highness’ counsels. I ask
        you to accept this expression of my most sincere gratitude.
      

    


    


    
      The responsibility was not, however, just Bismarck’s. None of the principal powers wished to see one of their
      number in possession of such a large part of Africa, and they all, in the last resort, saw it as the best
      solution that it should be in the hands of a neutral power whose possession of it could not conceivably threaten
      their interests, whether in Africa or more widely. The key to Leopold’s success was that he had a clear
      perception of these tensions and the skill to bend them to his own advantage. As one historian has put
      it:19
    


    
      The victory shared with Bismarck belonged above all to Leopold. He had pursued his purpose resolutely and without
      faltering to the very end. Since the dissolution of the Comité d’Etudes, the Association’s resources had been
      provided out of his private purse. His determination to succeed never wavered, because it was sustained by a
      sublime faith in himself. Everything he possessed, morally and materially, was devoted to the cause. When it is
      remembered that at the outset he had not the support of a single State, nor at any time that of his own country;
      that, moreover, the Association Internationale du Congo, which the common herd took to be a numerous and wealthy
      group, was purely and simply Leopold II, one begins to estimate at its true value the immensity of his
      undertaking.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven
    

    The Creation of the Free State


    
      Just before the end of the Berlin Conference, the Belgian government joined the other participants in recognising
      the AIC as a sovereign state. There remained, however, two problems so far as Belgium was concerned. The first
      was that Parliament had to ratify the Berlin Act. The second, much more difficult, was that it would be
      necessary, in accordance with Article 62 of the 1830 Constitution, for Parliament to give its approval to Leopold
      becoming simultaneously the monarch of another state. The terms of this Article were stringent: under it, two
      thirds of the membership of both Chambers of Parliament had to be present when a vote was taken, and two thirds
      of those present would have to vote in favour if approval was to be given. The original authors of the Article
      had been concerned, while Belgium was still looking for a king, to make it impossible for there to be a shared
      monarchy with another state without there being a broad parliamentary consensus. Even after the Coburg dynasty
      had successfully established itself, nobody had seen any reason to repeal or alter it.
    


    
      Such had been the secrecy with which Leopold had surrounded his activities in Africa that it came as a
      considerable surprise to the majority of Belgians to see him suddenly feted by the international community as the
      founder, in his personal capacity, of an immense state in the heart of Africa. Thanks in part to Stanley’s
      advocacy, more was probably known about it in Germany, France and Britain than in Belgium. In Leopold’s favour
      was the evident standing which he and, by extension, Belgium had won by his achievement. Also it was to some
      degree reassuring that the neutral status of the new state would, like that of Belgium, be guaranteed. However,
      the Belgians were, in general, as indifferent as they always had been to colonial ventures. Insofar as they had
      thought about them at all, they were nervous of the expense they might entail and less than convinced that they would bring any commercial or other advantage. Fortunately for Leopold,
      Beernaert was still Premier and as inclined as ever in his favour. The two men now conferred about how best to
      proceed.
    


    
      The first step was the ratification of the General Act, and for that Beenaert, in his address to Parliament,
      played the patriotic card. ‘It gives us’, he asserted, ‘patriotic satisfaction to recognise, with the whole of
      Europe, that the credit for this essentially Belgian achievement belongs above all to the initiative, the
      persistent energy and the sacrifices of our King’. He was, however, heard with a total lack of enthusiasm:
      indeed, as Banning put it,1
      ‘the reception was glacial: not a movement, not an emotion. No orator of mark rose to speak’. Nevertheless,
      following an exchange of addresses with Leopold, the Berlin Act was approved by both Chambers in the course of
      March 1885.
    


    
      There then followed the much more tricky question of Leopold’s position as King of two states. Now that the issue
      was in the public domain, the Belgian press proceeded to debate the pros and cons. While showing little
      enthusiasm for the idea, they came out broadly in favour, provided that the connection was on a purely personal
      basis and Belgium itself would not become involved in the Congo. The key to the issue was in fact precisely the
      proposition that the only connection between Belgium and the Congo should be the person of the King. Banning put
      forward2
      the diplomatic considerations, that there had been much difficulty and confusion at Berlin because the role of
      the King had not been clear, and that it was not in accordance with the dignity either of the country or of the
      King that this ambiguous situation should continue. Parliament must ‘authorise the King to exercise the sovereign
      power in the new state which he has founded’. Leopold himself put to Beernaert some more down to earth
      considerations. He should assure Parliament that the new state would have adequate revenues of its own,
      consisting of a special fund of Fr. 1 million a year which he would himself contribute, together with Fr. 1/2
      million from export duties and taxes. This would be more than France had allocated to the Gabon in recent years.
      Nor would it have any representative institutions, and hence any source of influence on the King which might be
      inimical to Belgian interests. Over the procedure, Leopold agreed with Beernaert that he should send a letter to
      the Belgian cabinet which the latter would in turn transmit to Parliament. This would recall that the Berlin
      Conference had been well disposed towards his enterprise and suggest that it had also had a sympathetic welcome
      in Belgium. It would then urge that having played a so important and well regarded international role, he could
      hardly withdraw from it. Finally, it would ask Parliament to give its consent to a personal union. The new state,
      it would insist, would benefit Belgium, while at the same time it would command adequate resources and entail no
      charge on the country. It would also, like Belgium, enjoy the advantages of neutrality. Beernaert duly presented
      this letter3 to Parliament and
      tabled a resolution4
      authorising the King to be the head of the new state, while stipulating that the union would be ‘exclusively
      personal’.
    


    
      The resolution was then debated in Parliament.5 The wording was altered to specify ‘His Majesty Leopold II, King of the
      Belgians’ in place of ‘the King’, in deference to concerns that the union should be genuinely personal and not
      open-ended. Only one Deputy had the temerity to criticise the resolution, arguing, with more foresight than most,
      that it carried with it the inevitable risk that future events might compel Belgium to become involved, whether
      she liked it or not. There can be little doubt that a majority of the Deputies were at least sceptical, but the
      resolution was nevertheless carried. Their vote was said to be ‘less an act of adhesion than one of
      resignation’.6 To frustrate
      the wishes of their King, supported as they were by international consensus, was more than they could bring
      themselves to do.
    


    
      Leopold then had to decide what title he should adopt as head of State. He toyed with ‘Emperor of the Congo’, but
      eventually settled on the more modest ‘Roi-Souverain’. In early May, he appointed three ‘Administrators-General’,
      with Strauch running the key ‘Department of the Interior’, and the new state was quietly inaugurated by means of
      a confidential decree. During July, de Winton officially notified local merchants and missionaries of the
      establishment of the new state, attaching to his letter a decree7 which, ominously in the light of future events, stipulated that all ‘vacant
      lands’ were to be considered state property. On 19 July, a formal ceremony was held at Banana Point and finally,
      on 1 August 1885, the birth of the new state was officially notified to the world as ‘L’Etat Indépendant du
      Congo’, a title that came to be translated as ‘The Congo Free State’.
    


    
      From the outset, the Free State’s administration was highly centralised, with control firmly exercised in
      Brussels, in all important matters by the King himself. This, indeed, followed from the unique constitutional
      position which he now enjoyed. In the words of a contemporary study8, Leopold was, in the Congo,
    


    
      the titulary of sovreignty. All the rights and all the duties of government are summarised and incorporated in
      his person … The Sovereign … is the direct fountainhead of the legislative and judicial
      power. He can, if he chooses, exercise these powers directly and personally … His will cannot meet with any
      judicial obstacle. He would say … with greater accuracy than did Louis XIV, ‘The State, it is I’ … He is the
      absolute master of the whole of the internal and external sovreignty of the Independent State … The organisation
      of the army, the industrial and commercial regimes, are established freely by himself according to the idea, be
      it accurate or faulty, which he has of their utility or efficacy. He regulates with the same independence all the
      external relations of the State. In a word, Leopold II possesses personally, and exercises personally, save where
      he thinks it advisable to delegate them to others, all the prerogatives that popular custom recognises to
      Sovereign States.
    


    
      The only qualification that was entered, and on which later critics were to place much emphasis, was that
      Leopold’s will was ‘subordinate to the respect of the international treaties which the Congo State has
      concluded’.
    


    
      The legal basis on which Leopold came to possess these rights was never questioned at the time. In his will of
      1890, in which he bequeathed the Congo to the Belgian nation as if it were just another piece of personal real
      estate, he referred to his ‘sovereign rights, which had been recognised by the declarations, conventions and
      treaties concluded since 1884 between the foreign powers, on the one part, and the Association Internationale du
      Congo on the other’. Yet, as has been more recently pointed out, the relevant conventions and treaties were
      concluded with the AIC alone. In some of them Leopold was not mentioned at all, while in others, where he was
      mentioned, it was only as the ‘founder’ of the Association. The juridical basis for Leopold’s ‘ownership’ of the
      Congo was therefore somewhat indeterminate, although it caused no problems in practice. Everyone knew that in
      dealing with the Congo, they were dealing with Leopold, and that, as one commentator has put it9 ‘Leopold owns the Congo in the same way
      that Rockefeller owns Standard Oil’.
    


    
      There remained two final hurdles, the securing of the international community’s formal consent to a declaration
      of the Free State’s neutrality in accordance with Article 10 of the Berlin Act, and international acceptance of
      its approximate frontiers. Germany and France had earlier recognised the AIC’s frontiers by means of maps
      attached to their respective agreements, but, as we have seen, they had differed considerably in their extent.
      Portugal, on the other hand, had done no more than agree the frontiers with its own West
      African possessions, while everyone else had merely recognised the AIC’s flag, without any mention of territory.
      There was therefore still some way to go, but, as always, Leopold did not hesitate to turn a problem into an
      opportunity. He now drew a line which pushed his frontiers even further east and extended them down the middle of
      Lake Tanganyika, and in the summer of 1885 he circulated formal Notes10 to the powers represented at Berlin in which he described the
      whole enlarged area as that over which his declaration of neutrality would, in accordance with Article 10 of the
      Act, apply. In view of the right of preference, there was no trouble with the French, while the Germans were
      similarly disposed not to argue, since Leopold’s claim did not seem to impinge significantly on the regions of
      East Africa that they themselves now had hopes of acquiring. They were, moreover, still influenced by the
      expectation that they would enjoy free trade in whatever territories Leopold possessed. They too, therefore,
      accepted his proposition as it stood.
    


    
      The scene now shifted to London, where Leopold’s formal notification of neutrality arrived in early
      August.11 It so happened
      that this was the holiday season, and Percy Anderson and others were on leave. The Note therefore landed on the
      desk of an assistant clerk, one J. W. Warberton, who proceeded to consult a colleague, John Burton, who had
      attended the Berlin Conference as an expert cartographer with a particular knowledge of Africa. The two men then
      proceeded to make a complete hash of the whole issue. According to a memorandum12 submitted by Warberton, Burton had ‘carefully gone
      through the various clauses of the [Berlin] Act’ and had checked that the frontiers outlined in the maps attached
      to it corresponded with their description in the Note. In fact, of course, they did no such thing. The two men
      also failed to understand that two types of map had been circulated at Berlin. The first type delineated the
      ‘Conventional Basin’ which the Act had created as a free trade area, while the second, purporting to set out the
      AIC’s frontiers, consisted of the maps which were attached to bilateral agreements concluded between the AIC and
      some of the participating states. While the former could rightly be considered part of the Act, the latter had no
      such status. Warberton compounded the error by suggesting that the AIC’s frontiers had been determined by Article
      10 of the Act, whereas that Article in fact made no mention at all of frontiers. Misunderstanding the maps,
      therefore, and believing that their hands were tied, Warberton and his colleague recommended that an
      acknowledgment13 be sent to
      Leopold’s Note, the effect of which was to indicate acceptance of its contents.
    


    
      The results of what Anderson was later to condemn as a ‘stupid blunder’14 were far-reaching. The Foreign
      Office had earlier taken the view that Leopold’s frontiers had no validity, and it was for this reason that they
      had not been mentioned when Britain had recognised the AIC the previous year. Britain took the firm and
      consistent view that territorial claims could only be based on effective occupation, which was obviously far from
      being the case so far as the Free State was concerned. The government was, moreover, still much exercised by the
      right of preference enjoyed by France and, for this reason too, would have been unlikely in the extreme, had the
      Foreign Office been functioning properly in the summer of 1885, to have accepted the extensive frontiers that
      Leopold had arbitrarily sketched out.
    


    
      The practical consequences of the ‘stupid blunder’ became apparent in the early 1890s, when Cecil Rhodes was
      pressing up from the Cape into the territory which was later to become Northern Rhodesia and subsequently Zambia.
      When the issue came to a head and he asked the Foreign Office if he could establish rights over Katanga by means
      of a treaty with Msiri, the principal chief there, he had to be told15 that Britain had accepted Leopold’s prior claims. Also when Harry
      Johnston, the first governor of what was to become Nyasaland and then Malawi, tried to extend British influence
      in the same direction, Leopold was able to protest to the British government and have him called off. The outcome
      was that Katanga, with its huge copper and other mineral wealth, was left firmly in Leopold’s possession. This
      curious episode can perhaps be seen as support for the ‘for want of a nail’ theory of historical determination.
      From the accident of a leave rota in the British Foreign Office evolved the destiny of a large area of Central
      Africa.
    

  


  
    Part Four
    

    Expansion

  


  
    Chapter
    Twelve
    

    The Early Years


    
      Having founded his state and secured its international recognition, Leopold was faced with a variety of problems.
      He had to build up an administration and extend its authority across the huge territory of which he was now
      nominally the master. He had to secure his frontiers and, where necessary, negotiate their location. If he was to
      be able to exploit the country commercially, he had to build a railway to connect Stanley Pool with a deep water
      port. Sooner or later he would have to deal with the Arabs, who controlled much of the east of the country, and
      fulfil his commitment to abolish slavery. For this purpose, as well as for internal security, he would have to
      have an army.
    


    
      For all this, Leopold needed considerable sums of money. His assertion, in his letter to the Belgian Parliament,
      that he had sufficient funds, had been wholly bogus, and the French now reneged on their undertaking that he
      would benefit from a lottery. The government which had taken over from that of Jules Ferry insisted that the
      promise had been given in a personal capacity and that they did not consider themselves bound by it. According to
      the general reckoning,1
      Leopold had, between 1876 and 1885, already spent nearly Fr. 10 million on acquiring the Free State and had also
      borrowed extensively. With the ban on import duties imposed by the Berlin Act and in the absence of any internal
      revenue base, the Free State’s only possible source of income was from export duties, which in the event produced
      only some Fr. 200,000 a year in the early years, as opposed to the Fr. 500,000 predicted. He could clearly not
      begin to finance more than a small part of the varied activity that was now required, and his first priority had
      to be a somewhat desperate search for funds. As early as December 1884, he was writing2 to Strauch:
    


    
      My fortune does not allow me to pay back what the bankers have advanced and at the same time
      continue to defray the annual expenses of the Association. That is a brutal truth, admitting of neither
      compromise or discussion. For the last six years I have been putting my whole fortune at the service of the
      Association du Congo. I can go no further, and if the French refuse to refund my expenses on the Niari, Γ11 not
      come to terms with them for I am unable to do so. I shall wait till they invade the Kwilu and then I’ll withdraw
      from Africa.
    


    


    
      Leopold’s only possible recourse was to the financial markets, and his first attempt, launched in the autumn of
      1885, was to persuade an international banking consortium to float a Fr. 100 million loan, with returns in the
      form of lottery prizes. However the Congo was not at that time regarded as creditworthy and the banks were
      unimpressed. The proposal failed to get off the ground, as did another similar initiative a year later. In 1887
      he made a further attempt, this time for a flotation worth Fr. 150 million. The Belgian Parliament was by then
      becoming somewhat more tolerant of his Congo venture and, by a large majority, voted him3 permission to raise this sum, although on the
      explicit condition that it should involve no financial or legal involvement on their part. However, when the
      issue was floated, Leopold disregarded warnings that its terms were unattractive, with the result that it
      misfired. He was forced to discount the first tranche of Fr. 10 million at 83% of par, having failed in his
      attempts to hold it at 92% by the dubious means of buying his own shares. The second tranche of Fr. 60 million
      was an even more substantial failure, and only Fr. 26 million worth were subscribed.
    


    
      There was also the question of the railway. Until it was built, the EIC was dependent on a system of porterage
      between Vivi and the Pool which was thoroughly unpopular with all concerned. The Africans hated the work, while
      the Europeans considered that they were being exploited by porters who were in a position to charge exorbitantly
      for their services. As a result of pressures exerted on the chiefs of the region, the Free State was able to
      arrange for increasing numbers of loads to be carried overland past the cataracts, but only at considerable
      inconvenience and cost in lives and money. A contemporary observer has given4 a vivid impression of what the system entailed for those employed
      on it:
    


    
      The crude track, endlessly trodden by the bare feet of the porters, was rock hard… Incessantly, we met these
      porters, alone or in Indian file, black, miserable, their only clothing a horribly dirty
      loincloth, carrying on their bare, frizzy heads a load, case, bale, ivory tusk, basket stuffed with rubber, or
      barrel … most of them sickly, their strength sapped by exhaustion and inadequate food, which consisted of a
      handful of rice and stinking dried fish, pitiable walking caryatids … organised in a system of human transport,
      requisitioned by the State with its irresistible force publique, delivered by chiefs
      whose slaves they are and who purloin their pay… Dying on the road or, their journey ended, dying from the
      overwork in their villages.
    


    
      As official funding for a railway was out of the question, private investors had to be persuaded to make the
      necessary investment. Leopold enlisted Stanley’s help, and the latter got together with Mackinnon and Hutton to
      form a syndicate, based on Manchester, to form a Congo Railway Company. Towards the end of 1885 an agreement was
      initialled, giving the company a concession to build a railway from Vivi to Isangila, in return for land and
      mineral rights and permission to trade and establish industries. Unexpectedly, however, this aroused a furore in
      Brussels, and Leopold was as surprised as anyone to see his subjects, for the first time ever, not just taking an
      interest in what was happening in the Congo, but voicing chauvinistic objections to the prospect that foreign
      investors might play a key role there. Difficulties also arose over the terms of the deal, partly on the grounds
      that it established a monopoly in breach of the Berlin Act, and as late as September 1886 still no final
      agreement had been signed. By then, however, a Belgian initiative had surfaced. At the urging of Strauch’s
      deputy, an extremely capable young army officer by the name of Albert Thys, Leopold agreed that an attempt should
      be made to raise enough funds in Belgium to enable a survey to be made of the route the railway might take and
      the revenue it might generate. Thys, who was to be another of Leopold’s committed lieutenants and was to play a
      major role in the exploitation of the Congo, had no easy task in obtaining the Fr. 1 million required, but
      managed, mainly by soliciting funds from appreciable numbers of small investors, to raise enough to float a
      Compagnie du Congo pour le Commerce et VIndustrie (CCCI) for largely the same purpose
      as that of the earlier Comité d’Etudes, of exploring the country’s communications and
      commercial potential. In May 1887, the CCCI sent out a small team of engineers to survey a route for the railway,
      and it was decided that the simplest solution would be for it to run south of the river from the deep water
      anchorage at Matadi to the Pool, a distance of some 250 miles. The team found both the terrain and the conditions
      grim and unrelenting. So bad, indeed, was the first stretch of terrain, with thick scrub and
      a succession of escarpments and ravines, that they decided to start from the Pool and work backwards. The climate
      also took its toll and the team was rapidly depleted. Reinforcements were found, but it was all of eighteen
      months before the survey was complete.
    


    
      There was then the problem of finding the Fr. 25 million needed. Leopold had by now summarily dismissed Strauch
      and had appointed Thys in his place as the Free State’s Administrator-General for the Interior. Thys went to work
      and, with Leopold supporting him in the background, solicited subscriptions. Despite their earlier rebuff,
      Mackinnon and the Manchester syndicate came up with Fr. 5 million and a group of German bankers with Fr. 2
      million, while Thys managed to raise Fr. 8 million in Belgium itself. Finally, Leopold persuaded Beernaert to go
      to Parliament for authorisation of a Fr. 10 million government loan. Although this was in clear breach of his
      1885 undertakings, sentiment in Belgium was continuing to improve and Parliament authorised the loan by a further
      large majority. In the summer of 1889, a Compagnie du Chemin de Fer du Congo was
      floated, with a remit to complete the railway within five years. In fact it took nearer ten, and only came into
      operation in 1898. Within the first two years, some nine hundred of the construction force, many of whom came
      from the British West African territories, died and many others had to be repatriated. Some were recruited as
      part of a militia for the protection of the operation, but in practice mostly as a means of forcibly recruiting
      and retaining the local work force. Such were the difficulties with the terrain, the logistics and the work force
      that at the end of two years, only twenty-five miles of track had been laid. By the time the whole enterprise was
      complete, it was said to have cost the lives of 132 Europeans involved in its construction, together with those
      of some 1,800 Africans. In all probability, the true numbers were much greater.
    


    
      In the face of the financial constraints, Leopold was able to make only slow progress in establishing an
      administration. Late in 1885, three up-country stations had to be closed in order to concentrate on the
      development of Leopoldville and, at least during the early years, the consensus of outside observers was that the
      whole structure was ramshackle. A decade and a half after the founding of the EIC, a mere fifty posts had been
      established to administer an area larger than the Indian subcontinent. While some of them were substantial,
      others consisted of little more than living quarters, a warehouse and a flagpole, run by one or two Europeans
      whose well-being and efficiency were often compromised by the conditions with which they had to contend.
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        PLATE 23 The BMS steamboat, ss ‘Goodwill’. © Royal Geographical Society
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        PLATE 24 Emin Pasha.
        © Royal Geographical Society
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        PLATE 25 The Emin Pasha Relief Committee. William Mackinnon is standing centre Francis de Winton seated
        on his right.
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        PLATE 26 Tippu Tib.
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        PLATE 27 Mary Kingsley.
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        PLATE 28 John Holt.
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        PLATE 29 E. D. Morel.
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        PLATE 30 Roger
        Casement.
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        PLATE 31 ‘Some of the Victims5. A collage which appeared in Conan Doyle’s ‘The Crime of the Congo’ and
        Mark Twain’s ‘King Leopold’s Soliloquy’. © Jim Zwick
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        PLATE 32 The missionaries Harris and Stannard with Congolese bearing severed hands. The Congo Reform
        Association later withdrew this effective photograph, on finding that the two Congolese had themselves cut the
        hands off bodies for the purpose of exhibiting them.
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        PLATE 33 A rather
        obviously posed picture of a father contemplating the remains of his daughter, according to Morel, ‘all that
        remains of a cannibal feast by rubber sentries’.
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        PLATE 34 The Congo Museum at Tervuren, where only a single exhibit, an oil painting of an African being
        whipped, suggests that all might not have been sweetness and light in the Free State.
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        PLATE 35 The ‘Arch of
        Severed Hands’, the Arcade du Cinquentaire, Brusssels. © Life File
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        PLATE 36 The Rue Brederode. The Brussels seat of several of the Free State companies. According to
        Conrad, ‘A narrow and deserted street in deep shadow, high houses, innumerable windows with Venetian blinds, a
        dead silence, grass sprouting between the stones, imposing carriage archways right and left, immense double
        doors standing ponderously ajar.’
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        PLATE 37 Belgium’s
        Memorial to Leopold II, Brussels.
        

      

    


    
      For some years, therefore, the administration impinged only marginally on the country at
      large, even though the 7000 or more miles of navigable waterway which the Congo system possessed, including some
      1700 along the main river itself, meant that reasonable communications could be established and maintained with
      much of the interior by means of steamboats. Following international recognition, Leopold was able to concentrate
      on recruiting Belgians to serve in the Free State, having no further need either to conceal his ambitions from
      the Belgian public or to try to attract international support through the involvement of foreign nationals in his
      enterprise. Francis de Winton left the Congo in 1886, but his replacement, Camille Janssen, was a humane and
      liberal man and, finding what was going on increasingly distasteful, resigned within a few years. His successor,
      Colonel Théophile-Théodore Wahis, was a much tougher character and served as Governor-General over a long period,
      being appointed a Baron and Lieutenant-General in recognition of his services. In the main, Leopold found it
      easier to recruit military men as administrators, since, during the early years at least, civilians were
      minimally attracted by a life that offered few opportunities for advancement on the one hand, and isolation,
      sickness and possibly premature death on the other. The death rate in the first decade following the
      establishment of the Free State was as high as 15% per annum, although it declined in subsequent years. With so
      much military involvement, the Free State administration tended to be hierarchical, rigid and bureaucratic, and,
      although it attracted some men of energy and ability, the general calibre of recruit was low.
    


    
      Throughout the whole period of Leopold’s rule of the Congo, his administration had to contend with almost
      continual rebellion. Unrest was endemic and a dozen or so major revolts took place during those years. A rising
      by the Budja tribe in 1900 was typical of many: in despair at the oppression they were suffering at the hands of
      one of the concession companies licenced by Leopold, they killed five of its agents out of hand, and then lost
      some 1300 men at the hands of a Free State punitive force. It was not until 1905 that they were finally subdued.
      Elsewhere, tribal groups also fought Leopold’s troops over periods of several years. In the Lower Congo, a revolt
      in 1893 cut traffic on the key route between Matadi and Stanley Pool, and was not finally suppressed until some
      five years later, while in Katanga, a well organised resistance on the part of the Batatela broke out in 1907 and
      took more than a year to suppress.
    


    
      To deal with these revolts, as well as to protect and extend the frontiers of the State, Leopold created a
      Force Publique, formally inaugurated in 1888. At first it consisted of recruits from
      Zanzibar 
    


    
      [image: Image]

      
        MAP 3 The settlement of
        the Free State’s frontiers
        

      

    


    
      and West Africa, but before long, to save expense, it started to recruit in the Congo itself. The recruits were
      often ‘freed’ slaves, or conscripts purchased from agents and chiefs. By 1895 the Force amounted to some 6,000 men, 4,000 of them from the Congo itself, and by 1905 it numbered
      16,000 men under 360 white officers, many of them Scandinavian. As Leopold’s critics were not slow to point out,
      it was appreciably larger than any other military force in colonial Africa and it was soon absorbing more than
      half the State’s total expenditure. Badly paid, ill fed, brutally treated and in effect slaves, the recruits to
      the Force were prone to desertion and not infrequent mutiny. In addition to a major
      mutiny in 1897 by a force en route to the Nile, which lasted a full three years, a mutiny
      which broke out at Luluabourg in 1895 and involved a succession of punitive expeditions, was not finally subdued
      until 1908.
    


    
      Despite all the constraints on him, Leopold made vigorous moves to confirm his frontiers. As always, his stance
      was proactive, and he made various attempts to improve on the imprecise delineations which had been set out in
      the treaties with Germany, France and Portugal, and in the Note of August 1885 to the powers represented at the
      Berlin Conference. With the French, he had to be particularly careful, given his reliance on the Paris bourse for
      a substantial part of his funding, and he again came face to face with de Brazza, now Governor of the French
      Congo. In the 1885 treaty with France, the frontier upstream of Stanley Pool was defined as leaving the Congo at
      the confluence with the river Likona, then running northwards along the line of longitude 17° 00’ E, and then
      eastwards along latitude 4° 00’ N to longitude 30° 00’ E. The problem was that nobody was sure which was the
      river Likona, and a team of experts was sent out jointly by the two governments in 1886 to settle things on the
      spot. They pronounced that, as de Brazza had insisted (incorrectly as it was subsequently realised), it was the
      same river as the Ubangi, the first major tributary running into the Congo from the north upstream of Stanley
      Pool. Negotiations continued throughout 1886, in which Leopold’s leverage was severely limited on account of his
      financial constraints, until it was finally agreed in April 1887 that the frontier should run along the Ubangi up
      to latitude 4° 00’ N and then continue along the course of the river for as long as it stayed north of that
      latitude.
    


    
      As it turned out, this was more advantageous to Leopold then he realised. He lost a large wedge of territory
      between the Ubangi and latitude 17° 00’ E, but it was later found, when the upper river was explored, that it ran
      north of latitude 4° 00’ N as far as its junction with its tributaries, the Bomu and the Uele, both of which
      flowed into it from the Nile watershed to the east. Both parties, the French on the right bank and the Belgians
      on the left, thus had an unimpeded route to the Nile. As part of the bargain, Leopold was also able to raise his
      loan in Paris. Over the next few years, both sent expeditions up the Ubangi and established posts along it,
      confronting each other, both diplomatically and on the ground, as they went. The issue of the northern frontier
      was later to involve Britain and the wider question of access to the Nile, when it became both bitter and
      complicated, but a useful initial accommodation had been reached.
    


    
      With Portugal, Leopold’s problem was somewhat simpler. His agreement with the Portuguese stipulated that the
      frontier should run due east from Nokki as far as the Kwango, the westernmost tributary of
      the Congo running from the south, and thence along the Kwango southwards. Leopold was quick to send expeditions
      up the river, one of which, commanded by a Lieutenant Dhanis, who was later to become the most renowned of the
      Free State’s military commanders, penetrated some distance into what is now Angola. The Portuguese at first made
      no protest, but in 1888 they proceeded to claim a large area, the Lunda, which lay south of the Nokki parallel
      and stretched as far east as the Kasai. It is possible that the move was made for internal Portuguese
      consumption, to compensate for a failure at the time to secure British agreement to their acquisition of a
      corridor of territory between Angola and Mozambique, and Britain may even have encouraged them in the claim. A
      strenuous row broke out and Leopold promptly issued a decree incorporating Lunda into a new EIC province of East
      Kwango. He then sent a Belgian officer, Colonel Liebrechts, to London for the ostensible purpose of acquiring two
      fully armed and manned gunboats. Whether Leopold was seriously considering sailing up the Tagus and bombarding
      Lisbon is dubious in the extreme, and it is much more probable that Liebrechts’ high profile mission was made
      more for effect than with any serious purpose in view. He succeeded in finding a serviceable gunboat, but, if his
      own account5 is to be
      believed, he lost his nerve at the critical moment and returned to Brussels, where he was severely reprimanded.
      Shortly afterwards, however, the Portuguese government fell and its successor was more amenable to a settlement.
      In the course of negotiations, the Portuguese made a fresh attempt to claim the Lunda, but backed down in face of
      Leopold’s total intransigence, reinforced by his occupation of the territory in question. In the upshot, he was
      able to secure a frontier on the Kwango as far as latitude 8° 00’ S and thence roughly eastwards to the Kasai.
      The Portuguese, for their part, were only able to secure ratification of the agreement by allowing a show of
      hands in the Chamber of Deputies, so avoiding the vote being recorded.
    


    
      While all this was going on, acute shortages of funds were still holding back the general development of the Free
      State, while there still seemed to be no prospect of the territory becoming economically or financially viable.
      The gap between its income and expenditure was running at some Fr. 3 million a year, while the export duties on
      ivory and other produce, permitted by the Berlin Act, were fetching a mere Fr. 300,000. Leopold therefore decided
      on a twin track approach. The first was to take advantage of an anti-slavery crusade which had been launched by
      Cardinal Lavigerie to secure an easing of the restrictions on the raising of revenue imposed
      by the Berlin Act. The second was to persuade the Belgian Parliament to grant him another, much more substantial,
      loan.
    


    
      Lavigerie had launched his crusade in 1888, on the basis of evidence he was receiving from the missionary order
      of the White Fathers which he had founded a decade earlier, that the African slave trade was continuing to
      depopulate the continent, at a rate which he estimated at some 400,000 individuals a year. His missions were
      becoming vulnerable and some had had to be abandoned. Starting with a fiery sermon in the church of Saint Sulpice
      in Paris, Lavigerie campaigned vigorously across Western Europe and was soon succeeding in arousing considerable
      public support. In London, his activity resulted in a petition to the Government, calling on it to act positively
      against the trade, while in Paris he urged the formation of a volunteer force to take the field in Africa against
      the slavers. In Brussels, as well as in several other European capitals, anti-slavery societies were formed.
      Leopold was at first somewhat nonplussed by Lavigerie’s campaign, particularly when the latter was critical of
      the Free State’s failure to establish an effective operation on the Upper Congo ‘thus abandoning momentarily to
      the enemy all this part of the Congo State’.6 Leopold’s quandary was that if he did nothing, an international movement might
      develop, with the possible effect of inducing other powers to intervene militarily or administratively in central
      Africa. Yet he did not have the resources to take action himself and had had to reach accommodations with the
      Arab slavers, to the extent even of appointing Stanley’s old ally, Tippu Tip, as Governor of the Stanley Falls
      region. The situation was in any case precarious, with the Arabs extending their influence westwards and posing a
      potential threat to the Free State’s stations on the upper river, where Tippu Tip’s nephew had earlier overrun
      the station at Stanley Falls and forced its evacuation. Leopold therefore had little hesitation in grasping the
      opportunity offered to him when, under pressure in Britain, Lord Salisbury suggested7 that he might convene an anti-slavery conference in
      Brussels to resolve the whole issue. The attractions in this were that if carefully handled, it would disarm
      pressure for other powers to meddle in central Africa, that it would reflate his own international standing and,
      perhaps above all, it could be turned to good account in relieving his financial constraints.
    


    
      After prolonged correspondence, the Brussels Anti-Slavery Conference was therefore convened in November 1889
      under Lambermont’s chairmanship, attended by the signatories to the Berlin Act. Before long a series of
      disagreements surfaced on how to deal with the slave trade, and Leopold had little difficulty in taking advantage of them to seize the initiative. This he did in May 1890, by proposing a comprehensive
      solution, which would include the establishment of fortified posts to serve as bases for combating the trade, the
      construction of communications by road, railway and steamship, the supervision of caravans and the implementation
      of severe sanctions against the slavers. None of the major powers was prepared to contemplate such far-reaching
      commitments, and it would be naive to suppose that he had not foreseen this. He was then able to propose, with a
      semblance of good faith, that to enable the Free State to take the lead in anti-slavery operations, he should be
      authorised to levy import duties, at a rate of 10 per cent, throughout its territory. The Dutch and American
      delegations protested vigorously, the former simply because their companies had the most to lose, and the Dutch
      delegation went so far as to walk out of the Conference. Sanford, who was leading the American delegation and who
      had dangled the prospect of free trade before the American Congress on Leopold’s behalf, also felt personally
      betrayed, even though America had never ratified the Berlin Act. However both governments eventually gave in,
      after Leopold’s proposition had been accepted by the other delegations.
    


    
      To have convened the first international conference ever to have addressed the problem of the slave trade was a
      major feather in Leopold’s cap, and he emerged with his reputation for philanthropy and humanitarianism greatly
      enhanced. More importantly, he had secured additional resources for the Free State and he had ensured that no
      other power would embark on anti-slavery activity on his patch. His popularity in Belgium was further reinforced
      the same year, when, amidst genuine public acclaim, he celebrated the twenty-fifth anniversary of his accession.
      The climate was therefore unusually propitious for the launching of his second initiative, to secure from
      Parliament permission to raise a Fr. 25 million interest-free governmental loan. To sweeten the process further,
      Beernaert produced Leopold’s will,8 which had just been composed for the purpose, but which was backdated to August
      1889 in order to preserve the proprieties, in which he bequeathed the Free State to Belgium. In a covering
      letter,9 the King wrote:
    


    
      Until the day of my death I shall continue to have the same regard for national interests as has guided me so far
      in directing and maintaining our work in Africa. But if, without waiting for that, it pleases the country to
      contract more binding ties with my possessions in the Congo, I shall not hesitate to put them at its disposal. I
      would be happy to see Belgium during my lifetime in full possession of them.
    


    
      Not only, therefore, was it a question of a bequest, but Leopold was promising both that
      Belgium would benefit from the financial burdens he had assumed and that it could take over the Congo whenever it
      wished to do so. When, only five years later, the question of Belgian annexation arose in earnest, Leopold was,
      almost needless to say, not to live up to this undertaking. For the moment, however, the cumulative effect of the
      conference, the anniversary celebrations and the publication of his will was such that Parliament had virtually
      no alternative but to respond favourably to his request for a loan, Fr. 5 million of which was to be paid
      immediately and the balance in ten annual instalments of Fr. 2 million. In return Leopold undertook that at the
      end of ten years, either the loan would be repaid, or the Free State would be handed over to Belgium. He also
      undertook that he would incur no further loans without the government’s permission and would provide full
      information on the economy, commerce and finances of the state. These promises, too, he was not to keep, but he
      had at least managed to stave off a crisis that was threatening to overwhelm him. He was, however, as far as ever
      from having secured the Free State’s long term economic and financial security.
    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
    

    The Drive to the Nile 1: The ‘Rescue’ of Emin Pasha


    
      Ever since he had twice toured Egypt as a young man, Leopold had been enthralled both by the Nile, up which he
      had travelled as far as Wadi Haifa, and by the splendours of ancient Egypt. In some ways, he himself had the
      instincts of a Pharaoh, both in his hankering for absolute rule on a major scale and in his penchant for
      grandiose, if somewhat heavy, public buildings. Until he was finally checkmated, he was haunted by what has been
      called the ‘Pharaonic Mirage’ and did all in his power to extend the territories of the Free State northwards
      towards Egypt and even as far as the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. As a Belgian commentator was later to put
      it,1
    


    
      The remarkable thing was the calm casualness with which the young state tried, from its inception, to transcend
      the limits which it had itself accepted in the international treaties through which it had been founded.
      Leopold’s tactic was to go ahead, to occupy anything, under any conditions, relying on his diplomacy, on the
      rivalries of the great powers, and on luck, to gain some new piece of Africa. The process had already succeeded
      for him. In the act of neutrality which defined the frontiers of the Free State, he had annexed, without any
      power noticing and protesting, the southern basin of the Kasai, Katanga and the basin of the Rouzizi. He had
      tried to annex by decree, to the disadvantage of the Portuguese, the eastern basin of the Kwango, and had finally
      kept a part of it. He had planned to fly the blue flag over Lake Nyassa. How could the upper Nile not have
      tempted him?
    


    
      When, therefore, in the autumn of 1886, a very odd situation arose in Egypt’s Equatoria Province, Leopold was
      quick to grasp the opportunity that it seemed to present to extend his frontiers in that direction.
    


    
      The situation arose from the fact that, when Charles Gordon had been Governor-General of the
      Sudan in the late 1870s, he had appointed as Governor of Equatoria a man of mysterious origins who went by the
      name of Emin Bey, later to be Emin Pasha. The latter was in fact a German doctor who had started life as Eduard
      Schnitzer and had knocked around the Ottoman Empire for several years, becoming, somewhere along the line,
      nominally at least a Muslim. Emin seems to have been, on the whole, an efficient Governor and ran a stable and
      self-sufficient Province, while indulging his ornithological, ethnographic and other studies, for which he had
      acquired something of a reputation in academic circles. Following the rise of the Mahdi in the early 1880s,
      culminating in early 1885 in the fall of Khartoum and Gordon’s death, Emin was cut off in Equatoria, but was
      able, with some difficulty, to maintain his position there and beat off attacks by Mahdist forces. Nothing having
      been heard of him in the outside world, it was assumed that he had succumbed to the Mahdists, but between late
      October and early December 1886, three letters from him, two dated December 1885 and one July 1886, only five
      months previously, suddenly appeared in The Times.2 ‘Ever since the month of May 1883’, Emin wrote,
    


    
      we have been cut off from all communication with the world. Forgotten and abandoned by the Government, we have
      been compelled to make a virtue of necessity. Since the occupation of the Bar-Ghazal we have been vigorously
      attacked, and I do not know how to describe to you the admirable devotion of my black troops throughout a long
      war, which for them at least has no advantage.
    


    
      In none of these letters did Emin specifically ask for assistance. Indeed, he reported that that the province was
      ‘in complete safety and order’ and that he was determined ‘to hold out here with my people’ and to ‘remain at my
      post until authority is received from the Egyptian government to quit it’. In that event ‘I shall know how to
      make my escape’. He also reported at some length on his scientific researches and indicated that he was looking
      forward to continuing them. In the only passage which might have been interpreted as a plea for help, he wrote,
    


    
      I certainly have some glimmerings of hope that, as Egypt appears to be unable to send us aid England may at some
      future day take advantage of the position in which we find ourselves to remain true to her former traditions of a
      humanitarian and civilising mission. At the present time, when the European Powers are
      racing neck and neck to gain possession of districts in Africa, is it really possible that no one in England
      should have been enlightened enough to see how easy it would be to occupy the whole of our province, and this too
      without any cost?
    


    
      However, he went on immediately to observe that ‘these are political matters’, and it is clear that his concern
      was to encourage Britain to annex Equatoria rather than to make any personal appeal for assistance.
    


    
      Nevertheless, the mood in Britain was such that there was an immediate insistence that ‘something must be done’.
      The death of Gordon and the failure of the efforts to relieve him had earlier caused an upsurge of emotion, and
      the thought that a white man who had been appointed by him, even if an odd character and neither Christian nor
      British, was still holding out against the Mahdists, struck a renewed popular chord. The last thing the
      government wanted was to run the risk of another Khartoum fiasco, which had been so damaging to Gladstone’s
      earlier administration, and the War Office was clear that a military expedition was wholly impracticable.
      Salisbury’s view was that since Emin was a German, it was for that government to do whatever was necessary.
      However, the head of steam was such that the government might well have found itself considerably embarrassed had
      not private interests intervened. In December 1886 an Emin Pasha Relief Committee was formed and set about trying
      to mount a rescue expedition.
    


    
      The motives of this Committee were anything but humanitarian. Mackinnon, Hutton and Kirk were its leading lights
      and had commercial interests very much in mind. As Emin had pointed out, the ‘Scramble for Africa’ was now
      developing in earnest and only the previous month, agreement had been reached between Britain and Germany setting
      up respective spheres of interest in East Africa, with the line between them running inland from the coast
      opposite Zanzibar across to Lake Victoria. The German sphere was to cover broadly what is now Tanzania, and the
      British, Kenya. The fact that the Sultan of Zanzibar had been traditionally regarded as the ruler of much of this
      territory entered into the calculations of neither party. Beyond the Lake, on the other hand, in what is now
      north-western Tanzania and Uganda, no limits were set and the area was clearly there for the taking. The aim of
      Mackinnon and his associates, by mounting a relief expedition, was to secure this region, and perhaps Equatoria
      itself, as an exclusive trading area, and hopefully acquire in the process the large stocks of ivory which Emin
      was reputed to be hoarding. The formation of the Relief Committee was followed by the
      floating of an Imperial British East Africa Company, with Mackinnon as its Chairman, and plans for the relief
      expedition were pressed ahead.
    


    
      There was clearly only one man who could lead such an expedition, and that was Stanley. Following his return from
      the Congo in 1884, he had again been at an uncomfortable loose end. Leopold had extended his contract, but had
      given him no employment. Stanley’s understanding was that he had been promised the post of Director-General of
      the Free State, but whenever he approached Leopold or his officials, he met nothing but prevarication – ‘We do
      not know exactly when we shall need you, dear Mr. Stanley, but we shall let you know in ample time to
      prepare’.3 One reason was
      possibly simply a lack of money. Another may have been that Leopold had undertaken to the French, when reaching
      his agreement with them, that Stanley would be kept away from the Congo. Diplomacy was now the top priority, and
      Leopold had no intention of giving him any opportunity to antagonise the French further or upset the apple cart
      more generally. In any case, what was now needed in the Congo was, in Kirk’s words4 a ‘better class of administrator’, rather than a
      ‘rough pioneer like Stanley’. Thoroughly disillusioned and frustrated, not least by another abortive attempt to
      get married, Stanley eventually arranged, in the autumn of 1886, to embark on a lecture tour of America, but,
      just before he left, he was approached by Mackinnon and asked to lead a ‘relief expedition’. The actual purpose,
      according to Mackinnon would be to ‘open a direct route to Victoria Nyanza and the Sudan, and thereby establish
      stations and commerce in the interior of East Africa’.5 Stanley readily accepted the invitation and the two men agreed that he should
      proceed with his lecture tour, but should be ready to break it off and return immediately, once the expedition
      was definitely ‘on’. Under pressure from Sir Evelyn Baring, the British ‘proconsul’ in Egypt, the Egyptian
      government was prevailed upon to put up £10,000 towards the costs of the expedition, and Mackinnon and his
      associates matched this amount. By December 1886, Stanley had been recalled and was back in London, set to go.
    


    
      There remained, however, Leopold, whose response to a letter from Stanley asking for permission to lead the
      expedition was to invite him to Brussels for a talk, and the two men met at the end of December. Stanley was in
      an angry mood and started by reproaching the King for his failure to give him further employment, but Leopold
      was, as usual, charm itself: ‘I confess it has been hard on you, but it could not be helped. Circumstances were
      such that I could not employ you as intended. Haute politique, you know, to which we all must bend’.6 Yet again, Stanley was won over, and did not, apparently, object when Leopold
      went on to insist that the expedition must approach the Sudan via the Congo:
    


    
      If the Committee will not agree to this, I do not see how I can lend your services, which are, as you know,
      pledged to me, for this expedition. I shall want you myself in a few weeks from now on a far more important work
      than relieving Emin … But if the Committee will let you go by the Congo, I can postpone the mission for another
      eighteen months.7
    


    


    
      Leopold had two principal motives for applying this none too subtle blackmail. One was to try to repair the
      situation in the east of the country where, following their capture of Stanley Falls, the Arabs were threatening
      to extend their activities further west. Having neither the money nor the military strength to contain them,
      Leopold’s solution was to authonse Stanley to convey an offer to Tippu Tib that he should become Governor of the
      Stanley Falls district at a salary of £30 a month, and at the same time provide 600 porters for the expedition.
      Tippu Tib, probably sensing the inevitability of eventual European dominance in Africa, declared himself, when
      Stanley put the proposition to him in Zanzibar, ready to accept, the more so since he was to be given a free hand
      to exploit the resources of the district, provided only that he abstained from slaving on Free State territory.
      In practice, he took little or no notice of this prohibition, and was in any case not prevented from slaving
      elsewhere. Such a deal with a notorious slaver was strongly criticised in Europe as hypocritical and
      unprincipled, but Leopold had little choice, both in the light of the Arab presence in the Free State and since
      Arab goodwill and porterage were essential to the success of an expedition coming from the west. Stanley was also
      authorised to convey to Emin an offer of £1,500 a year as Governor of Equatoria, provided that he maintained law
      and order there on behalf of the Free State and kept communications with it open.
    


    
      What Stanley’s real views about the Congo route were is unclear, but he dutifully supported Leopold’s
      dictat. The route would entail, he argued with Mackinnon and others, a shorter march,
      and one which carried with it the ‘certainty of reaching Emin’.8 Since they would be further from home, there would be
      less risk of desertions on the part of the Zanzibaris who would participate; German sensitivities would be
      allayed; and no risks would be entailed for French or other missionaries in East Africa whose safety might be
      prejudiced by the presence of an expedition. Stanley also raised objections to the various routes, either across
      Lake Victoria or to the north or south of it, which would have to be followed from the east coast.
    


    
      Even if it was not clear at the time, it soon became apparent that these arguments were grossly overstated, if
      not simply fallacious. The routes from the east coast were mostly well known, not least to Stanley himself, and
      would be unlikely to pose any insuperable obstacles to a well armed expedition. Conversely, the route via the
      Congo would entail a long journey around the Cape and up the Congo, with all its logistics problems, and nothing
      at all was known about the terrain between the Congo and Equatoria. Stanley estimated the distance from the head
      of navigation on the Congo to Lake Albert at 320 miles, whereas in fact it was something of the order of 500. If
      anything, the difficulties of the route and the Arab presence made the likelihood of desertions that much
      greater. Moreover the expedition would also have to pass through a region controlled by the Arabs, with little
      assurance that Tippu Tib would be a reliable ally. The series of disasters that befell the expedition can be
      attributed partly to Stanley’s own failings as a leader, but partly also to Leopold’s obsession with the Nile and
      Stanley’s discounting of the dangers and disadvantages of the chosen route in his desire to achieve yet another
      African triumph. Mackinnon, for his part, was less than pleased when he received a letter from Leopold expressing
      the wish that the expedition should proceed via the Congo and his unwillingness otherwise to release Stanley from
      his employment. However the Relief Committee had little choice but to agree. The only sop that Stanley could
      offer them was that he should, after rescuing Emin, return via the east coast, signing up chiefs on the way. It
      does not seem that he informed them of Leopold’s plan for the annexation of Equatoria, and in this he can only be
      regarded as guilty of duplicity. Meanwhile, whether in government circles or among the public at large, nobody
      seems to have sought to ask of what exactly the relief of Emin was to consist. In a public speech prior to
      departure, Stanley boiled it down to the supply of sufficient ammunition to enable him either to stay on in
      Equatoria or to extricate himself safely. As a cover story, this was pitifully weak, if only because the small
      quantity of ammunition that Stanley’s expedition could carry would, even on the most optimistic reckoning, be
      wholly inadequate to meet the needs of Emin’s troops. However public fervour was such as to preclude the asking
      of awkward questions and the underlying motives for the expedition remained in the private domain.
    


    
      In contrast to his earlier expeditions, which he had carried out in the one case alone and in the other with
      three unlettered companions whom he could easily dominate, Stanley this time recruited six
      army officers and two civilians to act as his subordinates. His second-in-command was an upper-crust officer,
      Major Barttelot, with whom his relationship was quickly to degenerate into one of mutual loathing, while the two
      civilians, James Jameson and Monteney Jephson, fared little better, even though each had paid £1,000 for the
      privilege of joining the expedition. In order to give Stanley a clear field for his own account, all the
      participants had to sign an undertaking not to publish a word about it until six months after its completion,
      although in the event this served merely to delay, rather than prevent, the subsequent controversy. The sole
      recruit not of officer and gentleman status, Sergeant William Bonny, was inevitably treated as an inferior by the
      remainder, while a curious silence surrounds the final European member, William Hoffman, who had entered
      Stanley’s employment a short while earlier as his personal servant. Stanley mentions him not at all, while the
      only comment about him by a member of the expedition was that he was ‘filthy in his habits’, which is unlikely to
      mean merely that he failed to use soap and water. The expedition took with it, along with its ‘trade goods’ and
      other stores, a Maxim gun, a quantity of rifles and ammunition, forty loads of the ‘choicest provisions’ from
      Fortnum and Mason, and nine chests of medicines from Burroughs and Wellcome.
    


    
      Thus staffed and equipped, Stanley sailed to Zanzibar to recruit the porters he needed. On the way he obtained
      from the Egyptian government a message for Emin to the effect that if he and his troops were to return to Egypt,
      they would receive all the arrears of pay they were owed, but if they stayed where they were, the government
      would take no further responsibility for them. In Zanzibar, he tried without success to persuade the Sultan to
      cede territory to Mackinnon’s enterprise, but had better luck with Tippu Tib, who happened to be taking a rest
      there. He then sailed round the Cape in company with an assortment of nine Europeans, some 620 Zanzibaris,
      seventy-two Somali and Sudanese soldiers and Tippu Tib, with thirty-five wives and sixty Arab followers. Trouble
      began shortly after the ship sailed, with a full-blown fight below decks between the Zanzibaris and the Sudanese,
      but this was nothing to the succession of problems that arose when the expedition arrived in the Congo. Stanley’s
      British companions were soon thoroughly antagonised by his aloof, arbitrary and irritable behaviour, interspersed
      with fits of violent temper. Deaths, illness and desertions quickly began to take their toll and vital equipment
      was lost on the march to Leopoldville. There the expedition found itself in an area afflicted by famine and, even
      worse, the fleet of steamships which Leopold had promised for the passage up the Congo was
      found to have been reduced to a single operable boat, the Stanley. Before leaving
      England, Stanley had asked Robert Arthington, the philanthropist who had given the steamship Peace to the Baptist Missionary Society, for permission to use it, but had received back a curt
      refusal, accompanied by the advice that he should ‘repent and believe the Gospel’, an admonition which Stanley
      found ‘quaint’. He now persuaded the Society’s representatives in Leopoldville to lend him the boat, while
      carefully arranging for the interception of any mail addressed to them which looked as if it might be coming from
      Arthington or the Society in England. He also commandeered another mission boat, the Henry
      Reid, and used yet others as lighters, but still had insufficient to carry the whole expedition and its
      equipment in a single journey up the river.
    


    
      Affairs were therefore already somewhat disorganised when the expedition set out on its nine hundred mile voyage
      to Yambuya, the head of navigation on the Aruwimi, some distance above its confluence with the Congo. Arriving
      there in June 1887, Stanley made the fateful decision to divide the expedition, himself pressing ahead with some
      380 of the fittest men while leaving Barttelot and a ‘rear column’ to follow once the remaining stores and Tippu
      Tib’s 600 promised porters had arrived. The motives for what was to prove a disastrous decision have never been
      adequately explained. Having held out for several years, it was highly unlikely that anything untoward would
      happen to Emin if the expedition was delayed another month or two, although Stanley gives this as the reason for
      pressing ahead. He should also have been well aware, from his earlier dealings with Tippu Tib, of the latter’s
      unreliability and the likely difficulty of keeping him to his promise to supply porters. An important factor was
      probably that, always the man of action, Stanley could not bear to sit around idly, particularly in the company
      of men whom he found incompatible. He reckoned that he would reach Emin within three months, but found from the
      outset that the route that he had to take through the Ituri rain forest was all but impassable. The party had to
      follow narrow trails which often had to be cleared of obstacles, and they found few inhabitants and little
      cultivation. Where they did come across occupied villages, they had no hesitation in attacking them and seizing
      what crops and livestock they could, but the population usually managed to vanish before they arrived. They were
      perpetually short of food, men started to die and others deserted. Before long they reached areas which had been
      devastated by Arab slavers and the shortage of food became acute. Three times they had to leave behind men who
      were too weak to walk, and many died before rescue parties could be sent back to recover
      them.
    


    
      After nearly five months in the forest, the party, now down to some 175 men, reached a relatively prosperous
      area, where they established a post, Fort Bodo (‘Peace’) and a little later came out into open country. However
      they still had to fight their way through hostile tribes and it was not until mid-December that they finally
      reached Lake Albert, only to find no sign of Emin. Food again being short, Stanley retreated to the forest and it
      was not until the following April, after a serious bout of illness, that he was able to retrace his steps to the
      Lake. There, nearly ten months after he had set off from Yambuya, he and Emin finally met. By then, it was almost
      a question of who was rescuing whom. All Stanley had for Emin were thirteen boxes of ammunition, while the
      latter, a dapper figure in a red fez and a white drill suit, hastened to provision Stanley’s emaciated party and
      make good their tattered clothing.
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      More than that, Emin was not at all sure that he wanted to be rescued. His troops, who numbered about 1,500, had
      numerous wives, children and followers, and the task of taking to the coast a total number
      of around ten thousand did not bear contemplation. They had, moreover, beaten off Mahdist attacks and were
      settled and comfortable where they were. Emin himself insisted that he would not be prepared to leave them if
      they wished to stay. Increasingly exasperated, Stanley put to him, although without much enthusiasm, the offer
      from Leopold, but Emin declined this on the wholly reasonable grounds that it would be impossible to maintain
      communications with the Free State. He was more attracted by Mackinnon’s proposition that he should remain to
      secure the region for the IBEAC, but for the better part of a month was unable to make up his mind. Stanley then
      decided to leave him to think the situation over and returned to find the missing rear column. When in August
      1889, fourteen months after he had started off through the Ituri, he eventually arrived back, it was to a scene
      of almost total disaster.
    


    
      From the outset, Barttelot and his companions had been in an impossible position. They managed to bring up all
      the remaining supplies from Leopoldville, but Tippu Tib failed to send any porters, preferring to employ them in
      the more profitable occupation of collecting slaves and ivory. Also, the Free State had failed to keep its part
      of the bargain, neither giving Tippu Tib the ammunition he had been promised, nor organising any food supplies
      for the rear column. The latter consequently found themselves short of food and only managed to survive by
      kidnapping women and children from neighbouring villages and bartering them for supplies. As the months went by
      and Tippu Tib continued to prevaricate every time Barttelot or one of his colleagues went to Stanley Falls to
      press for the fulfillment of his undertaking, so the condition of the rear column deteriorated. With no word from
      Stanley, morale declined, there was a steady stream of deaths and desertions, and Barttelot himself became
      increasingly unbalanced. It as not until the following May, nearly a year after Stanley’s departure, that Tippu
      Tib finally came to Yambuya with sufficient porters for about half the loads. Barttelot decided to make the best
      of a bad job and the much depleted rear column at last set out, but its lack of discipline was such that it came
      to an unruly halt a little more than a month later, a mere ninety miles along the route. At that point, Barttelot
      met his death, shot by an African in the course of a nocturnal brawl, while Jameson died of fever a little later.
      Of the 750 men of the Rear Column, only sixty or so had survived.
    


    
      True to character, Stanley acted decisively, pulled the remnants together and set out on a third march through
      the Ituri. This took him a further four months, with the loss of another hundred men. At one
      point he contemplated suicide, at others he was faced by hostile inhabitants, sickness and near-starvation. Back
      at Lake Albert in January 1889, he found that Emin had had to face renewed Mahdist attacks and serious mutinies
      among his own troops. Nothing had been settled about their future and Emin himself was as indecisive as ever.
      However, if there was one thing that was now obvious to Stanley, it was that, after all the disasters that the
      expedition had experienced, his reputation depended on his returning to civilisation with Emin in tow. He
      therefore, with a total lack of scruple, resorted to pressure and manipulation, with the result that in April, it
      was agreed that the two men should depart together, with a mere 190 of Emin’s troops and 380 followers. The
      remainder, under the command of Emin’s lieutenant, Selim Bey, were simply abandoned. The caravan, swelled by a
      number of porters whom Stanley press-ganged from neighbouring villages, took seven months to reach the coast
      opposite Zanzibar, losing nearly two-thirds of its number on the way. There, at a banquet held in his honour by
      the resident Germans, Emin contrived to fall off a balcony, giving himself severe concussion. Two years later, in
      German employ, he was murdered while on an up-country expedition. Of the 700 men who had accompanied Stanley from
      Zanzibar, fewer than 250 returned. Stanley himself emerged with hair ‘as white as Snowdon in winter’.
    


    
      Travelling to Cairo, Stanley spent two months furiously writing another best seller, In
      Darkest Africa,9 which sold 150,000 copies in English alone and was translated into five other
      languages. Lurid reports of the expedition had already reached Europe and the competition for the rights was
      intense. Stanley then returned to Brussels, where Leopold laid on a triumphal reception and basked in as much
      reflected glory as he could organise. In England, Stanley was wined, dined and loaded with Freedoms of Cities and
      Honorary Degrees. Once the euphoria had died away, however, two things gradually became clear. One was the
      intense antipathies that had developed between the European members of the expedition. Once the six months’
      embargo had passed, others of its members, together with Barttelot’ s and Jameson’s relatives, weighed in with
      accusations that Stanley had mishandled the expedition in a wholly callous, incompetent and self-serving manner.
      In response, Stanley gave as good as he got. He lent his support to allegations that Barttelot’s behaviour had
      been brutal and racist, as well as to a story that Jameson, in an excess of voyeurism, had arranged the murder
      and eating of an African girl by local cannibals. Incapable of admitting any errors on his own part, Stanley
      attributed the problems the expedition had experienced to the failures of Tippu Tib and the officers of the rear
      column, ignoring the fact that he should have been there to deal with Tippu Tib himself and that if Barttelot in
      particular was so incapable, he should never have left him in charge of the rear column, nor indeed recruited him
      in the first place. Unedifying controversy reigned over some two months at the end of 1890, until it finally died
      away for lack of fresh fuel. Stanley’s name, however, was indelibly tarnished. He confidently expected that when
      he died, he would be buried alongside Livingstone in Westminster Abbey, but the Dean and Chapter refused
      permission, almost certainly on account of the scandals that had attached to this expedition.
    


    
      The other outcome was a gradual realisation that the expedition had been a comprehensive failure, both in its
      declared and in its undeclared aims. The loss of life, both within the expedition and in the country through
      which it had passed, had been horrific. A disgruntled Emin had been extracted against his better inclinations,
      leaving most of his men and their followers behind. Mackinnon and his associates had received nothing at all for
      their outlay and would have to seek other ways of establishing a presence in East Africa. Having prejudiced the
      success of the expedition by insisting that it go by the Congo and then failing to ensure that it was adequately
      supported, Leopold also finished by achieving nothing, although at least he had avoided any significant
      expenditure. Not a whit dismayed, he was already trying other means of establishing himself on the Nile.
    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
    

    Katanga and the Arabs


    
      By the end of the 1880s, Leopold had made good progress in securing his northern and western frontiers. He had
      ensured that his expeditions forestalled, or at least kept abreast of, those of his neighbours, and he had shown
      skill in turning to his advantage a succession of negotiations which were often difficult and occasionally
      acrimonious. To the south and east of the Free State, however, his problems were appreciably more taxing. His
      lines of communication were longer and in both areas he had to contend with local power structures of some
      strength and resilience. To the south, he was faced with the threat of British imperialism, advancing
      purposefully from the directions of Rhodesia and Mozambique. There, the two British protagonists were Cecil
      Rhodes, the South African gold and diamond magnate, and Harry Johnston, the British Consul-General in Mozambique.
      Johnston, an eccentric but able diplomat and administrator, had caught Lord Salisbury’s eye at a moment when the
      latter was becoming concerned at German and Portuguese pretensions in East Africa, and he was sent out in 1888
      with the express purpose of extending British interests northwards into what is now Malawi and beyond. Johnston
      was one of the first to voice the Cape to Cairo concept, and looked to a future in which ‘our possessions in
      South Africa may be linked some day to our sphere of influence in Eastern Africa and the Egyptian Sudan by a
      continuous band of British dominion’.1 In this, he saw eye to eye with Rhodes, and the latter financed Johnston’s
      activities at a time when neither the British Treasury nor the country at large was prepared to put money into
      imperialist ventures in central Africa. Rhodes’ own British South Africa Company, having occupied and subdued
      Rhodesia, was at the same time pushing northwards into what is now Zambia. Katanga itself, then known as
      Garanganze, was relatively isolated from the centre of the Congo basin, with successions of rapids preventing
      easy access to it from the navigable stretches of the main river, and it was also to Leopold’s disadvantage that
      comparatively straightforward approaches to it lay from the south, as well as from the east and west coasts. By
      far the strongest ruler in the region was Msiri, a trader from East Africa who had gradually extended his power
      from his capital at Bunkeya, where he presided over a particularly cruel and despotic regime, and enjoyed the
      favours of a harem which was said to number more than five hundred. It had been known for some time that the area
      was rich in minerals, it was hoped that gold would be found there, and both Livingstone and Cameron had reported
      seeing copper crosses which served as the local currency. Livingstone himself had been trying to reach the
      sources of the copper when he met his death. Bunkeya was also the focus of a large trading area, which dealt in
      ivory, salt and slaves as well as metals.
    


    
      Other than a few Portuguese, the first Europeans to arrive at Bunkeya were two Germans, Reichard and Bohm, sent
      out in 1884 by the AIA and partly funded by Leopold. Msiri at first received them courteously, but soon turned
      against them. As a consequence, Reichard extricated himself only with the greatest difficulty, while Bohm died of
      fever. More significant, however, was the arrival in 1886 of a Scottish missionary, Frederick Arnot, a member of
      the Plymouth Brethren. Surprisingly, Arnot was well received by Msiri, was promised royal protection and was
      given land for his Garanganze Evangelical Mission. For two years, this remarkable man, who had arrived without
      resources of any kind and lived off the land, stayed in Bunkeya until he was relieved by two colleagues, who were
      themselves later joined by three more. They achieved few conversions and even less influence on Msiri’s way of
      life, but to have survived at all in the circumstances was in itself a major achievement. It was Arnot’s
      book2 about his experiences in
      Bunkeya, which was published in 1889 and painted an upbeat picture of the country and its prospects, which first
      induced Rhodes to take an interest in Katanga. The following year, he and Johnston sent one of the latter’s
      Vice-Consul’s, Alfred Sharpe, to Bunkeya, with instructions to try to conclude a treaty with Msiri. Sharpe was,
      however, thwarted by one of Arnot’s successors, who was acting as witness and interpreter, and insisted on
      reading out the whole text. When Msiri’s learned what it contained, he was incensed, and Sharpe narrowly escaped
      Bunkeya with his life.
    


    
      Leopold, who during the 1880s had wholly lacked the means to establish himself in Katanga, was naturally much
      disquieted at this growing evidence of British influence, as well as by a growing tendency in Britain to regard
      Katanga, so far devoid of any ‘effective occupation’, as a ‘no-man’s-land’, there for the
      taking by any power which was able to occupy it. After receiving no reply to a proposal that he and the BSAC
      should set their respective frontiers at latitude 14° 00’ S, he protested3 vigorously to Lord Salisbury and drew the British Ambassador’s
      attention to the Belgian Note of August 1885, the reply to which had been drafted by the unfortunate Warburton.
      He also wrote to Queen Victoria and the Prince of Wales and lobbied the German government in his support.
      Johnston, however, was unrepentant. ‘I have reason to believe’, he reported4 to Salisbury,
    


    
      that the King of the Belgians wants to chase us out of an important piece of territory which we need to complete
      the new Province of British Central Africa…. From a Belgian point of view he is an admirable patriot, who has by
      many a hook and crook, by many a wile and intrigue, by much expenditure of his own and not a little of that
      subscribed by the rich English people whom he bamboozled, created a fine African empire for little Belgium. But
      why this enterprise should be viewed by us … with indulgence … I cannot conceive.
    


    
      Leopold for his part was forced to conclude that the only answer was prompt ‘effective occupation’, and in the
      course of 1890 he dispatched two expeditions to Bunkeya. One was led by Paul Le Marinel, the head of the station
      at Lusambo on the Sankuru, and the other by Alexandre Delcommune. The latter, who was a man of considerable
      experience of the Congo, acted as the representative of the CCCI, which Leopold, again with Thys as his
      executant, persuaded to relieve him of the costs of an expedition in return for a share in Katanga’s mineral
      resources and commercial potential. When, however, the two expeditions arrived in the spring and autumn of 1891
      respectively, neither Le Marinel nor Delcommune were able to persuade Msiri to make his mark on the requisite
      piece of paper, although he did permit them to set up a post in the area. Leopold’s next move, again with Thys’
      assistance, was to form his equivalent of the BSAC, the Compagnie du Katanga, with
      subscriptions from Mackinnon, Kirk and other British interests as well as the EIC and the CCCI. The CK was given
      a grant of a third of the land in the region, together with a concession to exploit the minerals on it and a
      preferential right to exploit all the minerals on state land. The CK then sent out two further expeditions, one
      led from the east coast by William Stairs, who had been a member of Stanley’s Emin Pasha expedition, and the
      other by a Belgian, Lucien Bia. Stairs, who arrived late in 1891 to find Katanga undermined
      by famine and growing rebellion against Msiri’s rule, was anything but a diplomat. He was determined not to put
      up with Msiri’s ‘little game’5
      and when, after two days of inconclusive argument, he had failed to come to terms, he simply hoisted the EIC flag
      above Bunkeya, on what was, as he saw it, already Free State territory. Thoroughly alarmed, Msiri fled to a
      neighbouring village, where he was pursued by two of Stairs’ party. On arrival, one of them, a Captain Bodson,
      entered Msiri’s hut and, after an altercation, drew his revolver and shot him dead. It is not clear whether this
      was done in self defence or merely out of exasperation, but in return, Bodson was mortally wounded by Msiri’s
      bodyguard. Stairs lost no time in nominating one of Msiri’s sons as a complaisant successor, in signing up
      neighbouring chiefs and declaring the region part of the Free State.
    


    
      Meanwhile the extent and severity of the famine and accompanying epidemics meant that Stairs and his party were
      increasingly hard put to it to survive. In January 1892, however, he was relieved by Bia, although he later died
      after reaching the coast. Bia himself, with the mission in Bunkeya accomplished, left on a 6-month treaty-making
      journey, ranging as far as Lakes Mweru and Bangweolo, and also visited Chitambo, where he placed a plaque at the
      place where Livingstone had died. At the same time, a geologist in his party, Jules Cornet, completed an
      extensive survey of the region and established that Katanga possessed immense copper deposits.
    


    
      By the end of 1892, therefore, Leopold’s initiatives in Katanga had achieved substantial results. As with the
      general run of his activities in the Congo, the acquisition of the region was only accomplished with considerable
      loss of life. Delcommune’s expedition lost 400 of its 650 members, while Stairs’ party was also decimated and
      Bia’s lost both its leader and over 500 men. However Leopold had confirmed his claims to the region, eliminated
      the local overlord, signed up a galaxy of chiefs, and explored its geography and geology. A post was maintained
      near Bunkeya, staffed by two or three Europeans at any one time. In May 1894, an agreement was signed with the
      British government, establishing a border between Katanga and what was to become Northern Rhodesia. Leopold’s
      main disappointment was that no worthwhile deposits of gold were found, while it was not profitable at the time
      to try to exploit the copper deposits. One problem was Katanga’s extreme isolation, another the low price of
      copper on world markets. It was not until the turn of the century, when the use of electric power and lighting
      began to be significant, that a rise in prices started to produce a copper boom and made the exploitation of
      Katanga’s deposits economic.
    


    
      To the north, in the areas dominated by the Arabs, Leopold was under less pressure, at least
      insofar as his authority was not challenged by any other European power. In an effort to discourage further Arab
      infiltration westwards, he established fortified posts at Lusambo on the Sukuru, and at Basoko at the confluence
      of the Congo and the Aruwimi, and this caused much Arab resentment. Beyond this, however, despite the
      undertakings he had given in the Berlin Act and the Brussels Anti-Slavery Conference, he was careful to do
      nothing to provoke a showdown. Despite the formation of the Force Publique, he
      remained acutely conscious of his financial and military weakness, and Free State officers were instructed on no
      account to cross the Lomami and more generally to refrain from activities which might arouse Arab hostility.
      Nevertheless, driven by his continuing financial constraints, his policies were inconsistent. In order to
      maximise revenue, Free State officials began increasingly to intervene in the ivory trade, trying to divert it
      from the east to the west coast and preserve the profits for the state. Several Belgian expeditions under the
      auspices of the Société Anti-Esclavagiste de Belgique
      also arrived on the west shore of Lake Tanganyika, partly to free slaves and block the slave trade routes to the
      east coast, but, more importantly, to levy duty on ivory being sent out in that direction. In 1891, the Belgian
      administrator in the region, van Kerckhoven, was sent with a large and well equipped expedition to the north-east
      of the Free State, primarily to establish a presence on the Nile, but also under orders to seize all the ivory he
      could find. His methods were ruthless and any Arabs who tried to oppose him were simply mown down: according to
      one account, 1,800 men were killed in a single engagement. The fact that this official participation in the trade
      was, in the spirit if not in the letter, contrary to the free trade provisions of the Berlin Act went for nothing
      in Leopold’s mind by comparison with the financial imperatives. For a while, he was able to conceal the activity
      from the wider world, but inevitably, as international trading companies arrived in the Congo in search of ivory,
      the extent of state involvement became widely known, and international protests found an echo even in Belgium
      itself.
    


    
      By 1892, mainly as a result of this official intervention in the ivory trade, Arab unrest had grown to the point
      where armed clashes were becoming increasingly frequent. Tippu Tib, who might have been able to prevent a general
      outbreak, was on an extended visit to Zanzibar, in part in order to defend himself against a bizarre – and
      ultimately unsuccessful – lawsuit brought against him by Stanley for having failed to support the Emin Pasha
      expedition. In his absence, impatience grew among his relatives and associates who were
      based at various centres in the Eastern Congo. His son, Sefu, and his nephew, Rashid, had both lost ivory to van
      Kerckhoven, as had another Arab chief, Mohara, who claimed that his losses amounted to Fr. 5 million in value.
      Had the Arab leaders combined, their overwhelming numbers of fighting men, generally estimated at some 100,000,
      would have undoubtedly made the Belgian position untenable, but their individual sense of independence and mutual
      jealousies prevented them from forming a common front. The spark that caused the conflagration came in the spring
      of 1892, when the Syndicat Commercial du Katanga sent an agent, Arthur Hodister, on
      an ivory buying expedition into the heart of Arab territory south of Stanley Falls. Hodister was a man of
      considerable panache, and it has been suggested that he was the model for Conrad’s character, Kurtz. He was also
      a skilful trader, known to and accepted by Arabs and Africans alike. This time, however, he overreached himself.
      Having ignored threats, two of his party were killed at Riba-Riba, half way between Stanley Falls and Nyangwe,
      and he and three companions were murdered a week later, being tortured before death and eaten afterwards. While
      the perpetrators were Africans, Mohara, whose base was at Nyangwe, made no secret of his instigation of the
      killings.
    


    
      Even then, Leopold continued to insist on ‘the necessity of continuing a temporising policy towards the
      Arabs’,6 but his man on the
      spot saw things differently. In charge at Lusambo was Dhanis, who was already engaged in fighting with a African
      chief, Ngongo Lutete, a former slave of Tippu Tib who controlled the region around Ngandu on the upper Lomani.
      Worsted by Dhanis in a succession of clashes, Ngongo Lutete switched sides in late 1892, and Dhanis accepted his
      submission. Enraged both at the defection and its acceptance, Mohara took up arms in defiance of Tippu Tib’s
      orders, and was supported by Sefu, who controlled Kasongo, a short way upstream from Nyangwe. Sefu promptly took
      hostage two Europeans, Lippens and de Bruyne, who were resident at Kasongo, and then sent de Bruyne under escort
      to the Lomani, to discuss terms with Dhanis’ representative. When the two Belgians met on opposite banks, de
      Bruyne was urged to swim across the river under covering fire, but refused to abandon Lippens, who was ill and
      would certainly have been killed as a consequence. By this act of self-abnegation he was to go down in the
      Belgian folklore as a national hero.
    


    
      A few days later, hostilities began between Sefu and Dhanis. Sefu crossed the Lomami and built a fort on the
      western side, but, with their superior fire power, Dhanis’ troops had little difficulty in driving the Arab force
      back into the river, with losses which were reported to run to several thousand. For Dhanis,
      the opportunity was too good to miss, and he proceeded to disobey his orders and seize the initiative. With six
      officers and 350 men of the Force Publique, he crossed the Lomami and advanced on
      Nyangwe, supported by Ngongo Lutete with several thousand of his Batatela followers, most of them cannibals. ‘The
      war will be cruel’, Dhanis warned his men,7 ‘with few prisoners taken on either side. … I have no intention of coming back
      alive from this campaign if it turns out badly. If any of you have the misfortune to be taken by the enemy, I
      shall regard him as dead and shall not risk a man to save him’. Lippens and de Bruyne were the first victims of
      this policy and were promptly murdered.
    


    
      Dhanis’ campaign went well and by early 1893 he had defeated Mohara in a succession of battles, his progress
      being impeded only by his being unable to follow up his victories until Ngongo Lutete’s men had finished eating
      the dead, the wounded and the prisoners. A Dr Sydney Hinde, who was attached to Dhanis’ force,
      recorded8 that
    


    
      it was here that the cannibal propensities of friendlies and camp followers were first brought before me… On
      returning … I found that the killed and wounded had disappeared, and some of my men volunteered the information
      that the friendlies had cut them up and carried them off for food. This I did not believe. On the way home,
      however, we were again attacked. The friendlies, who were dancing along in front, promptly broke and fled,
      leaving amongst the loot scattered about the road several human arms, legs and heads, which the men whose
      information I doubted took care to point out to me as proof that they had not lied.
    


    
      In March 1893 Nyangwe was entered and Kasongo fell the following month. A walled city of some considerable size,
      it was taken so quickly that a vast amount of loot was seized, including twenty-five tons of ivory. There was
      then a respite while Dhanis established his authority over the two towns and resettled thousands of freed slaves.
      Other victories followed later in the year, but there was hard fighting when the Arab leader in Ujiji, Rumaliza,
      crossed Lake Tanganyika and was joined by Sefu and other Arab chiefs. It was not until early in 1894 that the
      main Arab forces were driven out of the Free State, and all that remained was to mop up the remnants.
    


    
      Leopold gained further kudos from having exterminated the slave trade in the eastern Congo, and Dhanis and his
      fellow officers became, like de Bruyne, national heroes. Essentially, however, the humanitarian outcome was a
      side product of what was primarily a struggle for sovereignty, natural resources and trade.
      Leopold had certainly not intended to mount military operations at that particular time: rather it was the case
      of a local officer seeing an opportunity and being justified in the event. As Dhanis himself put it,
    


    
      The annihilation of Arab power has brought about the complete suppression of the devastating bands which, in
      order to procure slaves, had been ravaging the country with fire and sword, from Welle in the north down to the
      Sankuru in the south. With them the slave trade disappears from the regions they exploited, and very soon, we may
      hope, it will no longer exist in the Congo state. The native chiefs who have submitted have been reinstated in
      authority; others who have disappeared have been replaced by intelligent soldiers of the State; and some of the
      Arabs, who made their submission, have been left in enjoyment of their possessions. All have been disarmed and
      warned that their authority must be exercised under the direction of the State’s agents, who are charged with the
      pacific settlement of any differences that may arise.
    


    
      Dhanis was promoted and given a barony in recognition of his services. The Belgians tried and executed the Arab
      leaders who had been responsible for the murder of the Europeans, and established an administration much on the
      Arab model, based on the support of the lesser Arab and African chiefs in the region. The only fly in the
      ointment was that on the orders of a junior Belgian officer, Ngongo Lutete was tried and executed for alleged
      treason, an act which aroused widespread resentment among the Batatela and was to have serious repercussions
      later on.
    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
    

    The Drive to the Nile 2: Leopold’s ‘Fashoda’


    
      Even before Stanley had arrived back in Europe, other initiatives designed by Leopold to establish a presence on
      the Nile were well under way. In the spring of 1889, he had proposed a contract with Tippu Tib, under which the
      latter would set up three posts in the Bahr-el-Ghazal and, if possible, a fourth on the upper Nile. Tippu Tib,
      however, was understandably distrustful of Leopold’s good faith and failed to act, with the result that Leopold
      was finally reduced to using his own men and money. Between 1889 and 1891, he sent an expedition to establish
      posts up the Ubangi, the Uele and the Bomu. This established a station at Bangasso on the Bomu and succeeded in
      concluding treaties with a number of local chiefs. It was followed in 1891 by another expedition, which ascended
      the Bomu to the Congo-Nile watershed, and similarly set up stations along its route. Yet other expeditions later
      penetrated the Bahr-el-Ghazal, and one of them managed to reach Hofrat-en-Nahas, where there was reputed to be an
      ancient copper mine which Leopold apparently wished to exploit for his personal benefit.
    


    
      The French, meanwhile, had not been inactive, but had met with reverses. In 1890 de Brazza despatched an
      expedition with orders1 ‘to occupy progressively the territories to which we have access, notably the
      upper Ubangi, and to make of it a French region with an open door to the Nile’. The expedition found the French
      post at Las Abiras virtually besieged by the Belgians and moved on to try to take Bangasso, but discovered when
      they reached it that the Belgians had forestalled them and reinforced it. Throughout his confrontation with the
      French along and beyond the Bomu, Leopold had no hesitation in breaching both the limits to the Free State he had
      proposed during and after the Berlin Conference, and those set out in his 1887 agreement with the French. He
      ignored the 4th parallel and suggested disingenuously that the agreement covered the Ubangi only and that it did
      not apply above its confluence with the Bomu and Uele.
    


    
      Once he had received, in 1890, the Fr. 25 million loan from the Belgian Government and so had some fresh
      resources, Leopold supplemented his incursions into the Bahr-el-Ghazal with a direct assault on the Nile. Early
      in 1891, van Kerckhoven’s ivory-collecting expedition left Stanley Pool, struck inland and marched up the Uele.
      Its progress was slow and it took more than a year to reach that river, where Van Kerckhoven was accidentally
      killed by his gun-bearer. However his second-in-command, Jules Milz, carried on and in October 1892 arrived on
      the Nile at Wadelai, a short distance north of Lake Albert. He enlisted those of Emin’s men who were still in the
      region, hoping to leave them as a permanent garrison, but they proved unreliable and Milz was forced to withdraw
      under pressure from the Mahdists. He was then superseded by a new commander, Florimund Delanghe, and an advance
      was again made to the Nile, where in the summer of 1893 a number of posts were established, one of them named
      Fort Leopold. However, in the face of a Mahdist force advancing up the river, Delanghe was also forced to
      withdraw. He was heavily attacked by local tribesmen during the retreat, but eventually managed to establish
      himself at Dungu on the Uele.
    


    
      It is quite conceivable that, but for the Mahdist resistance, Leopold might have been able to establish himself
      on the Nile in the course of 1893 and 1894, to the extent that it would have been extremely difficult for anyone
      to eject him. As it was, although he was able to play up the progress of his expeditions as and when it suited
      him, and the impression gained ground that he was ‘on the Nile’, in reality whatever successes he had on the
      ground were at best transitory. His lines of communication were long and tenuous, and the Free State columns were
      continually threatened by the Mahdists. If not significant, however, in terms of actual occupation, these
      activities did give him sufficient leverage for the deployment of his diplomatic skills. In April 1890, when
      Stanley returned from the Emin Pasha expedition, he and Mackinnon agreed a draft treaty2 with Leopold which divided the
      region between them. On the one hand, this gave Mackinnon a corridor for the Cape to Cairo railway between Lakes
      Albert and Albert Edward: in return it stipulated that the Free State should have ‘sovereign rights’ on the west
      bank of the Nile as far north as Lado, to correspond with the IBEAC’s rights on the east bank. The draft was then
      shown by Mackinnon to Salisbury, who, evidently not seeing the implications, gave it his approval3 both orally and in writing, and was
      only then reminded by Percy Anderson of the French right of preference, which the treaty clearly violated.
      Mackinnon having refused to shift his ground on the plea that he was committed to Leopold, Salisbury allowed the
      treaty to stand.
    


    
      Matters might have been easier for Leopold had far-reaching changes not been taking place in attitudes in London.
      Up to 1882, Britain and France had both retained influence in Egypt, but in that year the British had acted
      unilaterally, defeated the Egyptians at the battle of Tel-el-Kebir and, following the collapse of the Egyptian
      administration, found themselves having to occupy and run the country. They at first intended that their presence
      should be no more than temporary, but in 1889, primarily in order to safeguard the Suez route to India, Salisbury
      became convinced that they must retain their hold indefinitely. It followed, in the thinking of the time, that to
      safeguard Egypt, Britain must also control the headwaters of the Nile. Bizarre as it may now seem, there was a
      general belief, which was sustained by such explorers as Samuel Baker, that whoever controlled the waters of the
      upper Nile could dam or divert them and so have a stranglehold on the lower reaches of the river. Throughout the
      succession of confrontations, both military and diplomatic, which dominated the region during this period, it was
      this belief that was the principal determining factor.
    


    
      To secure the upper Nile, Salisbury first reached an agreement4 with the Italians, who were active in Ethiopia, under which the latter
      undertook to stay away from the Nile valley. He also relied on Mackinnon, whose company had received its charter
      on the basis that it would occupy Uganda. When, in 1890, Bismarck fell from power and it seemed that the Germans
      might have the upper Nile in their sights, Salisbury went on in July of that year to conclude an
      agreement5 with them defining
      their respective frontiers in East Africa. This stipulated that Britain should have, as well as what was to
      become Uganda, the western watershed of the Nile. It did not, apparently, occur to Salisbury that Leopold might
      be able to maintain any sort of presence there.
    


    
      Leopold also tried to capitalise on his activities in his dealings with the French. Talks were held during 1891,
      although without reaching any conclusion, and the following year he put forward a claim to the lower Bomu and
      proposed a mixed commission to settle the precise frontier. This, he suggested, should run north-westwards from
      just above the confluence with the Ubangi to the watershed with the River Shari, which itself flows
      north-westwards and eventually runs into Lake Chad. If agreed, this would have neatly blocked French access to
      the Nile while safeguarding his own. The immediate French response was forthcoming, but was ill judged to the
      extent that it caused a backlash in Paris and had to be withdrawn. Instead, the French
      insisted, as a precondition, that all EIC posts in the area in contention must be vacated. Angered and
      disappointed, Leopold invoked the arbitration clause in the Berlin Act and tried to enlist British and German
      support. However the French dug in their toes and there the matter rested until late in 1892 when, with the
      advantage of Milz’s arrival on the Nile, Leopold tried to secure French recognition of his supposed territorial
      gains, offering them access to the Nile through the Bahr-el-Ghazal in return for a guarantee of access for
      himself. The French remained unresponsive and the talks were broken off early in 1893.
    


    
      In London, where early in 1892 the news broke of van Kerckhoven’s expedition to the Nile, it was received with
      indignation, the more so since it was realised that the treaty with Mackinnon, which Salisbury had assumed was of
      no account, was being used by Leopold to give legitimacy to his territorial pretensions. The news also came at a
      particularly bad time for the British government, as Mackinnon’s East African venture was failing and there was
      considerable doubt whether the British position in Uganda could be maintained. The British response was therefore
      blunt. In March 1892, a formal demand6 was delivered in Brussels that the EIC should remain within the limits claimed
      following the Berlin Act and, in particular, that no advance should be made into the western watershed of the
      Nile. When, in response, Leopold invoked the Mackinnon treaty, the Foreign Office threw the book at him. He was
      told7 that the ‘treaty’ had
      never been formally communicated to the British government and was therefore ‘unknown’, that Salisbury’s
      agreement to it had been purely personal, that Mackinnon had no power to concede political rights, and that the
      clause providing for the railway corridor had never been implemented and so was null and void. At best, the
      Foreign Office insisted, the treaty had never been more than an informal basis for an agreement. Whatever the
      rights and wrongs – and if Leopold could not rely on the written assurance of a British minister, what was to be
      relied on? – there was little he could do about it. He asked for ‘non-political’ rights, whatever that may have
      meant, but the British were adamant. In a formal Note8 in March 1892, his immediate withdrawal from the region was demanded.
    


    
      Leopold was not, however, defeated. A short while later he quietly arranged for Lambermont to hint, in the course
      of a visit to London, that the French were on their way to the Nile. This happened not to be true at the time,
      but the British were predictably alarmed. When a new government took office in London in the summer of the 1892,
      its Foreign Secretary, Lord Rosebery, found himself at the receiving end of another
      Leopoldian initiative. Knowing of the likelihood of British withdrawal from Uganda, Leopold proposed that as a
      measure of co-operation, the EIC might administer the country for them. Otherwise he would have no choice but to
      do a deal with the French. Despite an approving nod from Queen Victoria, Gladstone, once again Prime Minister,
      was having none of this stratagem, and his attitude hardened later in the year as the news came in of Milz’s
      arrival on the Nile. Leopold was again told to withdraw, but threatened9 to publish the Mackinnon treaty and the accompanying
      correspondence with Salisbury. Gladstone and Rosebery forbore to press the point and an uneasy quiet prevailed
      over the next few months.
    


    
      The next move came from the French, who decided in May 1893 to send another expedition towards the Nile.
      Increasingly frustrated at the continuing British refusal to consider a withdrawal from Egypt, they too believed
      that control of the Upper Nile could be used to threaten Egypt and put pressure on the British government.
      However the expedition’s leader, Monteil, was reluctant to move until agreement had been reached with Leopold.
      Naturally enough, the latter was less than conciliatory and continued to demand recognition of his own supposed
      occupation of the Bahr-el-Ghazal, and negotiations dragged on throughout the year and into 1894. At the same
      time, Leopold continued to urge on the British the dangers of an imminent French advance, now with the advantage
      that his warnings had substance. The francophobes, led by Percy Anderson, were impressed, and Leopold’s
      exaggerated accounts of his own hold on the region also had an effect, it being only somewhat later that a
      British party which had arrived on the Nile through Uganda found that there was no EIC presence there at all. In
      the spring of 1894, therefore, secret negotiations were opened, first in Brussels and then in London, with a view
      to offering Leopold the lease, for his lifetime, of the western bank of the Nile as far north as the 10th
      parallel, together with the lease, for him and his heirs, of the Bahr-el-Ghazal as far west as the 25th meridian.
      The Free State was also to have the use of a port on Lake Albert. In return, Leopold was to renounce the
      Mackinnon agreement and once more offer a corridor for the Cape to Cairo railway. On 12 April, the
      agreement10 was signed.
    


    
      At that point Leopold made one of his rare miscalculations, and it turned out to be fatal. In an apparent attempt
      to get a better deal from the French, he received a French delegation in Brussels only four days later and
      started to negotiate an agreement which, by guaranteeing French access to the Nile, was totally incompatible with
      the one he had just concluded in London. A short while into the negotiation, the French
      started to get wind of the London agreement and Leopold realised, too late, the extent of his folly. As a French
      commentator put it11
    


    
      While the negotiations followed their course and our diplomacy tried faithfully to find a formula for agreement,
      a grave event took place: the Free State negotiated with England without us and against us, and obtained from
      this power, which had no right to them, certain territories which were in diplomatic negotiation between it and
      us. More than that, it violated the right of preference accorded to France by ceding in exchange a band of its
      own territory to a third power, England.
    


    
      In an effort to cover his tracks, Leopold tried to persuade the British to post-date the agreement to 12 May, and
      this was reluctantly agreed. Then, at the critical moment, the French government fell and it seemed that he might
      have escaped the worst consequences. When, however, a new French government was formed, its Foreign Minister
      turned out to be Gabriel Hanotaux, the very man who had, as an official, been negotiating in Brussels the
      previous month. He proceeded to launch a violent attack both on Leopold personally and on the London treaty, the
      terms of which were published on 22 May, and threatened to take action on the ground to prevent the Free State
      from occupying the territory ceded to it. The French government asked the Assembly for a credit of Fr. 1.8m ‘to
      reinforce the French posts on the upper Ubangi’ and issued a decree putting the river and the territory to the
      north of it under the command of Monteil, directly responsible to the Ministry of Colonies. The Germans also
      weighed in and declared the idea of the railway corridor unacceptable, with the result that the British abandoned
      the relevant article of the agreement. There was still a chance, had the British and his own cabinet supported
      him, that Leopold might have been able to emerge with the remainder of the agreement intact. But his cabinet took
      fright at the sight of combined French and German hostility, while the British cabinet overruled Rosebery and
      decided to abandon Leopold to the mercies of the French. He had no alternative but to sign an
      agreement12 under which he
      had to surrender to them all the EIC posts north of the Bomu and renounce all political ambitions in the
      Bahr-el-Ghazal. He was, however, allowed to retain a relatively short strip of territory, the ‘Lado enclave’,
      stretching up to 5° 30’ N on the western bank of the Nile.
    


    
      A less determined man might have accepted this humiliation as the end of his ambitions on the Nile. Not so
      Leopold. In January 1895, his old friend and ally, Felix Faure, became the French President
      and, in the course of a visit to Paris in September of that year, Leopold seems to have reached an agreement with
      him for common action on the upper Nile. The prospect of further Nilotic adventures so alarmed the EIC’s Foreign
      Minister, van Eetvelde, that he went so far as to urge13 the British privately to occupy the upper Nile and so thwart his master’s
      plans. Leopold himself went to London on several occasions during 1895 and early 1896, and made a succession of
      proposals designed to give him territory on the Nile, even going so far as to suggest that Egypt might be handed
      over to him. Again, however, his efforts were undermined by van Eetvelde and his ideas were never taken seriously
      – indeed Salisbury, again Prime Minister, had to restrain himself,14 when meeting Leopold, from delivering ‘some disrespectful commentary’ on
      the more extreme of them.
    


    
      In fact Salisbury had more serious concerns. Britain still had no presence on the Upper Nile, and fresh threats
      to it were emerging. In 1896, he went to Parliament for what was, at the time, the immense sum of £3 million, in order to build a railway from the East African coast at Mombasa as far as Lake
      Victoria. When completed, this would facilitate access, but the construction would inevitably take several years.
      Meanwhile, at the end of 1895, the French government approved the despatch of a small, 200 man expedition under
      Jean-Baptiste Marchand, with orders to plant the French flag on the Nile at Fashoda. The significance of this
      benighted spot, a thousand miles north of Lado, was that it lay just below the points where the main stream of
      the White Nile was joined by a mass of tributaries issuing from the Bahr-el-Ghazal and by the River Sobat,
      flowing from the Ethiopian highlands. It was therefore seen as the place from which the whole flow of the White
      Nile could, for the first time, be manipulated. For the doves in the French Cabinet, the Marchand expedition was
      intended merely as a small-scale, non-confrontational initiative, designed to give France a say in the eventual
      disposition of the upper Nile. For the hawks, however, it was a full-blooded attempt to stake out territory and
      ‘reopen the Egyptian question’. Nor was this the only threat. In March 1896, at the battle of Adowa, the Italians
      were routed by an Ethiopian army under the leadership of Emperor Menelik. The latter was now in a position to
      advance towards the Upper Nile, and the French were quick to solicit his backing for two expeditions which they
      launched from French Somalia towards the end of 1896, at the same time signing a treaty promising him the eastern
      bank of the Nile as his reward. Their calculation was that with his support, Marchand would be strong enough to
      see off any force which might be sent up-river by the British. The overall aim was far
      reaching, nothing less than to effect a pincer-movement on the Nile and give France a belt of territory
      stretching from the French Congo to the Red Sea. However the defeat of the Italians also gave Salisbury his
      opportunity. When they asked him to send a force to relieve their remaining garrison at Kassala, he saw this as a
      convenient cover for an advance up the Nile. Before the month was out, Herbert Kitchener, the Commander-in-Chief
      in Egypt, had been given orders to march south. As he progressed, British troops were added to his force, giving
      him the capacity to defeat the Mahdists and occupy the Sudan.
    


    
      Leopold, meanwhile, was not inactive. Rebuffed by Salisbury, he provided the Marchand expedition with transport
      to Stanley Pool and a steamer to take them up the Ubangi. He also put his own plans into effect. These were to
      send two expeditions to the Nile, one led by the redoubtable Dhanis and the other by another of the Congo’s best
      officers, Louis-Napoleon Chaltin. Dhanis’ expedition, which numbered some 2,700 men and was the largest yet to be
      mounted in central Africa, was to march by the Aruwimi, where it would be unlikely to be noticed. The other, with
      700 men, was to take the more northerly route along the Bomu. Leopold’s cover story was that he was merely taking
      possession of the Lado enclave, ceded to him under his agreement with the French. In reality, Dhanis’ orders were
      to advance up the Nile towards Khartoum. Leopold’s purpose was simple, indeed naive. In essence it was to
      engineer a repetition of the situation which had enabled him, at the Berlin Conference, to acquire the Congo
      itself, namely to put himself in a position where the great powers would prefer to see him, rather than another
      of their number, occupy a significant part of Africa. As a contemporary Belgian was to put it15 a little later, no doubt at official
      prompting,
    


    
      The best way of solving the burning question of Egypt would be to find for the valley of the Nile, an
      international and cosmopolitan land, a combination analogous to that applied to the Suez Canal, which would
      relieve the situation of its menacing character. The French should abandon the middle Nile where they have just
      established themselves, and the British the lower Nile which they occupy, and this great African river, neutral
      and open to all, should be finally placed under the guardianship of a third African power. One could not find any
      power better qualified than the one which was saluted at Berlin as one of the guardians of the civilising mission
      of the 1885 Conference, the EIC.
    


    
      Never one to put all his eggs in one basket, Leopold also intrigued to acquire Eritrea from
      the Italians. He too had a pincer movement in mind, but recognised that he would have to obtain the agreement of
      the major powers. He persuaded the Italians, as a first step, to approach the British, but they were summarily
      rebuffed, and the British made clear their determination not to see anyone else straddling the Upper Nile.
    


    
      Then Leopold’s plans went badly wrong on the ground. With Stanley’s experience before him, he should have known
      better than to send Dhanis up the Aruwimi. Such were the hardships suffered by his troops, mostly Batetela
      tribesmen who were already smarting from the execution of their leader, Ngongo Lutete, that they mutinied and
      killed several of their Belgian officers. Dhanis himself had to flee into the forest and was lucky to survive.
      The Batetela then rampaged throughout the eastern Congo and for some time threatened the stability of the whole
      area, and it was several years before they were finally cornered and dealt with. Chaltin, meanwhile, had managed
      to reach Lado, but his force was too small to advance further and Leopold found himself on the sidelines of the
      Anglo-French confrontation which ensued in the summer of 1998.
    


    
      After a long and agonising journey, Marchand reached Fashoda in July of that year, where he planted the Tricolor.
      His force was, however, without support, as the two expeditions coming from the east had both foundered and
      Menelik had not honoured his agreement. Shortly afterwards, Kitchener, who had defeated the Mahdists at Omdurman
      and occupied Khartoum, advanced up the Nile. The two men met at Fashoda, where they stayed at arm’s length until
      the resulting crisis was sorted out in Europe. In the belief that what was at stake was not just ‘the middle of
      nowhere’ but Egypt itself, feelings ran high in both France and Britain, and there was an imminent danger of war.
      However the French army was paralysed by the Dreyfus affair and their fleet was in a state of considerable
      decrepitude. Knowing that they were in no fit state to fight a war in Europe and that Kitchener, with a
      considerably stronger force, would have no difficulty in disposing of Marchand, the French backed down. Marchand
      retired and the British occupation of the Sudan was generally recognised.
    


    
      By all, that is, except Leopold. Having faced down the French and, as they believed, established an exclusive
      grip on the upper Nile, the British were astounded when he claimed that their occupation had the effect of
      revalidating the 1894 Anglo-EIC agreement, which had never been repudiated by either party. It also emerged that
      in 1894, before surrendering to the French, Leopold had, in the utmost secrecy, given a commercial concession in
      the Bahr-el-Ghazal to a Société Générale Africaine, which had in
      turn granted concessions to two British companies, the Anglo-Belgian Africa Company and the British Tropical
      Africa Company. A distinguished Anglo-Indian official, Sir Lepel Griffin, had become chairman of the two
      companies and their shares had been issued privately, 10% of them to Leopold. When, in March 1899, the French
      formally surrendered all rights on the upper Nile, Leopold announced the revival of his own and prepared to send
      an expedition from Lado north to Fashoda. This gave the British government several problems. The first was that
      they had no presence of their own south of Fashoda, while another was that the consensus of international legal
      opinion, which Leopold was assiduous in soliciting and publicising, was that his claim was well founded. He was,
      indeed, able to cite several occasions when the British government had itself in effect conceded the continuing
      validity of the agreement.16
      Rumours also began to circulate about mysterious concessions in the Bahr-el-Ghazal, and in June 1900, these
      assumed concrete shape when the Anglo-Belgian Africa Company applied to the Foreign Office for safe passage for
      its representatives through the Sudan in order to work the concession given to it by Leopold. Finally, as the
      British Minister in Brussels, Sir Francis Plunkett, put it,17 Britain was
    


    
      fighting on the Upper Nile a first class intellect which, in addition to the advantages arising from the sanctity
      of a King, has the further enormous advantage of thoroughly knowing his own mind and has neither Parliament nor
      Conseil to hamper it.
    


    
      Faced with a typically Leopoldian challenge, the British delivered a firm riposte. They rejected the Company’s
      request for safe conduct and pointed out that Leopold had renounced all rights to the Bahr-el-Ghazal in his 1894
      agreement with the French, and further that it was the rights of Egypt, specifically reserved in the
      Anglo-Congolese agreement, which had been revived by virtue of the British victory at Omdurman. They started to
      send columns into the Bhar-el-Ghazal and built a post facing Lado, from which they could keep a close eye on
      Belgian activity.
    


    
      With not far short of 3000 troops in the Lado enclave, Leopold was not in the least discouraged and continued to
      press his case. His agreement with the French, he argued, had no relevance to that with the British, while it was
      obvious that so long as they occupied Egypt, it was the British, and not the Egyptians, who were the paramount
      power. Conscious of the weakness of their legal case and reluctant to risk arbitration, which could be invoked
      under Article 12 of the Berlin Act, the British government had two concerns. The first was
      to take care not to provoke a clash between their columns and those of the Congolese, while the second was not to
      allow a diplomatic impasse to arise. Leopold therefore had little difficulty in forcing a negotiation, which
      began early in 1901 between van Eetvelde and Plunkett’s successor in Brussels, Sir Constantine Phipps. Leopold’s
      terms were that he should have territorial rights in perpetuity as far north as 5° 30’ N, together with
      commercial rights in the Bahr-el-Ghazal north of this line. There then followed what can only be described as a
      prolonged haggle, with Leopold trying at all costs to remain on the Nile and the British determined to ease him
      off it, and a succession of proposals and counterproposals were made, with accompanying lines on maps, over a
      period of several years. To strengthen his hand, Leopold reinforced and fortified the Lado enclave, and sent out
      columns which surveyed and set up posts in the territory under dispute. One of these, led by a notable Belgian
      explorer, Charles Lemaire, with scientific enquiry as its ostensible aim, more than once came face to face with a
      British force, although hostilities were avoided. So long as the issue remained alive, the British were
      constrained by the fact that their forces on the Upper Nile were weaker than Leopold’s, and that the same applied
      to their legal case. In any event they could hardly be seen to be fighting ‘little Belgium’. Eventually, however,
      Leopold was forced to realise that although he could have had any one of several proposals giving him part of the
      Bahr-el-Ghazal, there was no way that the British were going to let him remain permanently on the Nile. It was
      from the outset politically impossible for them to concede to him what had been gained at the risk of war with
      France, and as time went by and his Congo administration came under ever more intense attack in Britain, so the
      political consequences of handing a Sudanese population over to him were seen as increasingly unacceptable.
    


    
      In the summer of 1905, matters finally came to a head, when Leopold issued the so-called ‘Ems Decree’,18 unilaterally declaring some of the
      disputed territory part of the EIC. In London, astonishment that even he could contemplate so provocative an act
      quickly hardened into a determination to settle the issue. Towards the end of the year, the British government
      finally seized the initiative by closing the Nile to Congolese traffic, which they had earlier permitted, and by
      declaring that in no circumstances would they accept arbitration. Early in 1906, Leopold had at last to accept
      defeat. Van Eetvelde went to London with full powers and reached an agreement19 under which the 1894 Treaty would be annulled, the
      Bahr-el-Ghazal would remain British and the frontier would lie along the Congo/Nile watershed. As a sop to
      Leopold’s pride, it was agreed that he could retain the Lado enclave for his lifetime,
      although it would revert to Britain within six months of his death. The British government also agreed to raise
      the Nile blockade and to guarantee, through the Egyptian government, the interest on a loan towards the
      construction of a railway from the Congo to the navigable Nile. This was a project which Leopold had been
      pressing for several years, partly as a means of completing the Cape to Cairo route, but also as a way of
      securing permanent access to the Nile if all else failed. The British now went along with this, in the confident
      expectation, which was in the event justified, that the costs of the railway would be such that it would never be
      built.
    


    
      While he continued to prevaricate and intrigue, this was the effective end of Leopold’s adventures on the Nile.
      Although he had authorised the negotiation, he was enraged at the outcome and the unfortunate van Eetvelde, who
      had served him loyally for a quarter of a century, was dismissed and publicly disgraced. This was, he complained,
      ‘our Fashoda’.20 In pursuit
      of the ‘Pharaonic mirage’, he had, over a period of twenty years, expended immense diplomatic effort, numerous
      lives and considerable amounts of money which could have been much better spent on the development of the Free
      State. The British for their part, who had had no difficulty in securing agreements with the Italians and
      Germans, and who had seen off the French, albeit at the cost of a major confrontation, in a matter of weeks, had
      had to put up with years of tortuous negotiation and troublesome and costly manoeuvrings on the ground. In face
      of their determination, Leopold had found his horizons progressively and inexorably shrinking. Dreams of
      acquiring Egypt as part of a major power settlement had to be replaced by plans for a march on Khartoum and a
      position as the dominant power on the Upper Nile. These in turn had to be reduced to efforts to retain a minimal
      hold on the navigable river. All that was finally left to him was the temporary possession of the Lado enclave
      and the mirage of a railway. Ultimately, after his death, there was nothing. As a prolonged exercise in
      megalomaniac futility, it has its place in history.
    

  


  
    Part Five
    

    Exploitation

  


  
    Chapter
    Sixteen
    

    The Domainal System


    
      Even with the Fr 25 million loan from the Belgian government and the ability to levy duty on imports, the Free
      State remained, during the early 1890s, on the verge of bankruptcy. In addition to the ever-growing costs of
      administration, Leopold had still to occupy Katanga and deal with the Arabs, and he was also determined to pursue
      his ambitions in the Nile valley. According to some calculations,1 he had by then spent some Fr. 19 million of his
      personal fortune, and his energies continued to be absorbed in ‘finding money, satisfying his creditors,
      obtaining extensions, trying to make sceptical financiers share his faith in the future of the
      colony’.2 Initially, the main
      source of revenue was the ivory trade, which had for some years been exploited not only by the Arabs but also by
      private companies based on the Congo estuary, who purchased tusks brought from the interior by African middlemen.
      Ivory was at the time much in demand in Europe, for such objects as false teeth, piano keys, billiard balls,
      cutlery handles, ladies’ fans and ornaments of one sort or another, and there was also a substantial market in
      India for ivory bangles and elephant teeth. When pushing up the Congo in 1884, Stanley had found the region rich
      in ivory, while the Bahr-el-Ghazal was also reputed to possess large herds of elephants. During the late 1880s,
      the trade expanded significantly and it was a simple move for Leopold to instruct his officials to collect ivory
      for the benefit of the State. Their increasing involvement in the trade soon aroused strong objections from Thys’
      Société Anonyme Belge pour le Commerce du Haut Congo, as well as from the other
      locally established trading companies who had moved into the Congo to benefit from the promises of free trade set
      out in the Berlin Act, but who now found themselves unable to compete with an operation which paid duty neither
      on its imports nor on the ivory it exported. To compound their difficulties, in March 1890 the Free State
      quadrupled3 the export duties
      on ivory, a move which Leopold tried to justify4 to Beernaert by arguing that the state had every right to harvest the product of
      its own lands and that it was intolerable that private companies should be the only ones to profit from the
      natural wealth of the country. Nevertheless the pressures were such, at a time when his first priority was to
      obtain a government loan, that he was forced to issue a decree5 allowing private companies to purchase ivory in an area between Stanley
      Pool and Stanley Falls, extending into the interior as far as the first rapids on the various Congo tributaries.
    


    
      It was not long, however, before he reversed course. In the autumn of 1891 a decree6 appeared ordering Free State officials in the Aruwimi
      and Ubangi-Uele regions to secure natural products for the state, in particular ivory and rubber. By this time,
      rubber was replacing ivory as a potential money-earner for the Congo. In the late 1880s, a certain Mr. Dunlop had
      invented the pneumatic tyre, for which there developed a rapidly growing market, at first for bicycles and then
      increasingly for cars. To this was progressively added industrial uses for such items as tubing, washers and
      springs. In most African countries, the local population was able to gather and market natural produce with
      little restriction or regulation. In the Congo, however, further decrees7 and orders were brought into effect, under which Africans were
      prohibited from selling to anyone other than the State, while any private company or person buying these
      commodities was to be regarded as receiving stolen goods. These decrees were an extension of that promulgated at
      the inauguration of the Free State, by which all lands not in actual occupation or cultivation by the African
      inhabitants had been declared to be terres vacantes, belonging to the Government. In
      practice, of course, the indigenous economy was reliant not just on cultivation, itself shifting in order to
      preserve fertility, but also on hunting and the gathering of forest produce, and Africans had traditionally
      regarded the land over which they ranged for their livelihood as owned by them. While it had been a practice,
      both in Africa and elsewhere, for colonial powers to declare ‘unoccupied’ land the property of the government,
      the extent to which this affected the inhabitants varied, and nowhere were the restrictions on exploitation so
      far-reaching as those which were now put into effect in the Congo.
    


    
      The establishment of an effective state monopoly in rubber and ivory caused an immediate storm both in Belgium
      and farther afield. Not only were the trading companies again enraged, but the move gave rise to a final break
      between Leopold and several of those who had, from the outset, been his loyal supporters in the effort to found and develop the Free State. Strauch, Thys, Janssen and Beernaert were all profoundly
      alienated, as also were Banning and Lambermont. The latter two had argued with Leopold when he had pressed for a
      clause permitting export duties to be included in the Berlin Act, and again when he had campaigned for the 10%
      export duty in the course of the Brussels Anti-Slavery Conference. They were now horrified at what they saw as a
      major reneging both on free trade principles and on Leopold’s explicit undertakings, enshrined in international
      agreements, and Banning went so far as to produce a pamphlet8 arguing that the move was not only both illegal and inhumane, but that it also
      ‘repudiated the principles of economic science’ and could only lead the Congo to ruin. He was promptly banished
      from royal favour and Leopold went to considerable lengths to ostracise and humiliate him. The decrees were
      strongly criticised in Parliament and there was the real possibility that the Cabinet might join Beernaert in
      resigning. Leopold looked for support from the British and German governments, but found none.
    


    
      He was therefore again forced to retreat. In October 1892, a further decree9 was issued dividing the terres
      vacantes into two main zones. The first zone, the Domaine Privé, covered an
      extensive region in the centre of the country, as well as the valleys of the Uele and Aruwimi and other areas to
      the north of the Congo river. In it, all rights were reserved to the state. In parts of it, thirty-year
      concessions were granted to two companies, the Anglo-Belgian Rubber Company (ABIR) and the Société Anversoise du Commerce du Congo, the former in the basins of the Lopori and Maringa
      rivers, the latter in the Mongala basin. Both companies were organised in such a way as to attract private
      capital, while paying taxes and duties to the state and allowing it either 50% of the shares or a fixed
      proportion of the profits. The concessions allowed the two companies to exploit all forest products, and they
      were also given powers of bodily detention and the right to police their territories. The state undertook to
      found posts for them, to help keep order and to supply them with arms and ammunition. The President of ABIR was
      an Antwerp financier, van den Nest, one of Leopold’s most assiduous supporters, while the Chairman was a British
      adventurer, speculator and social climber, one Colonel North, who seems to have been little more than Leopold’s
      creature. The President of Anversoise was the Belgian banker Browne de Tiège,
      Leopold’s close confident and financial adviser. By means of a system of interlocking directorships and the
      appointment of officials to their Boards, these and other companies were closely tied both to each other and to
      the Free State. In the second zone, which consisted  mainly of the valley of the Kasai,
      private companies were permitted to trade, but were in practice extensively harried and restricted. In 1901,
      Leopold managed to amalgamate the surviving Kasai companies into a single Compagnie du
      Kasai, much on the lines of the ABIR and Anversoise, and similarly under his
      effective control. Meanwhile Katanga was closed to trade on the grounds of safety, but in practice the
      Compagnie du Katanga held the concessions there.
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      A few years later, Leopold took a further step, by creating another area, the Domaine de la
      Couronne, a large tract of territory around Lake Leopold II, which he exploited as his private property.
      In extent, it ran to more than 1/4 million acres, or over a tenth of the total area of the state. The existence
      of this Domaine was kept a closely guarded secret and even the Belgian Cabinet had no
      knowledge of its existence. To augment its income, Leopold also requisitioned a proportion
      of the proceeds of state loans.
    


    
      The effect of the domainal system was largely to destroy the traditional economy of the Congo basin. The local
      traders who had shuttled between the interior and the trading stations at the coast had already been mostly put
      out of business by the trading companies which had established themselves in the Upper Congo in the late 1880s.
      Now both the traders and the companies lost out to the state and its concessionary companies. At the same time,
      forbidden to trade on their own account, the local populations were required to work for the state or the
      concessionary companies in lieu of taxation. Under the system, districts were ‘taxed’ for quotas of food,
      porterage, ivory, rubber and other commodities. As posts were established across the Domaine
      de la Couronne and the concession areas, so the more accessible villages were forced to provide food, wood
      for steamers and labour for porterage and paddling, the more remote rubber and other natural produce. In the
      early years, there were, in general, no limits set on the amount of work exacted, and even after 1903, when, in
      theory, no individual was required to devote more than forty hours a month to such corvées,10
      in practice it was left to the local administrators, who were promptly urged to increase their returns, to
      determine how the work should be measured and what payments, if any, should be made. Where the harvesting of
      natural produce was concerned, the administrators were constantly urged to expand production to the maximum, and
      it was made clear to them that advancement would be dependent not on administrative competence, but on the
      amounts of produce they succeeded in obtaining. Both the state and the companies paid their employees low
      salaries and expected them to earn commission on the produce they obtained, a practice which presented
      considerable incentives for exploitation. According to George Grenfell, who was one of the first missionaries to
      arrive in the Congo and a notable explorer of several of its previously unknown tributaries, cheapness of labour
      was the aim of recruitment, and those selected tended to be ‘people who had been refused by other companies or
      who had been dismissed by them for bad behaviour’. They were typically paid some Fr. 1,200 to Fr. 1,500 (£48—£60)
      a year: ‘People who went to the Congo for such slight compensation were not worth more’. One such employee
      wrote11 to his mother
      towards the end of the century to say that he confidently expected to obtain some four tonnes of rubber a month,
      which, on the basis of a 50/50 split with his District Commissioner, would bring him Fr. 500 a month over and
      above his salary. If he were to ‘play rubber’ for just two years, he would make Fr. 12,000 in commission, which
      would enable him to buy a house; while, if he served a further tour, he would be able to marry and settle down
      comfortably. Unfortunately, his methods were to prove too robust and before long he was faced with a major
      uprising, for which he was made the scapegoat.
    


    
      [image: Image]

      
        FIGURE
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      The usual procedure was that when a post was set up, the agent had to enumerate the surrounding population and
      determine how much they should be required to contribute by way of produce or
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      labour. Increases were obtained either by extending the post’s control to new villages, or by increasing quotas,
      to the extent that women and children were often also compelled to collect. Some areas escaped relatively
      lightly, while others were too remote to be affected, but Africans often found themselves having to work
      extortionate periods for nominal payment, while, as the time left to them to grow their own food became limited,
      famine and disease followed. Inevitably the system bred violence and the Africans reacted
      with armed resistance, or, if this was impossible, flight. To enforce deliveries of produce, capitas, African supervisors, were appointed to districts and villages as representatives of the
      state or the concessionary companies. The atrocities committed by these men and their gangs of followers were
      often extreme, and the system gave rise to widespread terror. To demonstrate that they had not expended
      ammunition uselessly, they were required to cut a hand off each of their dead victims and bring it to their
      officers or agents, a practice that came to be regarded as exemplifying the brutality of the Free State regime.
      It is not surprising that, in order to keep the tally straight, victims were killed other than by shooting and
      hands were cut off the living and wounded. If villages were particularly intransigent, the state or the companies
      mounted punitive expeditions to enforce compliance. If the villagers bolted, women and chiefs were seized and
      held hostage against their return and participation in the gathering of produce. If only on account of the
      rudimentary nature of the judicial system and the remoteness of most of the country, there was little or no
      possibility of recourse to law, and in any case the prevailing bias, from top to bottom, was in favour of
      maximising production, at whatever cost. Reports from the representatives of the independent trading companies
      during the years 1891 and 1892, when the system was being imposed, all told the same story – villages pressured
      to harvest ivory and rubber exclusively for the state representatives and its concessionaires, the companies
      consequently deprived of business, extreme coercion applied and hostages taken to enforce deliveries, villages
      abandoned, the countryside depopulated.
    


    
      As the system was extended across the country, therefore, the local population found themselves toiling not just
      for an alien government, but for profits which overwhelmingly accrued in Europe. Whereas, in the run of colonies,
      imports tended to exceed exports in the early years, due to the need to invest in infrastructure, administration
      and other areas which did not generate quick returns, in the Congo exports exceeded imports by a wide margin
      almost from the outset and well into the 1920s. The Free State system was little more than one of plunder, and no
      regard was paid either to the well being of the local population or to the conservation of the herds of elephants
      or the wild rubber plants. By the late 1890s, the bulk of the elephant population had been destroyed, while
      returns on the harvesting of wild rubber dropped from 1907 onwards. The problem in the Congo was that the rubber
      came mostly from vines of the genus landolphia, rather than from trees. Whereas
      rubber trees were hardy and could withstand tapping, the vines were fragile and easily destroyed, particularly by
      gatherers who were desperate to meet the quotas allotted to them and who, as the vines were
      worked out, had to travel increasing distances to harvest them. The system of exploitation would thus only be
      sustainable for a limited number of years, but, while it lasted, Leopold and his associates exerted themselves to
      extract all the returns they could.
    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen
    

    The Initial Belgian Takeover Bids


    
      Despite the development of the domainal system during the early 1890s and the returns it was beginning to bring
      in, a financial crisis finally broke over the Free State in 1894. In that year, the State’s overall
      deficit1 amounted to some Fr.
      4.5 million. Of this, Fr. 2 million and Fr. 1 million were covered respectively by the Belgian Government’s loan
      and Leopold’s personal subvention, but this left some Fr. 1.5 million still to be found. Leopold’s solution was
      to call together2 a group of
      those closest to him, to whom he confided that in 1892, contrary to the undertakings he had given to the
      government and Parliament not to solicit any further loans, he had borrowed Fr. 5 million from Browne de Tiège on
      the security of 40 million acres of land in the Congo. The loan was due to be repaid, with interest, in July of
      the following year and the King saw no prospect whatever that he would be able to muster the necessary funds.
      Instead, he proposed that in strict secrecy, a Société Générale des Cultures should
      be formed which would itself lease 42 million acres in the Congo in return for a payment of Fr. 6.65 million, so
      enabling him to repay the Browne de Tiège loan. The state would have the right to continue to exploit the natural
      produce over the greater part of the concession for a period of fifty years, handing over half of the net
      proceeds to the Société. Where precisely its money was to come from is unclear, but
      it seems that the shady Colonel North and other Britishers were involved and the assumption was that, at least
      initially, most of it would be British. On 30 November 1894, a decree was secretly signed establishing the
      Société, providing that it should come into being at the beginning of the following
      year.
    


    
      Within a few days of the Société being formed, news of it, as was perhaps inevitable,
      reached the ears of Leopold’s Premier, Jules de Burlet, who had replaced Beernaert a few months earlier. He
      immediately sought an audience with the King, who made no mention of the Browne de Tiège
      loan, but admitted to the Société de Cultures and insisted that further funds were
      absolutely necessary if the Free State was to survive. He asked that the 1890 agreement should be modified, to
      allow the Free State to raise, in place of the yearly Fr. 2 million loan and with a government guarantee, such
      money as it needed to balance its books. This should be in the form of Congolese debt and hence free of any
      restriction, although the Free State’s total budgetary expenditure would be subject to the Belgian Government’s
      approval. De Burlet called a cabinet meeting the same evening, at which there was general consternation at the
      prospect that when Belgium came to take over the Congo, it would find a large tract of the country alienated,
      possibly to non-Belgian interests. The cabinet reaffirmed the 1890 ban on new loans, called for the rescinding of
      the decree establishing the Société de Cultures and demanded full accounts of the
      Free State’s finances. It also, most critically, decided that Belgium should take over the Congo without delay.
      On 7 December, therefore, de Burlet wrote3 to Leopold turning down his debt proposals as impractical, since they would
      never pass Parliament. He also rejected the Société de Cultures and objected that its
      British membership might well give rise to difficulties with France and Germany. A few days later van Eetvelde
      produced,4 in response to the
      Government’s demand for an accounting, an analysis of the Free State’s budget for 1895. He expected expenditures
      of Fr. 7.37 million and receipts of Fr. 2.6 million, leaving a net deficit of Fr. 4.77 million. The longer term
      prospects could, however, be more favourable, provided less money was spent on the Force
      Publique. Savings could be made by recruiting from within the Congo rather than from abroad, by
      restricting the use of the Force outside the territory, by cutting spending on arms and ammunition, and by
      creating plantations to feed the troops. By these means, savings of some Fr. 6 million might be achieved over
      three years. As receipts from rubber were also increasing, an end to the debt problem could be foreseen in the
      not too distant future. As a supplement to this analysis, Van Eetvelde wrote5 a personal note to the Finance Minister, de Smet de Naeyer, in
      which he warned that far from reducing the cost of the Force Publique, current
      policies, which envisaged using it to march on Lado and ‘in the direction of Khartoum’, were pointing to
      increased expenditure. This would lead to ‘military and financial disasters and international complications’. Van
      Eetvelde specifically asked that his note should not be revealed to Leopold and, as in his several of his
      contacts with the British Government, he had no hesitation in putting what he saw as Belgium’s best interests
      above his personal loyalty to the King. By suggesting that a balancing of the books was possible, but not for as
      long as the Free State suffered the consequences of Leopold’s expansionist policies, he could hardly have made a
      more compelling case for a Belgian takeover.
    


    
      On 15 December, therefore, the Government decided on annexation, and Leopold’s own advisers were in agreement.
      Banning’s view6 was that
    


    
      By the end of 1894, the evidence was conclusive. In contravention of its international undertakings, the State’s
      economic and financial system was leading to the most pernicious consequences. It was paralysing private
      initiative, halting commercial development and compromising the future of the State itself.
    


    
      An annexation treaty was accordingly drawn up and signed on 9 January 1895. What Leopold’s feelings were at this
      point can only be surmised. He had always insisted that he was ‘creating a colony for Belgium’ and he may, at
      least for the moment, have been resigned to what must have seemed to be inevitable. On the other hand, he
      proceeded to inform the government of the existence of the Browne de Tiège loan, which meant that either a large
      tract of the Congo would be in any case be alienated, or the Belgian treasury would have to incur an extra Fr. 5
      million, with accrued interest, as the cost of the transfer. If, however, he calculated that this revelation
      might deter the Belgian government, he was mistaken: on the contrary, it further shocked them and strengthened
      their determination to proceed.
    


    
      Even before the decision to annex had been taken, news of its imminence began to leak out. The first problem that
      arose was over the French ‘right of preference’. In Paris, Hanotaux insisted7 that agreement must be reached
      between the two governments before the proposal for annexation was put to the Belgian Parliament. He did not ask
      for the immediate exercise of the right of preference, but insisted that it must be retained, in case Belgium
      might herself wish to transfer the territory. Hanotaux still had memories of the Anglo-Congolese treaty of 1894
      and was determined not to be caught out a second time. He expected, or at least hoped, that Belgium would be
      unable to cope with the colony and that it would still revert to France, and he was also determined to ensure
      that no big European power would acquire a Belgian Congo. The Belgians, for their part, could, as always, not
      afford to quarrel with France, but had difficulty in reconciling a French veto on the Free State’s international
      agreements with the independent and neutral status it had been accorded under the Berlin Act. After long
      negotiations, agreement8 was
      reached that following a Belgian takeover, there should be ‘prior negotiations’ before any steps were taken which
      might alter the Free State’s international status.
    


    
      Meanwhile within Belgium, many, including Thys and the commercial interests operating in the Congo, favoured
      Belgian annexation, and a Comité d’action pour l’oeuvre nationale africaine was set
      up by admirers of Leopold and officers who had served in the Congo, to promote the annexation proposals. Chambers
      of Commerce across the country, in particular those of Antwerp, saw business flourishing and were also in favour.
      However strong opposition emerged from both ends of the political spectrum. The Socialists, a relatively new, but
      ominous, force in Belgian politics, were totally opposed to accepting a commitment which they believed would
      divert funds from social welfare in Belgium, while many on the right were also unwilling to contemplate the
      shouldering of substantial overseas responsibilities or to envisage the Belgian Army being involved in colonial
      wars. The Catholics for their part were nervous of allowing the issue to become a party matter and so losing out
      to the Socialists and Liberals. ‘The takeover of the Congo’, wrote9 Le Patriote, ‘will be the downfall of the
      Right’. Why, it was also asked, was a takeover being proposed, only five years after the agreement with Leopold?
      Was it wise to take responsibility for a territory which must have something badly wrong with it? In general,
      against a background of widespread ignorance, public opinion was opposed, and this weighed heavily with many
      deputies who themselves had no strong views either way. Before many weeks were out, splits started to appear in
      the Cabinet and de Burlet confessed to Leopold that he was not at all sure if it would be possible to pass the
      annexation bill.
    


    
      At that point, fate intervened on Leopold’s side, with the mushrooming in the demand for rubber, and it suddenly
      became clear to him, probably when he saw the Free State’s accounts for 1894, that, with the domainal system
      going into high gear, the Congo was about to become highly profitable. At the same time, Felix Faure had become
      President of France and there appeared to be a new opportunity for a co-ordinated assault on the Nile. This
      combination of highly advantageous financial prospects and fresh hope of satisfying his Nilotic ambitions was
      altogether too tempting, and Leopold went on the counter attack. He pressed the Cabinet to withdraw the
      annexation bill and advance him the money he needed to repay the Browne de Tiège loan. In May 1895, after three
      days of bitter argument, the Cabinet caved in and not only handed over the Fr. 5 million, but added a further Fr
      1.8 million for good measure, to cover budgetary deficiencies. The principal protagonist of the annexation Bill,
      the Foreign Minister, Count de Mérode, resigned.
    


    
      The twist to the whole saga, however, lies in the tail. It is clear from the
      reporting10 of the able
      British Minister in Brussels, Sir Francis Plunkett, who had a close relationship with van Eetvelde, that Leopold
      did not obtain a loan from Browne de Tiège at all. The reason for the deception is clearly that he was determined
      not to lose the Congo without some financial recompense for himself. He always regarded it as ‘my property’ and
      it would have seemed to him wholly right and proper that he should receive compensation for giving it up. As it
      was, he kept the Congo, now becoming immensely profitable, with the bonus of Fr 6.8 million provided by a duped
      Belgian government.
    


    
      From that moment onwards, the exploitation of the Congo’s resources went from strength to strength. Whereas in
      1888 the Congo had produced a mere eighty-two tonnes of rubber with a value of Fr. 1/2 million, by 1901 it was
      producing some 6,000 tonnes, with a value of over Fr. 40 million. Various calculations of the Free State’s
      profits have been made, many of them no doubt approximate, but all of them staggering. One estimate11 is that between 1896 and 1905, the
      Domaine de la Couronne may have earned Leopold some Fr. 70 million. Both the ABIR and
      the Anversoise had also become highly profitable, the ABIR having, in six years, made a net profit of Fr. 18
      million on a paid-up capital of less than Fr. 1/4 million, with each of its shares having risen from a value of
      Fr. 107 to Fr. 875. In the single year 1900, it paid more than Fr. 2.5 million in dividends, duty and taxes.
      Comparable profits were also netted by the Anversoise.
    


    
      By the turn of the century, therefore, given its commercial success and lack of dependence on Belgian finance,
      Belgians were generally reconciled to, or even approved of, the Free State. Their countrymen were finding
      employment there and Belgian companies were making money. Such stories of atrocities which had appeared over the
      previous decade had barely reached their consciousness, and those actively concerned were minimal in numbers.
      There was equally still little appetite for the burdens which would be entailed in the event of Belgian
      annexation. The ten years, therefore, being about to elapse during which Leopold had either to repay the Belgian
      government’s loan or to surrender the territory to Belgium, he had no hesitation in making a preemptive strike.
      As he put it12 to de Smet de
      Naeyer, now his Premier,
    


    
      I do not wish to fix a new date for when Belgium could take over the Congo. Let us leave the door open; that will
      suffice. The country must have confidence in me.
    


    
      The Belgian Cabinet were not disposed to argue, and early in 1901 de Smet de Naeyer
      introduced a bill to provide for ‘la remise de la reprise’, renewing the 1890 settlement for a further ten years
      and postponing indefinitely the repayment of the loan. The effect was to relinquish Belgian control over the Free
      State’s raising of loans, as well as to concede to Leopold the right to decide when to hand the territory over to
      Belgium. This was too much for Beernaert, now an elder statesman, and he countered by tabling a measure to
      provide for a take-over of the Free State over a two year period. When, however, he raised the issue in
      Parliament in the summer of 1901, he found himself with little support outside Socialist and radical Liberal
      ranks. To make sure there was no backsliding on the part of the Government, Leopold had no hesitation in
      threatening13
      non-cooperation if a decision should be taken on annexation ‘before the time arrives when the State is able to
      assure to Belgium all the advantages which I desire should accrue to it’. Seeing that his protest was futile,
      Beenaert tamely withdrew his resolution.
    


    
      When the Bill allowing the deferment of the loan repayments came before Parliament in the course of 1901,
      therefore, it was passed by a majority of more than two to one, despite impassioned attacks on the Free State by
      two radical Deputies, Emile Vandervelde and Georges Lorand. Leopold was now free of financial and political
      restraints, and he proceeded to strengthen his personal control of the territory by accepting van Eetvelde’s
      retirement and himself taking over direct control of the three Departments of State which functioned in Brussels.
      He also put his own man, Pochez, into the post of Treasurer-General, to help run his increasingly convoluted
      financial operations. With the Free State now an eminently credit-worthy enterprise, he soon floated a Fr. 50
      million loan, repayable in 99 years, and followed this by a loan for Fr. 30 million in 1904 and another for at
      least Fr. 150 million in 1906. Little of this money was to be used for the benefit of the Free State or its
      inhabitants, instead a good part of it was devoted to a substantial building programme in Belgium, where Leopold
      was able to realise his dream of becoming a Roi-Bâtisseur, and where, from the turn
      of the century, a succession of grandiose buildings began to appear in Brussels and elsewhere. Among them was the
      Arcade du Cinquantenaire, the Congo Museum at Tervuren and extensions at the palace
      at Laeken, including a Chinese pavilion and a Japanese pagoda, as well as developments at Ostend, which he aimed
      to recreate as an international spa. While the funding came from the Domaine (later
      the Fondation) de la Couronne and the proceeds of loans, he was well aware that he
      was transgressing the accepted canons of colonial rule in not applying the available moneys
      to the development of the colony, and he was careful to conceal the sources of their funding. For the
      Arcade, for example, he persuaded acolytes to pose as its financiers, and he
      organised a charade when it was finally opened, at which he publicly thanked them for their supposed donations.
      There were, inevitably, critics – those in his administration who saw the Congo starved of much needed resources
      and who tried, as best they could, to conceal from him the full extent of its earnings. There were also those who
      took a stand on principle, such as Emile Vandervelde, who predicted14 that the Arcade would one day be known as
      the ‘Arcade of the Severed Hands’. A rough calculation15 is that over the years of the Free State’s existence, Belgium derived from it
      some Fr. 60 million worth of public buildings and other works, as against an expenditure of some Fr. 40 million
      in the form of government loans (which were never repaid) and the cost of seconding army personnel for Congo
      service. But the irony is that however prestigious, Leopold’s various edifices were, in economic terms, largely
      valueless.
    

  


  
    Part Six
    

    Nemesis

  


  
    Chapter
    Eighteen
    

    The Storm Gathers


    
      Only gradually did word leak out about the inhumanities occurring in the Free State as a result of the domainal
      system, and it was to be many years before anything effective would be done to curb them. There were few visitors
      to the Congo and the pressures exerted on all who went to work for the Free State, as well as on other residents,
      meant that reliable information about what was going on there was slow to emerge. Free State employees all had to
      sign strict undertakings of secrecy, which their conditions of employment made it almost impossible for them to
      break. Were they to do so, the State would have no difficulty in making their lives unbearable, by denying them
      their commissions, withholding their pay, restricting their movements and preventing their obtaining employment
      when they eventually returned to Belgium. Other residents too, if only in view of their isolation, were
      vulnerable to pressure.
    


    
      In 1890, however, the first chink of light appeared, when a black American, ‘Colonei’ George Washington Williams,
      undertook a tour of the Congo in the hope that he would find it another Liberia, suitable for American
      emigration. Williams, who was something of a rolling stone and had been, in rapid succession, a soldier, student,
      Baptist minister, newspaperman and lawyer, had then taken up the cause of negro emancipation. This brought him to
      Brussels, where he had a meeting with Leopold and, like many others, was overwhelmed by his charm. He then spent
      six months in the Congo in the course of an African tour, but was so appalled by what he saw and heard that
      before he returned to the United States, he composed an ‘open letter1’ to Leopold, in which he accused
      the Free State authorities of conniving in murder, slavery, expropriation and sexual excesses. The letter was
      distributed widely in Europe and the United States, and appeared in the New York
      Herald. Leopold was not slow to counterattack, through Stanley and in the Belgian press, and was able to
      discredit Williams, partly by revealing that he had never received the army commission which he claimed. But it
      was fortunate for Leopold that Williams died the following year and his disclosures, although they were later to
      be amply corroborated, made no lasting impact.
    


    
      Meanwhile, by the early 1890s, several hundred missionaries were working in the Congo, many having arrived even
      before the foundation of the Free State. A good number were witnesses of the system and its accompanying
      atrocities, and some protested privately to the administration. But many lived in areas not affected by the
      domainal system and most were unaware of the overall picture and could only attest to what was happening in their
      immediate vicinities. Many were also inhibited from going on public record by the fear that they might be forced
      to leave the country. If they saw it as a choice between speaking out and continuing their evangelistic work, it
      is perhaps understandable that they chose the latter. Their home authorities were similarly inhibited, and
      neither the Baptist Missionary Society nor the Congo Balolo Mission made any public protest, although they well
      knew, from reports submitted by their missionaries, what was happening. In 1895, for example, the missionary
      William Stapleton reported2 from Lukolela the burning of villages and other atrocities, and criticised the
      Societies for their silence, which had only encouraged the State to continue its outrages. However a few
      missionaries did go on public record. One of the first to do so was Grattan Guinness, the director of the Regions
      Beyond Missionary Union, the parent organisation of the CBM, who towards the end of 1890 spoke3 to the Aborigines Protection Society in
      London of ‘cruelties’ being perpetrated in the Free State. Further adverse reports from British and Swedish
      missionaries surfaced in 1893, but even by the middle of the decade, there was little general realisation of what
      was going on. In March 1895, for example, The Times was able to devote a long and
      ponderous article4 to the
      question of Belgian annexation of the Congo, without so much as a hint that anything untoward might be happening
      there. The Times’ advice to the Belgians was that they would have nothing to gain
      from annexation. While the Congo might be ‘an excellent sphere for persons of the official class’, it was
      unsuitable for the mass emigration which Belgium needed in order to relieve its problem of over-population. In
      any case, the Belgians were, as a people, ‘not disposed to emigrate’. The proportion of overseas trade
      represented by the Congo was minimal, and much less than that generated by the British West African colonies. The
      Congo’s ‘cannibal savages’ were quite different from the natives of the Dutch East Indies and, The Times added, ‘a system of compulsion closely akin to slavery would be necessary before the
      natives of the Congo Free State could be trained to regular voluntary labour’. The Congo would be a much better
      bargain for Belgium another five years down the line.
    


    
      Later the same year, however, The Times carried5 a more substantial revelation from the Reverend John Murphy, a
      member of the American Baptist Mission, who had given an outspoken interview to Reuters in London. He reported
      that the country was in a very unsettled state ‘in consequence of the tyranny of the state officers in regard to
      the rubber traffic’. The attitude of the inhabitants was everywhere unfriendly and ‘if the people do not
      universally rebel against authority it is because they are in despair. If possible they leave the country’. If
      porters were required and were not forthcoming, troops were sent in to capture all the women they could. He
      himself had remonstrated with the authorities on several occasions since 1888. The Belgians had been shooting
      people for not producing rubber, and he himself had seen a flagstaff with bullet and blood marks. A town near his
      mission had been looted and burned, and many people had been killed and wounded following an incident there,
      while, at another, ‘on the authority of a state official, 1,890 people have been killed’. Some radical change in
      government had to take place before there could be any hope of prosperity. The government in Boma was out of
      touch and unlimited power in the interior was given to young and inexperienced officers, out for quick promotion
      and money. Only a few had an interest in the country and well-being of the people. ‘White officers do not know
      the language of the people that they govern and trust too much to their native soldiers, who are, as a rule, men
      belonging to a hostile tribe, whose chief aim in life is to plunder’. Every town had to bring a certain quantity
      of rubber to the administration every week, and this was collected by force. Those who did not go into the bush
      were shot down, together with women and children. Hands were brought to the Commissaire and placed in rows, so that he could see that they had not wasted cartridges. He was
      paid a penny a pound for the rubber, and so it was in his interests to collect as much as he could.
    


    
      Other witnesses produced similar accounts. One of them was an English businessman, Alfred Parminter, who had
      worked in the Congo for several years and who testified6 in 1896 to a considerable deterioration in the conditions of the
      local people, and to the prevalence of brutalities and mutilations. The following year, a Swedish missionary, the
      Reverend E. V. Sjöblom, also on the staff of the American Baptist Mission, gave a long, impressive
      address7 to a meeting of the
      Aborigines Protection Society in London. With a mass of first-hand detail, he too spoke of attacks on villages if
      the inhabitants refused to collect rubber, of wholesale massacres and of hands being cut off and counted. He
      himself had seen over forty villages wholly destroyed and many others abandoned. When he had spoken to Wahis, the
      Governor-General, when the later had visited his station, he had been threatened with imprisonment for inciting
      the local people not to collect rubber. When Wahis had visited a local town and had been informed of a massacre
      of fifty people, his first reaction had been that such an incident was impossible. When he had been convinced of
      its truth, he had ensured that the officer responsible was sentenced to five years imprisonment, but in practice
      this had meant merely five years service in the Congo without leave. ‘The curse of the Congo’, concluded Sjöblom,
      ‘is its forced labour, especially in connection with the collection of rubber. Native armed sentinels chosen from
      the wildest tribes are placed in the towns to force the people to bring in rubber … If rubber does not reach the
      full amount required, the sentinels attack the natives. They kill some and bring the hands to the administrator.
      Others are brought in as prisoners and taken to the coast’. Hands, cut off and smoked, were often to be seen. On
      one occasion, three missionaries had seen baskets containing eighteen right hands, of women and children as well
      as men, being taken to the local administrator on his direct orders.
    


    
      Also in 1897 a lengthy account8 was published in Century Magazine of a journey which had earlier been undertaken across the Free State by a former
      administrator turned traveller, E. J. Glave. One of Stanley’s subordinates when the latter was establishing
      stations up the Congo, Glave was no ‘bleeding heart’. He believed that ‘for what it has done for the natives, the
      Free State has a perfect right to get some profit out of the land’, and that ‘the native cannot be satisfactorily
      handled by coaxing; he must be governed by force’. But Glave too was increasingly concerned as he found that it
      was a ‘quite general practice for villages to be attacked and the villagers killed or taken prisoner if they
      failed to bring in rubber’. The Belgians’ methods, he reported, were little different from those practised by the
      Arabs. ‘They raid villages, take slaves, and give them back for ivory … The state has not suppressed slavery, but
      established a monopoly by driving out the Arabs and Zanzibar competitors’. Whole areas had been depopulated, the
      inhabitants having moved to French territory or deeper into the interior. ‘Everywhere I hear the same news of the
      Congo Free State – rubber and murder, slavery in its worst form’.
    


    
      Glave also commented on the frequency of hangings and the use of the chicotte, ‘a whip of raw hippo hide, trimmed like a corkscrew, with edges like knife blades, and
      a few blows bring blood…, it is bad enough, the flogging of men, but far worse this punishment is inflicted on
      women and children’. He concluded that
    


    
      The occupation of the Congo Free State by the Belgians is an enormous expense, and the administration is making
      most frantic efforts to obtain a revenue sufficient to enable it to pay its way. In the fighting consequent upon
      this policy, owing to the inability or disinclination of victims to bring in rubber, slaves are taken – men,
      women and children, called in State documents libérés … These slaves or prisoners are
      most of them sent down-stream, first to Leopoldville. If the Arabs had been the masters, it would be styled
      iniquitous trafficking in human flesh and blood; but being under the administration of the Congo Free State, it
      is merely a part of a philanthropic system of liberating
      the natives. The whole world seems to think that the Congo Free State is a civilising influence, and that
      philanthropy and love of justice are prompting every effort of the administration … The missionaries are so much
      at the mercy of the State that they do not report these barbaric happenings to the people at home.
    


    
      These and a few other accounts of the atrocities engendered by the rubber regime were publicised in London, but
      their effect, during the 1890s, was extremely limited. A general supposition was that, even if there were
      substance in them, this merely reflected the excesses of the men on the spot, which were unlikely to be condoned
      by, or were possibly even unknown to, Leopold and his associates in Brussels. The British Government, for its
      part, knew well enough what was going on, but forbore to make a public fuss. Under the terms of the
      Anglo-Congolese Convention of 1884, in which the AIC had been recognised in the margins of the Berlin Conference,
      provision had been made for the establishment of British consular jurisdiction over British subjects in the
      Congo. In 1890 the British Government took steps towards establishing this jurisdiction, but were stymied by
      Leopold, who came to London personally and persuaded Salisbury to drop the idea.9 This was unfortunate, not least
      in that it denied the British authorities intimate knowledge of what was going on in the territory. Nevertheless,
      as early as 1891, the administrations of several British West African territories had begun to protest to the
      Colonial Office about the treatment received by Africans who had been recruited for work there. The allegations
      included flogging (sometimes to death), imprisonment without trial, detention beyond the terms of their
      contracts, press ganging into military service and brutal treatment generally In 1892, the British Consul in
      Portuguese West Africa, William Pickersgill, was given the responsibility of covering the Congo in a
      non-residential capacity and was instructed10 to give British contract labourers assistance and protection. His Vice-Consul,
      Edward Bannister, acted on these instructions with some energy, and was soon reporting11 numerous instances of unacceptable treatment, many
      in circumstances that indicated the existence of more general atrocities. This resulted in the Governors of the
      Gold Coast and Sierra Leone banning further recruitment for the Congo. Other British Consuls reported,12 in the course of 1895 and 1896, the
      prevalence of atrocities against the local population, while in Brussels, Plunkett was reporting13 admissions by van Eetvelde that the
      allegations of atrocities had some foundation. In 1896, recruitment from West Africa was banned14 altogether by the then Colonial
      Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, on the grounds that ‘complaints had been received of these British subjects having
      been employed without their consent as soldiers, and of their having been cruelly flogged and in some cases
      shot’. Despite all this, when a question was asked15 in the House of Commons the following year, the government spokesman replied
      blandly that the British workers were ‘thoroughly contented, happy and well-treated’. Particularly around the
      middle of the decade, the Foreign Office was much concerned over the Nile issue and feared that if they tried to
      exert pressures on Leopold, this might drive him into the arms of the French and even, at worst, lead to France
      being granted its right of preference to the Free State.
    


    
      Of greater concern in Britain was an incident which probably did more harm to the Free State’s reputation than
      any of its atrocities against the local people. In 1895, one Charles Stokes, a one-time lay missionary turned
      trader, was arrested west of Lake Tanganyika by the local administrator, Captain Lothaire, a Belgian officer who
      had distinguished himself during the Arab campaign. Stokes was charged with supplying arms and ammunition to Arab
      slavers and, despite his protests that the arms in his possession were solely for the use of his entourage, he
      was sentenced under military law and summarily hanged. In reality, his crime was probably no more than that he
      was competing for ivory with Leopold’s administration. As a result of the British Government’s vigorous
      diplomatic protests, the Free State authorities conceded that the execution of Stokes had been illegal, but
      Lothaire was acquitted both at a contentious trial in Boma and at an appeal hearing in Brussels which was, if
      anything, even more biassed. Eventually the Free State paid compensation to Stokes’ family
      for the loss of his possessions, but not for his murder. As Stokes was in German employ at the time of his arrest
      and execution, there was also an outcry in Germany, but the Free State government succeeded in weathering the
      storm and the question of consular jurisdiction was, again, shelved.
    


    
      As the adverse publicity slowly mounted, Leopold himself became concerned. In 1896 he instructed16 van Eetvelde that ‘if there are
      abuses on the Congo, we must stop them. If they are perpetuated, they will bring about the fall of the State’.
      Later he was to say,17
      ‘These horrors must end or I will retire from the Congo. I will not be spattered with blood and mud; it is
      essential that any abuses cease’. Meanwhile he proceeded to set up a ‘Commission for the Protection of the
      Natives’, consisting of three Catholic and three Protestant missionaries, who were charged with informing the
      administration of any abuses which came to their notice and advising it on measures that might be taken against
      the slave trade. This was one of Leopold’s typically cynical moves, and it had some effect in disarming critics.
      In practice, however, it was worthless. The missionaries in question were far removed both from each other and
      from the areas where the atrocities had been reported, and there was no provision for travel expenses or for any
      formal inquiries on their part. George Grenfell, who was appointed a member of the Commission, had earlier
      reported18 to the Baptist
      Missionary Society that ‘some of the missionaries have been told very emphatically that preaching the gospel and
      teaching is their vocation, and that the administration of the country is not for them to meddle with’. He now
      commented19 that
    


    
      If the authorities are really in earnest about rectifying abuses, they can do it without a commission of
      missionaries, and if they are not in earnest, it will require a commission with a very different constitution to
      produce any practical result. Not one of the Commissioners resides in the districts where the cruelties are
      reported! I think I am the nearest and I am two hundred miles away! If in serving on this Commission I can serve
      the Congo, I shall be very, very glad, but I confess I am not sanguine.
    


    
      Meanwhile the Congo administration knew precisely where its interests lay. Leopold’s expressions of concern were
      quietly ignored, on the calculation that what would really upset him would be a diminution in the returns which
      the system was now bringing in.
    


    
      Of those agitating in Britain for Congo reform, who were still few in number, two men stood out, H. R. Fox
      Bourne, the Secretary of the Aborigines Protection Society and Sir Charles Dilke, a radical Liberal MP. Fox Bourne was a courageous and persistent campaigner, but was handicapped by chronic
      asthma, while his Society had many other causes to occupy its attention. Dilke for his part was able enough, but
      not of the first political rank. Until 1885, he had been an up-and-coming Minister, but was then alleged to be
      involved in a notorious divorce case. He vigorously denied his guilt, but was forced to retire from public life
      and, when he returned, was never to be more than a backbencher. It has been commented, with some apparent truth,
      that the cause of Congo reform might have been very different had someone of major political standing had chosen
      to take it up before the turn of the century. Towards the end of 1896, Fox Bourne composed a
      memorandum20 which he sent
      to Salisbury and the Free State government, denouncing the Free State system and making the case for
      intervention. This aroused a brisk debate21 in The Times, but failed to impress the Foreign
      Office, and so the APS switched its effort to Parliament. In April 1897, Dilke raised the issue22 in the House of Commons on a motion
      calling on the government to convene a conference of the powers which had signed the Berlin Act. He based himself
      on Hinde’s book23
      The Fall of the Congo Arabs, which had gone into considerable detail on the support
      that Dhanis and the Belgians had received from Ngongo Lutete and his cannibal levies. In response, the Minister
      of State at the Foreign Office, none other than George Nathaniel Curzon, the future Viceroy and Foreign
      Secretary, briefly defended the Free State and rejected the call for a conference.
    


    
      The Congo was then almost totally absent from the public eye for some three years, when further critical
      reports24 surfaced from two
      American Presbyterian missionaries, William Morrison and William Sheppard. They too described the pillaging of
      towns, the removal of people to serve as forced labour and the imposition of an onerous food tax. Cannibal
      soldiers, who went under the name of Zappo-Zaps, had been employed by the State as slave raiders, and had been
      seen by missionaries practicing cannibalism and other atrocities. Morrison had himself written to Leopold, but
      had received no reply. Sheppard for his part, who was an unusually courageous and effective black missionary,
      reported at length on the atrocities he had witnessed, including the practice of severing hands as a proof of the
      proper use of ammunition. When Morrison’s report25 was raised in the British Parliament in 1900, the response was that it was for
      the American government to make any representations on behalf of their citizens. Some years later, the two
      missionaries were arrested in the Congo and charged with criminal libel, but by then the territory was firmly in
      the public eye and they escaped conviction.
    


    
      Over more than decade, therefore, an accumulation of consistent reports had emerged
      indicating that atrocities were a common feature of the system under which the Free State ran its affairs. The
      Foreign Office itself continued to receive private confirmation of the existence of a brutal and repressive
      regime, particularly in 1897, when Pickersgill commented26 at length on the allegations made by the missionary Sjöblom earlier that year.
      He found the allegations well founded and reported that
    


    
      The barbarities referred to are but the natural outcome of the system of government … The amazing thing about the
      Congo atrocities is not that they have occurred, but that they have been so systematically denied… The loss of
      life has been very great.
    


    
      The Foreign Office agreed27
      that the Free State administration was ‘horrible’, and Salisbury was prompted to instruct that a catalogue should
      be prepared ‘of all the brutalities imputed to the Congo Government’. In 1900 he went on to insist28 that this should be kept current
      ‘for at any time we may need it’. However the Foreign Office remained convinced that there would be nothing to be
      gained by meddling in the Free State’s affairs. Later commentators believed29 that discreet influence from the Palace in favour of the Queen’s
      cousin was not without its effect, but there is also evidence30 that officials looked carefully at the scope for action available under
      the terms of the Berlin Act and concluded that Britain would have few rights as a signatory of the Act to
      interfere in the Free State’s running of its affairs. The Foreign Office legal adviser had no reservations on the
      point31
    


    
      I do not think that … we could do more than make a formal remonstrance on the ground that they were not
      fulfilling their treaty obligations as defined by the Berlin Act… We have no further remedy short of the
      employment of actual force.
    


    


    
      In political terms, the Foreign Office had all along been dubious whether any of the other Powers would see it as
      remotely in their interests to reconvene the Berlin Conference merely in order to put Leopold in the dock. The
      French in particular, having a concession system in the French Congo organised very much on Free State lines,
      would certainly be opposed. If the Conference were to reconvene, this might well leave British colonial policies
      vulnerable to attack, as well as risk reopening the territorial settlement in Africa to Britain’s disadvantage.
    


    
      In Belgium, meanwhile, some criticisms began to be heard. As a result of the constitutional reforms of 1893, a
      Socialist party was now represented in the Belgian Parliament, and towards the turn of the
      century a few Socialists and radical Liberals, led by Georges Lorand, started to attack the regime. In this they
      were joined by Félicien Cattier, an eminent professor of colonial law at Brussels University, who in 1898
      published an influential book32 which was partly an objective study of the Free State’s system of
      administration, but which also contained serious criticisms. Nevertheless, little damage was done either to the
      Free State’s reputation or, despite his sensitivities, to that of Leopold personally. In 1900, Lorand was joined
      by Emile Vandervelde, and the two raised33 in Parliament reports of incidents in which four agents of the Anversoise had, on their own confession, murdered and mutilated several hundred men, women and
      children for the non-collection of rubber. The Government’s response was that the Free State was sovereign and
      independent, and that what went on within its borders was its own concern, while the Belgian press denounced the
      two Deputies as unpatriotic and personal enemies of the King.
    


    
      At the turn of the century, therefore, neither in Britain nor in Belgium was there any sustained momentum behind
      such efforts as there were to bring about reform in the Free State. In Britain, attention was now focussed on the
      Boer War, and other African issues paled by comparison. It was due overwhelmingly to the efforts of a single man,
      E. D. Morel, that the Congo issue was transformed, in the early 1900s, to the status of an international
      cause celébre.
    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen
    

    E. D. Morel


    
      Georges Edmond Pierre Achille Morel de Ville was the only son of a French civil servant and an Englishwoman of
      Quaker stock. His father died when he was an infant and throughout his childhood, with no pension to fall back
      on, his mother had to give private tuition in music and English in order to make ends meet. Despite poverty and
      failing health, she managed to give her son an English boarding school education and, after he had spent two
      years in an American bank in Paris, eventually found him a post in Liverpool with the shipping company Elder
      Dempster. In 1891 the two moved to England, evidently thankful, after years of deprivation, to shake the dust of
      Paris off their feet. Unlike his unassuming father, E. D. Morel, as he later called himself, had ambitions from
      an early age and was soon supplementing his meagre salary as a clerk by contributing articles, mainly on African
      affairs, to a variety of papers and journals. Being fluent in French, he also did well in Elder Dempster and was
      soon the head of its Congo department. He then found himself briefing the senior partner, Sir Alfred Jones, on
      issues which involved the lobbying of Government; and from there he began to make a name for himself as a
      spokesman for the Liverpool shipping interests, at one point organising a campaign over the discrimination
      against British trade which the French Government was exercising in its West African territories.
    


    
      Towards the turn of the century, Morel met two people who were to influence profoundly both the views he held on
      African affairs and the direction of his career. The first was the explorer, writer and campaigner, Mary
      Kingsley, and the second was John Holt, the founder and owner of the shipping company of the same name, who was
      to give him both moral and financial backing over a period of years. From Mary Kingsley, he derived the
      convictions that Africans had their own perfectly valid and rational societies and cultures,
      that ‘cultural imperialism’, such as that practiced by the Christian missions, was unacceptable, and that it was
      the duty of a colonial power to protect and enhance native rights and institutions. From John Holt he found
      support for his advocacy of free trade and minimal government as essential conditions for progress and prosperity
      in Africa. Like many of his contemporaries, Holt saw free trade as an absolute principle, which had political, as
      well as commercial implications. He believed it to be indissolubly linked with the freedom of the individual and
      that its denial was not merely contrary to European interests, but impoverished local peoples and led to monopoly
      systems, such as those in French West Africa and, above all, the Congo, which entailed exploitation and
      oppression. This interlocking combination of commercial and humanitarian concern was to be the essential driving
      force behind the campaign for the reform of the Free State.
    


    
      Morel himself, being concerned, both as an Elder Dempster employee and as a freelance journalist, to follow
      closely the Free State’s affairs, was well aware of the accounts of the atrocities there which had appeared in
      the course of the 1890s. His initial reaction was one of some scepticism, to the extent that in 1897 he
      published1 in the Pall Mall Gazette a defence, which he was later eager to forget, of the Free State against its
      critics. He was, in fact, genuinely puzzled. If the alleged atrocities were at all widespread, how was it that
      only a handful of the several hundred missionaries in the country, including many British, had spoken out?
      Several of them, indeed, had gone on record in praise of Leopold’s enterprise, and Bentley and Grenfell had
      served on his Commission for the Protection of the Natives. The British Government, which ought to have been well
      informed by their Consuls in the Congo (which, had he but known it, they were), had publicly defended the Free
      State in the Parliamentary debate of 1897. He was therefore inclined to go along with the view that the abuses
      were no more than intermittent ‘acts of individual wrongdoing’, resulting from a combination of low calibre
      administrators on the ground and lack of knowledge and control in Brussels.
    


    
      Towards the turn of the century, however, Morel’s views began to change. One moment of truth seems to have been
      an interview2 with van Eetvelde, at which he was present, in which Elder Dempster were
      strongly taken to task for revealing to the Belgian press the details of a cargo destined for the Congo which had
      included arms and ammunition. Why, Morel wondered, should this have been so sensitive an issue? A perhaps more
      critical event was a dinner hosted at a London restaurant by Alfred Jones, at which two executives of a Dutch
      trading company grew loquacious about the conditions under which they had to operate in the Congo. Apparently
      needled by Alfred Jones, they denounced3 not only the Free State’s grip on trade but also the methods used to further it:
    


    
      a story so replete in details; so appalling, so bestial, so damnable, that one hearer at least tosses in
      sleeplessness that night, conjuring in mental vision burning villages and distracted human forms, men and women
      quivering beneath the lash chained and bleeding, with tortured and mutilated bodies … To have sat still after
      that story would have been temperamentally impossible.
    


    
      At the same time, in the course of his travels to Brussels and Antwerp on Elder Dempster business, Morel began to
      perceive some odd features in the records of the Congo Free State’s imports and exports. His first discovery, on
      looking at the manifests held in Antwerp of the Elder Dempster ships employed in the Congo trade, was that small
      arms and ammunition were being despatched to the Free State in quantities that seemed out of all proportion to
      what might reasonably be required. They were, moreover, being sent not just to the administration, but also to
      the concession companies. What need could the latter possibly have for them? Morel then embarked on a careful
      analysis of the whole of the Free State’s import and export trade. He found that of the imports, the bulk
      consisted of items which were not ‘trade goods’ and would thus not find their way into the hands of the
      indigenous population. The Free State’s exports, on the other hand, consisted overwhelmingly of rubber and ivory,
      both items that would be initially collected by the local people. There could be only one conclusion, especially
      given that there was no money in circulation in the Congo, namely that the latter were being paid only minimally,
      if at all, for their produce. Approaching the issue from another angle, Morel examined the balance of trade in
      the British, French and German West African territories, and found a common pattern, of imports into those
      territories exceeding exports by a substantial margin. This was what might be expected, on the reckoning that in
      addition to a rough balance of imports of trade goods and exported produce, the need for expenditure on
      administration and infrastructure would require those colonies also to import a substantial quantity of goods on
      capital account. In Senegal, for example, which Morel reckoned to equate very roughly with the Congo in terms of
      white population and accessibility, imports over four years amounted to just under Fr. 200 million, while imports
      amounted to Fr. 120 million. In the Congo, on the other hand, the total value of exports over the same four years was around Fr. 182 million, as against imports of Fr. 87 million, of
      which much would be items – for instance construction and war material – which would never find its way to the
      local population. His later computation of the value of the surplus extracted from the Congo over the four years
      1899— 1902 was that it must have amounted, on a conservative reckoning, to some Fr. 150 million.
    


    
      Morel then went on to examine the returns of the rubber and ivory which arrived in Antwerp from the Congo. He
      found that the quantities registered in the ships’ manifests agreed almost exactly with the quantities recorded
      as having been sold in the market. Both figures, however, were greatly in excess of the amounts indicated as
      receipts in the Congo government’s accounts. There was therefore a surplus which was unaccounted for and which
      had to be going somewhere other than into the Free State’s coffers. Finally, Morel looked at the profits being
      made by the Congolese concession companies, notably the ABIR and the Anversoise, and
      found that their profitability was out of all proportion to what might be expected of companies which were
      engaged in a normal run of business in West Africa. Putting his various calculations together, he became
      convinced, by the beginning of the century, that the only explanation of what he had found was that the Free
      State relied on a system of forced labour or ‘institutional slavery’ and that he had stumbled on ‘a secret
      society of murderers, with a King for a croniman’. The Congo, he concluded, was being ‘systematically
      robbed’.4
    


    
      In 1900, therefore, Morel set out to expose what was happening, starting with a series of six anonymous articles
      which appeared in The Speaker in the second half of the year. In them, he described
      the domainal system and the regime of forced labour, denounced the atrocities engendered by the ‘Red Rubber’
      system, put the responsibility squarely on the shoulders of Leopold himself, and argued for the take-over of the
      Free State by Belgium. Even before he had published these articles, he had approached his employer and sought his
      sympathy and support. Finding none, he was forced to conclude that he could no longer work for Elder Dempster if
      he was to continue to campaign. In doing so, the odds against him were long – indeed they were of David and
      Goliath proportions. He had a family to support, no private means and, at first at least, few sources of funds.
      His only livelihood was his journalism, a post with the magazine West Africa and
      subsequently that of editor of his own journal, the West African Mail. Nevertheless,
      possessed of ferocious energy, an unusual flair for investigation, a fluent pen and a gift for organisation, he
      soon put together a loose but effective alliance of trading and humanitarian interests, the
      former led by John Holt, who possessed considerable influence in commercial and government circles.
    


    
      Between them, Holt and Morel made a formidable team and, having enlisted wide support for their campaign against
      the concession system in the French Congo, they turned their combined attention to the Congo. The failure of
      Beernaert and his supporters to make a successful case for a Belgian take-over in 1901 increased pressures for
      British involvement. These were intensified, in Germany as well as Britain, by the fate of an Austrian national,
      Gustave-Marie Rabinek, who was arrested, allegedly on a British ship in British territorial waters, on Lake
      Mweru, and who died after he had been convicted of illegal trading and was being moved to Leopoldville for an
      appeal hearing. It was widely believed that he had been convicted on trumped-up charges and then murdered. Over
      the wider issue, Morel made great efforts to persuade missionaries to come forward and provide testimony, but, at
      least at first, had little success. Indeed, he received a marked setback when in 1902 a remarkably naive Baptist
      delegation went to Brussels and, under the influence of a pro-Leopold journalist, Gilzean Reid, presented Leopold
      with an address of appreciation for his support of their work in the Congo. A significant advance was however
      achieved in May of that year, when a meeting5 was held at the Mansion House in London under the auspices of the
      Aborigines Protection Society, supported by the London, Liverpool and Manchester Chambers of Commerce. This
      succeeded in arousing public interest and was widely commented on in the press. Morel, whose interventions with
      the press were astute and effective, then launched a full-blown campaign, and no fewer than three books appeared
      on the Congo issue, Affairs of West Africa by Morel himself, Civilisation in Congoland by Fox Bourne, and The Curse of Central
      Africa by a Captain Guy Burrows (who was, however, later successfully sued for libel). In March 1903, the
      Associated Chambers of Commerce adopted a resolution6 calling on the British government to take action and a similar
      resolution7 was passed by the
      Baptist Union the following month. Parliamentary activity was also stepped up, culminating in a debate8 in the House of Commons in May 1903.
      Although the attendance was thin, this was the first decisive step in the campaign against the Free State. The
      debate was opened by the Liberal MP, Herbert Samuel, a prominent member of the APS, who started by arguing that
      as a signatory of the Berlin Act, Britain had a right to insist on its provisions being carried out, including
      those requiring that the natives should be protected. He instanced Morrison’s reports of atrocities, based on
      seven years’ residence in the Congo. On one occasion, when Morrison had protested to the Governor General at
      ‘reigns of terror’ in his locality, the only answer he had received was that ‘the State had established forced
      labour by law and that doubtless the officers were acting within their power’. Samuel went on to quote other
      evidence, including that given by a former governor of the French Congo that ‘the agents of the ABIR… have used
      their powers to such effect that they have succeeded in inducing 30,000 natives to leave their territory and take
      refuge on the French bank of the Congo’. ‘If the administration of the Congo State was civilisation’, Samuel
      asked, ‘what was barbarism?’ The outcome was that ‘a great company, which started with a capital of £1 million,
      paid a dividend in 1899 of 270 per cent, in 1900, 470 per cent, in 1901, 245 per cent’. The provision in the Act
      for the creation of an International Commission, partly to regulate the navigation of the Congo, but also, under
      Article VIII, to ‘investigate any breaches of the Act’, should, Samuel urged, be activated. He concluded by
      proposing a resolution that
    


    
      The government of the Free State having at its inception guaranteed to the Powers that its native subjects should
      be governed with humanity, and that no trading monopoly or privilege should be permitted within its dominions,
      and both these guarantees having been constantly violated, this House requests His Majesty’s Government to confer
      with other Powers, signatories of the Berlin General Act by virtue of which the Congo Free State exists, in order
      that measures may be adopted to abate the evils prevalent in that State.
    


    
      Samuel was followed by Dilke, who started by concentrating on the commercial issue. He pointed out that detailed
      assurances on free trade had been given on behalf of the Congo State. Mackinnon, for the King, had promised
      ‘absolute freedom of trade’ and ‘absence of privilege’. But trade had been killed, there was nothing but
      monopoly, no open trade was left. Among others, he cited Hinde, who had found that the ‘military system in the
      Congo State consisted in bringing in cannibal tribes, marching them without any commissariat through the country
      to be attacked and rationing them on the bodies of the killed, carrying dried bodies with them for the purpose’.
      Other Members concentrated on Britain’s legal right to intervene in Congolese affairs, as well as on the
      commercial and humanitarian aspects. For the Government, Lord Cranbourne, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary at
      the Foreign Office, gave little ground. Immediately before the debate, the Foreign Secretary, Lord Lansdowne, had
      tried9 to
      obtain from Leopold an assurance that he would appoint an independent commission to investigate affairs in the
      Free State, but, whether by accident or design, Leopold was away from Brussels and uncontactable. Having
      therefore little to offer, Cranbourne started by observing that the Government were ‘in a peculiar position
      because no general attack had been delivered against HMG, but the debate had consisted of an attack on the Congo
      Free State’. There were, he argued, differences of views among the signatories to the Berlin Act. The Free State
      did not deny the existence of atrocities, but insisted that they had taken ‘the ordinary steps of a civilised
      government’ to punish the perpetrators and prevent their recurrence. He did not know what the ‘real truth’ was.
      The Free State said that civilisation was not the growth of a single day. They had established a Commission to
      protect the natives and had offered to investigate atrocities. The Government would ask the Berlin Powers whether
      they had received evidence of atrocities which might be laid before the Congo State. The Government could not act
      alone, but were prepared to consult as to the evidence of misgovernment.
    


    
      It can be inferred from what then happened that the House of Commons were profoundly unimpressed by Cranbourne’s
      speech. The next speaker, Fitzmaurice, went on the attack, insisting that there was an ‘unanswerable prima facie case’ against the Free State and that he was prepared to divide the House on the
      resolution. With every prospect that the Government would be defeated, Balfour, the Prime Minister, hastened to
      intervene. On condition that the resolution omitted the words ‘and both these guarantees having been constantly
      violated’ (although it still referred to the ‘evils prevalent in the Free State’), he accepted it on behalf of
      the Government. As Lansdowne put it,10
    


    
      The feeling in the House was so strong and widespread in support of the resolution and in condemnation of acts
      complained of that Lord Cranbourne found it difficult to obtain any consideration for what he had to say in
      mitigation of the attack on the Congo administration. Any attempt to obtain withdrawal or rejection of the
      resolution would undoubtedly have resulted in the defeat of the Government.
    


    
      The upshot was thus that the Government were committed to consulting the Berlin Powers about a reconvening of the
      Conference, with the specific purpose of determining whether the Free State was in breach of its undertakings
      under the Act. It also happened that the British Consul in the Congo, one Roger Casement, was on the point of
      embarking on a tour of the interior, and so, for good measure, the Foreign Office instructed him to investigate the state of affairs there and submit a report. The door, previously firmly shut, was
      now ajar. That the debate took place was mostly due to Morel’s persistence and powers of persuasion, which
      enabled him to attract growing attention and support. For the House of Commons debate, he was active in briefing
      the speakers and drafting the resolution. As one biographer put it,11
    


    
      This was an astonishing achievement. Without political position, funds or reputation, in the three years since
      his ‘Congo Scandal’ series, Morel had forced his policy on the British Government and placed the sovereign of the
      Congo Free State on the defensive. He had wielded investigative journalism, the ideology of Kingsleyism, and the
      tradition of British humanitarianism into a formidable instrument for public agitation.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty
    

    The Casement Report


    
      Roger Casement was an experienced ‘Africa hand’. Now aged thirty-eight, he had gone to the Congo in 1884 to work
      for the AIC, where, in one of a series of short term contracts, he had participated in the initial survey for the
      Matadi-Leopoldville railway. He briefly accompanied Stanley on the Emin Pasha expedition and also met Conrad, who
      enjoyed his company and noted that he ‘thinks, speaks well, most intelligent and very sympathetic’. Resigning in
      1891, he entered British service in the Niger Coast Protectorate and in 1895 was appointed British Consul in
      Laurenco Marques. In 1898 he moved to Luanda, with additional responsibility for the Congo, and his visits to the
      latter territory left him with no illusions about the nature of the Free State regime. In 1900 he was
      reporting1 to the Foreign
      Office that
    


    
      The root of the evil lies in the fact that the government of the Congo is above all a commercial trust, that
      everything else is orientated towards commercial gain … It is not the whites in the Congo who are so wicked, it
      is the system that they serve which is bad: their first duty is to show a profit… The treatment of the natives
      is… intentionally bad.
    


    
      The same year the decision was taken to appoint him as the first British Consul to be resident in the territory.
      Before taking up his post, he went to Brussels and was invited to lunch by Leopold, who, recognising the
      influence that he would have, exercised his customary charm. He assured him that trade in the territory was free,
      that there was no forced labour and that reports of atrocities were maliciously exaggerated. Casement was polite,
      but there is no reason to suppose that he was taken in by Leopold’s flattery. ‘In bidding me farewell’, recorded
      Casement,2
    


    
      [the King] asked me to write to him privately at any time, and to write frankly, should
      there be anything of interest I could, unofficially, advise him of for the advancement of the general situation
      in the Congo.
    


    
      A sensitive and passionate man, Casement lived ‘on the edge’, to the extent that the Foreign Office soon became
      concerned for his ability to tolerate the physical and social climate in the Congo. He seems never to have been
      very fit and, with the duty to protect the interests of the resident British subjects, he was looked upon by the
      local administrators with a less than friendly eye. He was, he reported, known as ‘cette canaille d’un consul’.
      Initially, the pressures of setting up a new mission, aggravated by ill health, prevented him from travelling at
      all extensively. But he did reach Stanley Pool, where he was again struck by the ‘rotten system’ under which the
      Congo was being run, and, like Morel, noted the lack of free trade and the excessive importation of guns and
      ammunition. ‘The entire State’ he reported, ‘has become by a stroke of the pen the sole property of the governing
      body of that State; or, it should be said, in truth, the private property of one individual, the King of the
      Belgians’. He went on to deliver himself of a series of despatches,3 not merely describing what was happening in increasingly violent language,
      but also urging solutions – the take-over of the Free State by Belgium, the exercise of British consular
      jurisdiction, the establishment of the Maritime Commission envisaged in the Berlin Act. In asking Casement to
      report, the Foreign Office can have had little doubt what the outcome would be.
    


    
      Casement’s instructions arrived in June 1903 and he immediately set out, chartering, at his own expense, a
      steamboat belonging to the American Baptist Missionary Union, which enabled him to retain his freedom of movement
      and independence from the authorities. As, over a period of three months, he travelled in the interior, so he
      became increasingly disturbed by what he saw. The diary4 he kept during his tour reveals his feelings as the evidence accumulated:
    


    
      
        … saw rubber ‘market, nothing but guns – about 20 armed men … The population 242 men with rubber, all guarded
        like convicts. To call this ‘trade’ is the height of lying …
      


      
        Sixteen men and women tied up from a village … Infamous. The men were put in the prison, the children let go at
        my intervention. Infamous! Infamous, shameful system …
      


      
        My 39th birthday here up the Lopori, in the heart of Africa indeed … Terrible oppression of these poor people.
      

    


    
      However, the event that completed his conversion into an anguished partisan seems to have
      taken place early in September when a group of Africans came to see him, bringing with them a young boy, one
      Epondo, whose hand had been cut off at the wrist. Their story was that the local village capita was responsible for the mutilation as a means of intimidating the villagers into
      collecting rubber. Casement immediately decided to visit the village with two of the missionaries, where he found
      a second boy similarly mutilated. He then confronted the capita, whose denial of the
      villagers’ accounts of his atrocities seemed wholly unconvincing. Shaken by the experience, Casement decided not
      to continue his journey, even though he knew that he had ‘only touched on the outer fringe of the horrible
      reality’.5 He was exhausted
      and nearing the end of his emotional tether, and felt, with justification, that what he had seen was the ‘system’
      and that he would only find more of the same elsewhere. Returning to Boma, he proceeded, wholly without
      authorisation, to commit the most undiplomatic act conceivable, by writing to the Governor-General
      personally,6 to let him know
      his opinion of the way the Free State was run:
    


    
      The system is bad, hopelessly and entirely bad … Instead of raising the indigenous peoples who are subjugated and
      who suffer from it, it can only lead, if it is maintained, to their final extinction and to the universal
      condemnation of the civilised world.
    


    
      The next morning he took a boat to Luanda, no doubt to avoid the risk of a personal confrontation. He believed,
      he told the Foreign Office, that ‘the best course was to state exactly what I believed at all personal
      costs’.7 As it turned out, the
      only personal cost, if it was such, was that he would never have to set foot in the Congo again.
    


    
      Having received from Casement, in the course of his journey, a succession of despatches containing ‘violent
      diatribes’ about the abuses he had discovered, there was some nervousness in the Foreign Office about his state
      of mind and ability to write a sober report, and so they ordered him home to write it ‘here, where he can receive
      advice and assistance’.8 He
      was sympathetically received by Lansdowne, who had already described his despatches as a ‘terrible indictment’
      and now agreed9 that he had
      found ‘proof of the most painfully convincing kind, Mr. Casement’. Within a space of just two weeks Casement then
      produced a remarkable report,10 which was all the more effective because it was systematic, balanced, and, if
      anything, understated.
    


    
      In the report, Casement started by paying tribute to the ‘great energy’ displayed by the Belgians in ‘introducing
      their methods of rule’ over a people who had previously ‘lived their own savage lives in
      anarchic and disorderly communities’. ‘Admirably built and admirably kept’ stations were connected by an
      ‘excellently constructed’ railway and a fleet of river steamers, affording communication to ‘some of the most
      inaccessible parts of Central Africa’. He also praised the Free State’s eradication of the slave trade – ‘The
      open selling of slaves and the canoe convoys which once navigated the Upper Congo, have everywhere disappeared. …
      No act of the Congo State Government has perhaps produced more laudable results than the vigorous suppression of
      this widespread evil’. Almost immediately, however, he focussed on one of the principal themes of his report, the
      small numbers of people in the places he visited, in stark contrast to the far larger populations he had known
      when he had worked in the Congo fifteen years earlier. ‘Communities I had formerly known as large and flourishing
      centres of population are today entirely gone, or now exist in such diminished numbers as to be no longer
      recognisable’. Partly, this had to be due to the epidemic of sleeping sickness which had, in recent years,
      ravaged that part of Africa, but there were other causes too, which he illustrated in considerable detail. The
      most important factor was the crushing pressure to which the people were subject, to deliver food and other
      supplies to the state posts, to work on such tasks as cutting wood and clearing bush, and to spend time
      collecting rubber and other produce. Many had consequently crossed to French territory or had moved into more
      remote areas, while those who had offered resistance had suffered at the hands of military expeditions. Without
      enough opportunity to work and grow food for themselves, the people had become weak and impoverished, and unable
      to resist disease. They had, they told Casement,
    


    
      endured such ill-treatment at the hands of the Government officials and the Government soldiers in their own
      country that life had become intolerable, that nothing had remained for them at home but to be killed for failure
      to bring in a certain amount of rubber or to die from starvation or exposure in their attempts to satisfy the
      demands made upon them.
    


    
      Casement’s conclusion was that
    


    
      The great decrease in population, the dirty and ill-kept towns, and the complete absence of goats, sheep, or
      fowls – once very plentiful in this country – were to be attributed above all else to the continued effort made
      during many years to compel the natives to work india-rubber … The punitive measures undertaken to this end had endured for a considerable period. During the course of these
      operations there had been much loss of life, accompanied by a somewhat general mutilation of the dead, as proof
      that the soldiers had done their duty.
    


    
      The terms on which the indigenous population were required to deliver produce were also grossly iniquitous. Again
      with a wealth of detail, Casement showed that the brass rods or barter goods with which they were paid for their
      services or the produce they obtained bore no relation at all to the latters’ real value, and that this accounted
      for the immense profits the concession companies and the state itself were making.
    


    
      Towards the end of his report Casement dealt at length with a number of his experiences in the ABIR district,
      where he saw at first hand the methods used to collect rubber. At one village he saw fifteen women, three
      pregnant and five of them with babies, whom the local capita was detaining until
      their husbands delivered the required amounts of rubber. According to the capita, if
      these were not forthcoming, the women would be simply kept in detention until they were. At nightfall they were
      tied neck to neck and ankle to ankle to prevent their escaping. He then described at length the incident of the
      ‘severed hands’, concluding that
    


    
      Of acts of persistent mutilation by Government soldiers of this nature I had many statements made to me, some of
      them specially, others in a general way. Of the fact of this mutilation and the causes inducing it there can be
      no shadow of doubt. It was not a native custom prior to the coming of the white man; it was not the outcome of
      the primitive instincts of savages in their fights between village and village; it was the deliberate act of the
      soldiers of a European administration, and these men themselves never made any concealment that in committing
      these acts they were but obeying the positive orders of their superiors. I obtained several specific examples of
      this practice of mutilation …
    


    
      To round off his report, Casement reproduced a Circular11 which had been sent by the Governor-General, Wahis, to all District
      Commissioners in March 1901, instructing that all possible steps should be taken to improve the quality of rubber
      produced and greater efforts made to increase production. ‘The instructions in this Circular’, Casement
      commented,
    


    
      
        would be excellent if coming from the head of a trading house to his subordinates, but addressed, as they are,
        by a Governor-General to the principal officers of his administration, they reveal a
        somewhat limited conception of public duty. Instead of their energies being directed to the government of their
        districts, the officers therein addressed could not but feel themselves bound to consider the profitable
        exploitation of india-rubber as one of the principal functions of government. Taking into account the
        interpretation these officials must put upon the positive injunctions of their chief, there can be little doubt
        that they would look upon the profitable production of india-rubber as among the most important of their
        duties. The praiseworthy official would be he whose district yielded the best and biggest supply of the
        commodity; and, succeeding in this, the means whereby he brought about the enhanced value of that yield would
        not, it may be believed, be too closely scrutinised.
      


      
        When it is remembered that the reprimanded officials are the embodiment of all power in their districts, and
        that the agents they are authorised to employ are an admittedly savage soldiery, the source whence spring the
        unhappiness and unrest of the native communities I passed through on the Upper Congo need not be sought far
        beyond the policy dictating this Circular.
      

    


    


    
      Having delivered his report, which ran to fifty-six closely printed pages and eight appendices, Casement departed
      to Ireland, leaving the Foreign Office with the problem whether to publish it. Leopold, who (no doubt as a result
      of Casement’s letter to his Governor-General) was under few illusions about what it might contain, tried to exert
      influence by letting it be understood that the Free State might go elsewhere to replace Elder Dempster’s monopoly
      of the Antwerp/Congo shipping business, when its contract came up for renewal the following year. Thoroughly
      alarmed, Sir Alfred Jones twice approached12 the Foreign Office, pointed out the danger and, it seems on the authority
      of Leopold himself, tried to negotiate means of softening the impact of the report. To some in the Foreign
      Office,13 it seemed that the
      best course of action might be not to publish the report immediately, but to give it to an ‘International
      Commission’ which might be appointed by Leopold to investigate affairs in the Free State. However, there was no
      reason to suppose that Leopold would agree to a Commission, and it was all too likely that if he did, he would
      ensure that its report was anodyne. Also, such a proposal would suggest that the Government placed no trust in
      Casement or his report. More importantly, both Parliament and the public were expecting the report and the word
      was going round that it would contain some sensational revelations. Casement himself would also have to be
      contended with. There was, therefore, the Foreign Office concluded, no realistic alternative to
      publication.14
    


    
      Having decided to publish, the Foreign Office proceeded to grapple with the question whether or not to reveal the
      names of the agents and witnesses whom Casement had quoted. The latter had himself initially thought that it
      would be best not to name the agents, partly since this would be unfair in the absence of any judicial
      proceedings against them, and partly because he saw them also as victims of the system. The Foreign Office not
      only agreed but extended the censorship to include the missionaries and Africans whom he had quoted, on the
      grounds that they might, if their names were revealed, be the object of reprisals. It was realised that this
      would inevitably reduce the impact of the report, while, as Casement had covered only a relatively small area, it
      might in any case be fairly obvious who the witnesses were. Eventually, however, it was decided to substitute
      letters and symbols for names and places, on the basis, as Lord Salisbury put it,15 that
    


    
      All names should be suppressed both of tyrants and victims – of tyrants because the papers will involve charges
      which of course have not been legally proved, of victims because of the danger of vengeance.
    


    
      The mercurial Casement was incensed at the consequent ‘crooked and garbled’ report, and, indeed, many passages
      looked extremely odd, particularly since the alphabet was soon exhausted and letters had to be doubled or even
      trebled:
    


    
      I, R R came from N N. N N and R fought, and they killed several R people, and one R man O O O took a man and sent
      him to L L L.
    


    
      He proceeded to vent his feelings in a barrage of telegrams and an eighteen page letter to the ‘permanent gang’
      of ‘abject pifflers’. But he made no impression and the report was duly published on 15 February 1904, after a
      delay of a few days to save Phipps in Brussels the embarrassment of it being in the public domain when he was due
      to have an ‘inescapable meeting’ with Leopold. As a preface to the report, the Foreign Office included a
      despatch16 which Lord Cromer
      had written following a visit he had paid in 1903 to the Upper Nile. He noted that the areas under Free State
      administration were deserted by the local population. The reasons were that:
    


    
      The Belgians are disliked. The people fly from them, and it is no wonder they should do so,
      for I am informed that the soldiers are allowed full liberty to plunder, and that payments are rarely made for
      supplies.
    


    
      The government, Cromer concluded, was conducted ‘almost exclusively on commercial principles, and even judged by
      that standard, it would appear that these principles are somewhat shortsighted’. Also included with the despatch
      were two letters17 addressed
      to the Governor-General of the Free State by a British missionary, John Whitehead, who supported and corroborated
      Casement’s conclusions. ‘Do you wonder, Sir’, he asked,
    


    
      that the natives hate the State and that its fame is almost impossible of cleansing in this part. Again and again
      I had the painful fortune to meet men coming back from imprisonment on account of rubber. The State through its
      agents at Lukolela is driving these indisciplined people to desperation and rebellion … I appeal to you, Sir,
      that these things may cease from being perpetrated on your subjects, and this defaming of the name of the State.
    


    


    
      It was Morel who perhaps best summed up Casement’s achievement:18
    


    
      Its moderation of language threw the facts recorded into the boldest relief. The effect of the report was
      cumulative. One rose from its perusal in a sweat of rage. There was a subtle quality about it which stirred
      profoundly all who read it, however fortified by tradition and training against emotion. Men have confessed to me
      that certain passages moved them to tears less by their eloquence than from the painful manner in which they
      vividly illumined and brought home the human effects of specific conditions.
    


    
      Of Casement himself, Morel said,19
    


    
      Casement possessed a very unusual combination of qualities. He could carry out single handed a delicate and
      difficult mission in the most severely practical manner, guarding his Government and himself at all points,
      giving the enemy no loophole. He could write a report containing terrible disclosures of man’s inhumanity to man
      with wonderful self-restraint, coupled with considerable artistic skill – without once verging on the sensational
      or suggestive of what people call fanatic: and yet, manifesting on every page a power of intuition, of sympathetic insight into the human needs and sorrows of the victims … In the
      performance of his immediate duty, the official was cautious, temperate, on his guard against any false step. His
      immediate duty performed, the official was sunk in the man. The man was ablaze with passionate pity for the
      helpless, and the man sought by exercising upon other men all the arts of presence, voice, speech and penmanship
      nature had lavishly endowed him with, to crown the works the official had begun.
    


    


    
      If Morel’s efforts and his success in prompting a House of Commons debate was the first step in the process which
      led ultimately to Leopold’s undoing, Casement’s report was the second. It fired the campaign in Britain and
      Leopold was induced by it to make mistakes. Although the gradient was by no means steep, it was now downhill the
      whole way.
    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One
    

    The Losing Battle


    
      In August 1903, while Casement was still in the Congo interior, the British Government took the initiative
      demanded by the House of Commons, and addressed a Note1 to the Powers represented at the Berlin Conference. In it, they called for the
      reconvening of the Conference, on two counts. The first was so that the Powers could ‘confer together and
      consider whether the obligations undertaken by the Congo State [under the Berlin Act] in regard to the natives
      have been fulfilled; or, if not, whether the Signatory Powers are not bound to make such representations as may
      secure the due observance of the provisions contained in the Act’. Second, the Powers should consider ‘whether
      the system of trade now prevailing in the Independent State is in harmony with the provisions of the Act’. The
      Powers might, the Note suggested, deal with the latter question by making a reference to the Hague Tribunal.
    


    
      Overall, the Note was an unimpressive piece of work, consisting mostly of generalities and offering no specific
      evidence at all on the human rights and commercial violations which it alleged. It merely referred, vaguely, to
      ‘reports’ and ‘representations’ it had received and to the ‘allegations’ made in the course of the parliamentary
      debate. It conceded that the British Government ‘do not know precisely to what extent these allegations may be
      true’, and suggested merely that they had been ‘so repeatedly made’ and had ‘received such credence’ that it was
      no longer possible to ignore them. It admitted that the British Government had had no resident Consul in the
      Congo until relatively recently, and that even after one had been posted there, his time had been so taken up in
      investigating complaints made by British subjects that he had been unable to travel; and that reliance had
      therefore had to be placed on information from ‘British officers in territory adjacent to that of the State’. It
      concluded, weakly, that there was ‘a feeling of grave suspicion, widely prevalent among the
      people of this country, in regard to the affairs of the Congo State, and … a deep conviction that the many
      charges brought against the State’s administration must be founded on a basis of truth’.
    


    
      There can be no doubt that the Foreign Office could have drafted an altogether tougher Note had it so wished, on
      the basis of the considerable material that was in its possession. By this time, there was not only the testimony
      of missionaries and other witnesses, but there had been ample reporting from Casement and his predecessors over a
      number of years. The problems for the Foreign Office in carrying out the wishes of the House of Commons stemmed
      not from want of evidence, but can best be encapsulated in two words, vulnerability and futility. First, it was
      felt that the extent of the material that the Foreign Office possessed could not be revealed to Parliament
      without attracting severe criticism: as one official put it,2 we must not make the circular too strong, or we shall be blamed by the House of
      Commons, to whom the circular is in one sense as much addressed as it is to the Powers, for not having made a
      representation long ago’. As we have seen, the Foreign Office was also extremely dubious whether agreement could
      be reached over the reconvening of the Berlin Conference, it saw dangers if it were to be reconvened, and it saw
      no way that it might be used to put effective pressure on the Free State. Following the House of Commons debate
      Lansdowne and his officials had no choice but to send the Note, but their hearts were not in it. They felt that
      they had to keep it in low key and they did not believe that it would lead anywhere.
    


    
      In this belief they were right. As they expected, no substantive reply came from any of the Powers, whose
      reluctance to have anything to do with the British initiative was ably encouraged by Belgian diplomacy. Opinion
      in Belgium also hardened, political ranks drew together and the press took the line that the British were
      motivated merely by commercial envy and ambition. Vandervelde initiated another debate,3 but this time the Liberals
      united with the Catholics in presenting a united front and voted the Socialists down. It has also to be said that
      Phipps played a significant role in encouraging the Belgian attitude. The position of a diplomat who is caught in
      the middle of a row between his own government and that to which he is accredited is always invidious, and among
      the requirements for handling it successfully are integrity and objectivity. Phipps, unfortunately, was deficient
      in both qualities. In this instance, he apparently let it be understood4 in Brussels that there was no need to reply to the Note and that
      the pressures behind it stemmed merely from commercial interests in Liverpool, who were disappointed at not being
      able to derive profit from the Congo. More generally, he was another of the many who had succumbed to Leopold’s
      charm, and he refused to believe that ‘Belgians, members of a cultivated people amongst whom I have lived, could,
      even under a tropical sky, have perpetuated acts of refined cruelty or of systematic oppression’.5 He accordingly distrusted Casement’s
      reporting, to the extent that their relationship degenerated into personal animosity and neither hid his low
      opinion of the other.
    


    
      It was not long before the failure of the British initiative became apparent. At that point, Leopold’s best
      interests would have been better served if he too had kept a discreet silence. The target, however, was
      altogether too tempting and he could not resist the opportunity to demolish it. Towards the end of September, the
      Free State authorities circulated their own Note,6 the tone of which was both arrogant and contemptuous. It suggested
      that the campaign in England against the Free State was merely the result of ‘covetousness’ and that it was
      significant that it had only developed after the Free State had shown itself commercially successful. Allegations
      of violence offered to the natives covered only ‘a few individual and isolated cases’ which had been ‘re-edited
      ad infinitum’. The British Note proceeded chiefly on ‘hypotheses and suppositions’,
      and the British government had in effect admitted that in their eyes, the allegations were neither established
      nor proved. The taxation of natives, whether in money or labour, was a normal and proper practice, and Joseph
      Chamberlain, as Colonial Secretary, had himself asserted that ‘in the interests of natives all over Africa, we
      have to teach them to work’. Compulsion was sometimes needed, and not only in the Congo, as ‘civilisation
      necessarily comes into collision with their [the natives’] savage instincts and barbarous customs and habits’.
      The Note went on to assert, with selective quotations, that observers had found that the Free State’s forces were
      disciplined, that administrative development had taken place and that economic and social conditions had
      improved. It also insisted that the Free State was absolutely independent and sovereign, and in no way owed its
      position to the ‘intervention of foreign Powers’. Questions of sovereignty and internal administration were
      excluded from international arbitration. Commercial practices in the Free State were compatible with the Berlin
      Act. The principle of free trade did not mean that rights of property should not exist. The native who collected
      produce on behalf of the owner of the land was not himself the owner of the produce, any more than a miner was
      the owner of the product of a mine. If the domain lands were handed back to the natives, they would revert to
      their earlier unproductive state. As it was, trade was flourishing, as evidenced by the Antwerp market.
      Concluding, the Note adopted a tu quoque approach. It pointed out that Britain
      herself had been criticised for her ‘murderous and bloody wars against native populations’, instancing
      ‘insurrections in Sierra Leone’, the ‘disturbed state of Nigeria’, where there had been ‘military means of
      repression’, and the ‘conflict in Somaliland, which is being carried on at the cost of many lives’.
    


    
      Seeing that these attacks have left England indifferent, it is somewhat surprising to find her now attaching such
      importance to those made on the Congo State. There is, however, reason to think that the natives of the Congo
      State prefer the Government of a small and pacific nation whose aims remain as peaceful as its creation which was
      founded on Treaties concluded with the natives.
    


    


    
      In the British press, the Congolese Note was unanimously condemned. Although never hawkish over the Congo,
      The Times7 was moved to call it ‘very unsatisfactory’, while the more robust The Daily Telegraph8 described it as ‘insolent’. In the Foreign Office, the reaction can only be
      inferred, but there can be little doubt that both ministers and officials, all too conscious of the weakness of
      their own Note and the almost non-existent prospects of international action, must have been considerably put out
      to see their ineffectualness so brutally exposed. With their amour propre thoroughly
      damaged, they now eagerly awaited the Casement report and were fully motivated to insist subsequently that
      Leopold should himself authorise an enquiry that would be both full and impartial.
    


    
      Following the publication of the Casement report, battle lines were drawn, both in Belgium and in England, with a
      degree of organisation not previously seen in the Congo controversy. Not long after the House of Commons debate,
      Leopold formed his own Fédération pour la defense des intérêts belges à l’étranger.
      Headed by Wahis and other notables, this engaged in extensive pro-Congo propaganda. At the same time, a press
      bureau was established within the Free State’s Department of the Interior which did not hesitate to offer
      extensive bribes to journalists and others in positions of influence to produce material favourable to the Free
      State’s case. It was active in America, Germany and Italy, as well as elsewhere, and several Brussels
      correspondents were on its books. It also produced a regular leaflet9 entitled La
      Vérité sur le Congo, which was widely distributed in Europe, America and further afield. Copies were to be
      found in the carriages of the Compagnie des Wagons-Lits, of which Leopold was a major
      shareholder. As Morel put it,10 ‘the organisation which sprang up’ consisted of ‘the cleverest Monarch in
      Europe, backed by the Belgian Government, by a quasi-unanimous parliament, by a unanimous Press, supported by a
      Continental diplomacy generally hostile to England…, with allies in every country and an unlimited purse’.
    


    
      On the British side, Morel and Casement had been corresponding while the latter was still in the Congo, and the
      two met at the house of a mutual friend soon after Casement’s return. This was the beginning of a close and
      productive relationship, and the two men became firm friends. At the meeting, Casement talked into the small
      hours, ‘unfolding… the story of a vile conspiracy against civilisation, the difficulties he had had to overcome,
      the traps laid for him, the consternation his unexpected presence up-river had occasioned to the agents of the
      King’.11 From Casement’s account, Morel concluded, he later wrote, that the ‘basis of
      my indictment was in every particular sound’.12 For one who, understandably, had been tortured by periodic doubts about his
      campaign, ‘an immense weight passed from me’. A few weeks later, Casement proposed13 to Morel that a new organisation, the Congo Reform
      Association, should be formed in order to develop the campaign. He argued that there was a need for ‘an organised
      association having one clear aim’ and that ‘sporadic meetings and occasional lectures, articles in the press from
      time to time’ were not sufficient. Only systematised effort would counter the ‘powerful and wealthy league with a
      Sovereign State for execution and a King for Chairman’. Given his official position, he, Casement, would only be
      able to offer support behind the scenes, and the main burden would have to fall on Morel. The latter was, he
      admitted,14 ‘appalled by the
      implications this conveyed’. He was already finding it hard to make ends meet, the opposition would be formidable
      and the pressures intense. To avoid calumny, the Association would have to be run as a non-profit organisation
      and he would not be able to draw any pay from it. He did not even have the money, until Casement produced a
      cheque for £100, to pay the expenses of starting the enterprise up. The deciding factor, Morel later admitted,
      was the support of his wife, who approved of Casement and urged them to proceed. Three weeks later, the CRA was
      in being, with Earl Beauchamp as President, Morel as Secretary, and a variety of supporters, including eight
      peers, four bishops and eleven Members of Parliament. John Holt and William Cadbury, the chocolate manufacturer
      and Quaker, were early backers, and it was above all through Cadbury, who in 1905 contributed £1000 to the
      Association, that it managed to remain viable. Gratton Guinness and the Congo Balolo Mission, who were already
      campaigning, joined in, but Fox Bourne was at first put out, feeling that the CRA would be a divisive influence
      and steal the limelight from the APS. However, he and Dilke were soon won over and both became Morel’s firm
      allies.
    


    
      Meanwhile, Leopold made a second error, the consequences of which were much more serious than his attempt to
      rubbish the Foreign Office’s Note to the Berlin Powers. Against the advice of van Eetvelde, who
      recommended15 a ‘disdainful
      silence’, he published, in March 1904, a response16 to the Casement report. In it, he tried to throw doubt on a range of
      Casement’s findings. He ascribed the depopulation observed by the latter to the ravages of sleeping sickness,
      insisted on the legitimacy of forced labour on the grounds of the need to promote the work ethic, and alleged
      that Casement’s accounts of atrocities were founded on the evidence of ‘untruthful Congolese and biased
      Protestant missionaries’. No less than seventeen of the Note’s thirty-seven pages were devoted to the hand of the
      boy Epondo which, Leopold asserted, had not been cut off, but had been bitten off by a wild boar. The boy had
      given fresh evidence admitting this, and it had been attested by a British missionary (who, however, had merely
      attested that this was what the boy had said, not that his testimony was true). While all this had the appearance
      of protesting too much at an aspect of Casement’s report which was incidental to its overall thesis, much more
      significant were two short sections of Leopold’s Note in which he suggested that further enquiries might be
      justified. In the first, he asserted that Casement’s proofs were an ‘insufficient basis for a deliberate
      judgment’, and that ‘the particulars in question require to be carefully and impartially tested’; while, in the
      second, he offered that ‘now that Casement had drawn attention to these few cases … the authorities will of
      course look into the matter and cause enquiries to be made’. Leopold seems to have had in mind no more than a
      limited enquiry, leading at worst to judicial proceedings against a few individuals, and an unexpurgated copy of
      Casement’s report was requested for the purpose. However, the Foreign Office now seized the opportunity presented
      to it. Lansdowne responded17
      by asking for guarantees that those who had given evidence would be protected and went on to ask for a ‘searching
      and impartial enquiry’. When Leopold prevaricated,18 he went a good deal further. He now suggested19 that
    


    
      A special Commission should be appointed, composed of members of well-established reputation, and, in part at
      least, of persons unconnected with the Congo State, to whom the fullest powers should be entrusted both as
      regards the collection of evidence and the measures for the protection of witnesses.
    


    
      If such a Commission were agreed to, the full text of the Casement report would be released
      to it.
    


    
      This put Leopold on the spot, and his problem was not eased by what became notorious as the Caudron affair, when
      this Anversoise employee was convicted, among other things, of massacring a village
      and killing its chief in prison, and of conducting a full-blown campaign in which further villagers were killed
      and villages destroyed. He was sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment – according to Lansdowne, ‘a terrible
      indictment of the whole regime’.20 Pressures intensified in Britain, culminating in a further House of Commons
      debate21 in June 1904, in
      which the Congo regime was subjected to a barrage of criticism. It was, the critics alleged, responsible for
      cannibalism, organised murder, deliberate mutilations and depopulation. There was no trade in the Free State,
      only slavery. Various demands were again aired, the calling of an international conference, the assumption of
      British consular jurisdiction, an appeal to the Hague Tribunal, cooperation with the United States. Fitzmaurice
      called for the despatch of gunboats to the Congo estuary and the occupation of Boma. The government had little
      defence, only that no power had responded to their call for a reconvening of the Berlin Conference, and that
      Leopold had agreed to the establishment of an enquiry, although it remained to be seen what this would amount to
      in practice. The reporting of the Belgian Minister in London, Count Lalaing, was unambiguous:22
    


    
      A storm, for long expected, has at last burst… The Parliamentary atmosphere remains charged with electricity and
      other tempests are to be feared … All danger would be averted for a while at least if… the concept of the
      commission of enquiry is such that the English public could be sure of the impartiality which it is demanding
      would prevail … If the enquiry is refused, I think that parliamentary agitation will begin again more strongly,
      with a view to forcing the British Government to ask for extra-territorial jurisdiction for its subjects in the
      Congo.
    


    
      Elsewhere, the tide of international opinion was also running against Leopold. With the development of the
      Entente Cordiale, he could no longer count on the French. In Germany, opinion was
      increasingly unfavourable. In Belgium itself, views were also changing, at least in official circles. The damage
      that the affairs of the Free State was doing to Anglo-Belgian relations was noted and there was a growing dislike
      of the role that Leopold was playing. Yet again, van Eetvelde put national interests first and
      suggested23 to Phipps that the British government should exert pressure for the surrender
      of the Congo to Belgium. It is, nevertheless, possible that Leopold might still have extricated himself from the
      necessity of setting up a genuinely impartial and internationally acceptable enquiry, but for two developments.
      One was that Phipps, seeking to ensure that any enquiry would be seen to be genuinely independent,
      suggested24 privately that a
      way round the problem might be to appoint to it men of different nationalities. This seems to have induced
      Leopold to consider three candidates, Emile Janssens, a Belgian judge, Baron Nisco, an Italian judge, and Dr de
      Schumacher, a Swiss jurist. Wind of these names then apparently reached the journal Mouvement Géographique, which was owned by Thys and edited by a strong Congo critic, A. J.
      Wauters, and in July the journal carried a report25 which revealed that a commission was to be established consisting of the first
      two judges and a third ‘of Swiss or Norwegian nationality’. It then went on to predict that its terms of
      reference would be seven in number; it would be public and inquisitorial; foreign governments and associations
      would be permitted to produce witnesses; witnesses would be subject to cross-examination; it would have access to
      all administrative and judicial documents, together with correspondence to and from Congo stations; the present,
      as well as the past, would be subject to enquiry; it would be concerned in particular with the rubber-producing
      areas; and reports of its proceedings would be published as soon as possible.
    


    
      There is no reason at all to suppose that Leopold had it in mind to authorise an enquiry with anything like these
      conditions: indeed it is known26 that the Mouvement Géographique was simply ‘flying
      a kite’ and that the report was no more than an invention designed to put pressure on him and make it impossible
      for him to appoint a commission with inadequate terms of reference. The author of the ploy was Cattier, and he
      and Wauters now formed the nucleus of a small group of Belgian reformers who were determined that an end should
      be put to Leopold’s rule in the Congo. In this instance their stratagem was successful, and when the
      decree27 announcing the
      formation of the Commission was issued in July 1904, several features of the Mouvement
      Géographique’s conditions were retained, in that the Commission would have judicial powers, that all
      administrative and judicial papers would be open to them, and that witnesses would have absolute freedom to
      testify. This, however, was not enough for the reformers in Britain, who were in contact with Cattier, and, under
      pressure from them, Lansdowne28 urged other conditions, principally that the Commission’s hearings should be
      public, that missionaries and any others who wished should be able to testify, that outside observers could be
      present and that witnesses should be guaranteed protection. Public hearings and the presence of observers were
      not, however, conceded,29
      and haggling continued, with Lansdowne again coming under strong pressure from Fox Bourne.30 The matter was finally resolved by
      Leopold allowing the Commission discretion on the last two points and assuring them that they had ‘perfect
      freedom of action, independence and right of initiative’.31 The Foreign Office then handed over the full Casement Report to the
      Commission, but hastened to cover itself32 by expressing disappointment that its demands had not been wholly met and
      reserving judgment about the outcome.
    


    
      The Commission duly arrived in Boma in October 1904 and began its hearings, which it opened to the public. All
      would now depend on the manner in which it would carry out its mandate, and on the nature of its report.
    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two
    

    The Belgian Enquiry


    
      As it began its work, the Commission had before it, as its point of departure, not only the full text of the
      Casement report, but also a dossier of testimonies prepared by Protestant missionaries which Morel had published
      in the West African Mail. To these it added a number of administrative and other
      documents which it obtained on arrival from the Vice-Governor General. Perhaps the most significant of the latter
      were the instructions that had been issued by the administration soon after the decree of 1903 which had
      purportedly limited the hours of work to be imposed on Africans to forty hours a month. According to these
      instructions,1
    


    
      You should note that the law on work must have the effect not only to maintain the results obtained during
      previous years, but also to effect a progressive increase to the Treasury. The annual deliveries, for a district,
      must not be less than those of the foregoing years: on the contrary, one must look to their increase. Without
      requiring each village to show a year on year increase, the deliveries from the district must follow a
      consistently upwards progression.
    


    
      How the circle of fewer working hours and increased production was to be squared was not specified, and the
      inference was clear. Paul Costermans, the Vice-Governor General, who was to commit suicide after the departure of
      the Commission, also admitted2
      that the means of coercion imposed on the population included
    


    
      bodily restraint … the occupation of villages by the army, the taking of hostages, the imposition of fines … In
      the course of their imposition, there have sometimes been bloody conflicts with the local people … and the use of
      armed force has sometimes been necessary in order to compel the population to pay their dues.
    


    


    
      From Boma, the Commission travelled up-river as far as Stanley Falls, taking evidence from
      State and company officials and agents, missionaries and Africans. At Bololo, it was told by Grenfell3 that whereas he had been proud to wear
      the decoration bestowed on him by Leopold, this was no longer the case
    


    
      on account of the acts of brutality, the cruelty and the abuses that those who have sheltered under the Free
      State’s flag have suffered. … In the Congo, trade is not free, it is constrained by the action of the State,
      which claims the ownership of the land and its produce, to the exclusion of the natives, who have no right to
      it…. The present system, which is often accompanied by terrible cruelties, is both costly and destructive … and
      gives no stimulus to the local people, on whom so much depends, for the development of the country’s resources.
      As things stand, no element of society, one might say nobody at all, is concerned to maintain the State.
    


    
      Elsewhere, as the Commission proceeded, evidence was tendered to it of the practice of severing hands, confirming
      that given to Casement. An administrator at Basankusu, Samuel Hagerström, admitted to having led expeditions to
      punish villages for having killed capitas who had stolen their provisions or taken
      their women. The most telling evidence,4 however came from Baringa in the ABIR concession, where over a two day session,
      a Protestant missionary, John Harris, his wife Alice and their associate Edgar Stannard enlarged on the critical
      reports they had submitted to the West African Mail. They too spoke of mutilations,
      and produced some twenty African witnesses, including a chief, Lontulu, who solemnly placed 110 twigs on a table
      before the Commission, short ones to represent children, medium sized to represent ordinary men and women, and
      long ones to represent more important people. He then went on to put a name to each twig, of a man, woman or
      child who had been killed by the Company or its capitas. Asked by the Commission how
      long it would take him to produce all his witnesses, Harris replied that he would carry on to the point where
      they were convinced that hundreds of murders had been committed by ABIR agents in the region. Yet more witnesses
      were awaiting his signal to attend from further afield. Rather than be swamped, the Commission agreed to accept
      his word, and they went on to commit the local ABIR director to stand trial and to appoint a resident judge in
      the region.
    


    
      After some four months, as opposed to the six months they had originally envisaged, the Commission returned to
      Boma. Like Casement, they reckoned that they had seen and heard enough to produce a credible
      report. Surprisingly, their records of their examination of witnesses survived the destruction of the Free
      State’s archives which Leopold ordered when the territory was finally handed over to Belgium, but for some
      inscrutable reason they were not made public, even to bona fide researchers, for
      almost the whole of the following century. The only accounts of the proceedings to appear were those prepared by
      the missionaries, who took careful notes and sent them to Morel for publication. Returning to Brussels in March
      1905, the Commission proceeded to draft its report,5 which was not however published until November of that year. The principal cause
      of the delay was not so much in agreeing the facts, about which the Commissioners had little difficulty:
      according to a report6 from a
      British official who had been assigned to follow their mission,
    


    
      He [Janssens] courteously and frankly admitted that the evidence collected agrees in all essential details with
      Mr. Casement’s reports on the subject.
    


    
      Rather, the problem lay in forming recommendations, on which their views differed, while they also had Leopold to
      contend with, once he realised the extent to which they intended to be critical.
    


    
      As Casement had done, the Commission prefaced their report with a description of the good points they had
      observed about the Free State, but, unlike Casement, they produced an encomium which was lengthy, sycophantic and
      grossly overdrawn. It seems that it was included specifically at Leopold’s request. Several of its assertions,
      for example about the high quality of the administration and the popularity of the judiciary, were flatly
      contradicted in the main body of the report. This started by dealing with the question of unoccupied lands and
      free trade, on which it concluded that while there was no reason why the State should not appropriate Vacant
      lands’, in the Congo this had been done to the extent that the economies and lives of the inhabitants had been
      excessively constrained. They were prohibited from selling the produce of the land, and were prevented from
      moving their villages, or even leaving them. The land system should be eased and the natives given the right to
      dispose of produce freely. The use of money should be gradually introduced. On the question of taxation, the
      Commission concluded that it was legitimate to impose a tax in the form of labour, but insufficient value was
      often put on it and the methods employed gave rise to abuses. The hardships imposed by the necessity to provide
      supplies to the administration lay principally in the fact that the task was incessant, and left hardly any time
      for other occupations. As practiced, the rubber regime was a flagrant violation of the
      decree limiting work to forty hours a month, and it had been imposed through the taking of hostages, the
      detention of chiefs, and the system of capitas, fines and armed expeditions. A
      considerable amount of evidence had been provided of the crimes and excesses that the capitas had committed.
    


    
      The Commission then went on to condemn the practice of sending out military expeditions, which had often given
      rise to ‘massacres accompanied by pillage and arson’. Mutilations had occurred of living persons or of persons
      who had been considered to be dead, although not as a punishment. The worst abuses had occurred in the
      concessionary regions, where the companies regarded themselves as absolute masters, and they should be subject to
      stricter supervision by the state. ‘Across the Congo, despite certain contrary appearances, the native only
      gathers rubber under a regime of compulsion, direct or indirect’. Officials should be encouraged to concern
      themselves with the people’s welfare, rather than the collection of revenue.
    


    
      The Commission then went on to criticise the system of orphanages run by the State and the Catholic missions,
      thereby earning itself much resentment in Catholic circles in Belgium. Conditions in the orphanages were often
      bad, and children were often held against their will, when they were at an age when they should have been
      released. The methods used in collecting children ‘amounted to slave-raiding’. Often they were not abandoned, nor
      even orphans, and they were treated harshly if they ran away and were recaptured. The Commission also criticised
      the system of recruiting labour and finished by condemning the judicial system, which compelled natives to travel
      long distances to Boma for court proceedings, many of them even dying en route. Often the missionaries became the
      sole representatives of equity and justice in their regions. In practice, the administration took the decisions
      whether or not prosecutions should take place and the law officers had no independence.
    


    
      Well before the report was published, Leopold took steps to limit its effects. He made considerable efforts in
      the course of 1905 to portray the CRA as anti-Catholic and to recruit English Catholic opinion to his side.
      However, as Morel and his associates had been careful throughout to avoid any comment of a religious or sectarian
      nature, this approach failed. He then tried to neutralise British opinion by offering7 the ABIR concession to a British
      syndicate led by Alfred Jones. The temptation here was not just that the concession might well be profitable, but
      that in British hands, it might also be a means of ameliorating the situation in what was recognised to be the
      most notorious area of the Congo. The trap was, however, rather too obvious. The move would inevitably overshadow
      the effects of the Commission’s report, there was no guarantee that even under British management, early reforms
      would be achieved, and British pressure for reforms might well be prejudiced if a British company became caught
      up in the Congo imbroglio. The Foreign Office blew cold on the idea,8 the reformers and missionaries would not countenance it, and Leopold was
      left with no alternative but to abandon it.
    


    
      Leopold then did his best to neutralise the report on publication. At the time it was due to appear, a purported
      summary9 was published in
      London by an organisation calling itself the ‘West African Missionary Association’. The press made wide use of
      this as a means of saving themselves the trouble of reading the report itself, and it emerged only subsequently
      that it was drafted in such a way as to make the Report appear much less critical of the Free State than it in
      fact was. Investigations revealed that the Association was no more than an ephemeral organisation, created for
      the sole purpose of issuing the summary. Leopold also issued a decree10 setting up a ‘Commission for Reforms’, with the task of
      preparing legislation to give effect to the Commission’s recommendations. While this apparent readiness to
      consider reforms may have mollified opinion to a small extent, its more important effect was to preempt
      diplomatic pressure.
    


    
      The Commission’s report was not without its detractors. It was less than sure footed in its recommendations for
      reforms, and, in addition to its unconvincing introduction, a weakness also lay in its peroration, which
      consisted of a lengthy plea for understanding of the difficulties faced by officials and agents, who
    


    
      Enervated by a perfidious climate, always debilitating and often deadly, are isolated among savage peoples. Their
      daily life offers only ‘demoralising spectacles’; they have left Europe imbued with respect for human life, and
      they soon see that in the barbarous environment in which they are transplanted, this has no value
    


    
      and much more in the same vein. It even went on to suggest that the Free State might have tried to solve its
      problems through the importation of alcohol, thus giving the native an incentive to work, and to praise it for
      having set its face against this. The peroration was all of a piece with the frequent suggestions in the report
      that the native was, among other things, lazy, mendacious, lacking in charity, lacking in foresight, uninterested
      in education and respectful only of force.
    


    
      Given these weaknesses, together with its generalised nature and lack of the supporting evidence, the report had
      none of the immediacy or conviction of Casement’s, and it aroused little public interest in
      Belgium. It did, however, have a marked effect within Belgian political, legal and academic establishments, who
      saw it as a severe indictment of the Free State. It is, however, questionable whether its effect would have had
      been decisive, but for an event which followed hard on its heels. This was the publication in February 1906 of
      Félicien Cattier’s Etude sur la Situation de l’Etat Indépendant du Congo.11 A measured, but damning, indictment
      of the Free State regime, as well as of Leopold personally, the book started by insisting on the ‘definitive,
      indisputable’ nature of the facts revealed by the Commission’s report, and expanded on the iniquities which arose
      from the domainal system. Cattier then proceeded to attack the concessionary companies, citing the inflated
      profits made by the Anversoise and the ABIR (Fr. 10 million and Fr. 18 million
      respectively over the years 1898-1903). The most devastating part of the book, however, consisted of revelations
      about the Domaine de la Couronne, an immense area ‘ten times the size of Belgium and
      half that of France’. Cattier calculated that over the previous decade, the Congo had exported some 41,000 tonnes
      of rubber. On the basis that the Domaine covered about 28% of the total rubber producing areas, its production
      would have been of the order of 11,500 tonnes. Given that the average price of rubber over the period was Fr.
      7,000 a tonne, this meant that the Domaine had earned some Fr. 80 million from rubber sales alone – to be on the
      safe side, say Fr. 70 million. In addition, the Congo had borrowed on a large scale, the total up to 1905 having
      been no less than Fr. 130 million, as against an actual budgetary deficit over the years 1892-1905 of a mere Fr.
      27 million. In addition, there had been the extensive borrowings from the Belgian Government.
    


    
      Where had the money gone? On the basis of what must have been some painstaking detective work, Cattier’s answer
      was to give the full particulars of ninety-four properties which the Domaine had
      purchased in Brussels, together with another sixteen in Ostend, at a total cost of some Fr. 18 million. In
      addition, large sums, perhaps as much as Fr. 65 million, had been spent on the palace at Laeken, the Arcade du Cinquantenaire and the Museum at Tervuren, as well as elsewhere. Further sums had been
      spent on the ‘corruption of the press and of journalists’.
    


    
      Again and again, when reforms were demanded, the Congo State … invoked its poverty as a reason for not
      implementing them. Its budget is permanently in deficit while millions which belong to it are wasted in Belgium
      on luxury works, on suborning people, on shady and obscure deals.
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      After denouncing Leopold personally – ‘absolute monarchs have to bear personally the responsibility for the
      direction they impose on governmental activity’ – Cattier concluded that
    


    
      the clear and indisputable truth … is that the Congo State … is not a colonising state, it is barely a state at
      all: it is a financial enterprise. The colony has been administered neither in the interests of the natives nor
      even in the economic interest of Belgium: to obtain for the King-Sovereign a maximum of resources, this has been
      the objective of governmental activity.
    


    
      Cattier also had some harsh things to say about the Catholic missionaries in the Congo:
    


    
      For thirteen years the missionaries have seen the labour tax system applied around them, with all its
      consequences. They have seen the population decimated, they have witnessed impassively the
      burning and pillage of villages. They have been silent and have only had, during this long period, praise for the
      State. Their papers only published panegyrics of the King-Sovereign, only ‘victorious’ replies to the ‘calumnies’
      of the Protestant missionaries. There is no excuse for their failure. Whatever the reasons for their attitude,
      whatever the interests which have put a gag in their mouths, whatever responsibility for this silence and of
      these lies falls on the obscure workers or their chiefs, posterity will say that never did the Catholic church
      betray more openly its own mission and the morality of its founder.
    


    
      Cattier’s conclusion was that immediate annexation was the only way out of the situation.
    


    
      Perhaps even more influential was a book12 which followed shortly after, written by a Jesuit priest, Father Vermeersche.
      This, although less rigorous and comprehensive, played a decisive part in persuading the Belgian Catholic
      community to revise its previously indulgent attitude towards what was going on in the Free State. It was,
      according to Father Vermeersche, as if the Congo was governed by a law with two Articles:
    


    
      
        Article I. Commerce is free in the Free State.
      


      
        Article II. Everything belongs to the State, but it regrets that it can only offer a restricted place to
        commerce.
      


      
        N.B. Besides, there is nothing to buy or to sell.
      

    


    
      Father Vermeersche added that the regime made him think of buses circulating in the streets, but always with the
      sign ‘full’.
    


    
      Shortly after the publication of Cattier’s book, the Belgian Parliament debated13 yet another motion put down by Emile Vandervelde.
      Following Cattier’s lead in demanding Belgian annexation, he succeeded for the first time in attracting wide
      support among Liberals and Catholics. This encouraged Beernaert to move that Parliament should immediately
      examine the Bill of 7 August 1901, which would provide the legal framework for a Belgian takeover. When Leopold
      told de Smet de Naeyer to make sure that the motion did not succeed, the latter had to advise that to oppose it
      would entail the fall of the government.
    


    
      The motion was, therefore, passed. This was not a call for immediate annexation, indeed no timetable at all was
      stipulated. But it was a clear disassociation from Leopold’s activities and an emphatic rebuff for Leopold
      himself. Condemnation of the Congo regime was no longer overwhelmingly external, voiced
      against a background of Belgian indifference or resentment. It was now a cause which had been espoused by
      Belgium’s elected representatives, who were refusing to accept Leopold’s earlier assertion that it was for him
      alone to decide when the handover of the Congo to Belgium should take place.
    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three
    

    The End Game


    
      During the early years of the century, Leopold’s personal reputation took a battering. Marie-Henriette died in
      1903, but even while she was alive, he had formed a liaison with a Paris prostitute, Blanche Lacroix or
      Delacroix, who was to be his companion over the remaining years of his life. The liaison quickly became public
      knowledge and Leopold was ridiculed as a lecherous and besotted old man. Also much resented was his habit of
      spending increasingly lengthy periods outside Belgium, often in his villa at Cap Ferrat, where he diverted
      himself by buying and developing properties. Much of his work there was done on board his yacht, the Alberta, which was moored in the bay below. He also spent time in other residences which he had
      purchased for the use of Blanche Delacroix, or Baroness de Vaughan, as she came to be called, and the two sons
      she proceeded to bear him. The background of disapproval which these activities earned in Belgium was to be a
      liability for Leopold as he embarked on his final struggle over the Congo.
    


    
      In the spring of 1906, Leopold did not, as was his usual practice, return from his wintering at Cap Ferrat.
      Instead, he stayed there to work out the lines of defence which the debate in the Belgian parliament had shown
      were urgently necessary. For a man in his seventies, the energy, subtlety and determination he displayed in this
      last period of his Congo rule were remarkably undiminished. His first line of defence was to produce what came to
      be known as the ‘Documents of the Third of June’.1 One part of these consisted of twenty-four decrees designed to implement the
      reforms recommended by the Commission of Enquiry. Some of these were, on paper at least, conciliatory, but they
      did nothing either to modify the State’s rights to ‘vacant lands’, or to deal with the domainal system. Indeed an
      accompanying document over the signatures of
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      the Free State’s Secretaries-General specifically asserted that the system was indispensable
      for the effective running of the territory. With the decrees and this declaration came a codicil2 to Leopold’s will of 1889, in which he
      now stipulated that if Belgium was to take over the Congo, it would also have to take over
    


    
      the duty to protect all the State’s engagements to third parties, and to respect all the instruments by which I
      have arranged… for the foundation of the Domaine de la Couronne, and for the
      establishment of the Domaine National [i.e. the Domaine
      Privé]; it will also respect the duty not to diminish in any way the integrity of these various
      institutions without assuring them at the same time of an equivalent compensation.
    


    
      In other words, Leopold was trying to ensure that in the event of a takeover, a large part of the Congo would
      continue to provide revenues which he could use for his own purposes. Belgium would largely inherit the shell,
      while most of the substance would remain under his control. Covering these documents was a letter3 formally addressed by Leopold to his
      Secretaries-General but in effect aimed at the Belgian government and parliament. In it, Leopold asserted that he
      retained the right to decide when the handover of the Congo to Belgium would take place.
    


    
      My rights to the Congo are not for sharing: they are the fruits of my labours and my expenditures… The
      adversaries of the Congo are pressing for immediate annexation. These persons no doubt hope that a change of
      regime would sabotage the work now in progress and would enable them to reap some rich booty. I consider myself
      morally bound to inform the country when … I feel the moment is approaching and is becoming favourable for
      examining the question of annexation. I have nothing to say at present.
    


    


    
      Yet again, Leopold’s propensity for confrontation was to prove counter-productive. It was not surprising that the
      documents were denounced in Britain, where the Congo Reform Association had become increasingly vociferous and
      well supported. Since 1903, it had held successions of meetings across the country, in many of which John and
      Alice Harris, now back in Britain, had spoken and had held slide shows of the Congo atrocities. Morel had also
      worked tirelessly with the Foreign Office, the press and leaders of opinion, and had made considerable headway.
      The CRA had also become somewhat more realistic in its policy statements. The previous year, rather against
      Morel’s inclinations, it had dropped its demands for a reconvening of the Berlin Conference or an international
      takeover of the Congo. Instead, at a public meeting in June 1905 which was chaired by a late
      convert to the cause of Congo reform, Sir Harry Johnston, it adopted the ‘Belgian solution’, which Cattier was
      also to urge and on which the Belgian parliament set its sights in March 1906. Also in 1905, the Balfour
      government had fallen and Lansdowne had been succeeded as Foreign Secretary by Sir Edward Grey, who had earlier
      shown himself sympathetic to the cause of Congo reform. Summing up a parliamentary debate4 in July 1906, he adopted the ‘Belgian
      solution’ as official British policy, so removing one of the planks of Leopold’s propaganda, that the British
      were campaigning against the Congo regime merely in order to supplant Belgium and gain rich commercial pickings
      for the ‘merchants of Liverpool’.
    


    
      In Belgium, meanwhile, Leopold’s defiant ‘Documents of the Third of June’ served only to solidify opinion against
      him. As many Belgians saw it, the question was now not purely about the Congo, but a critical constitutional
      issue had been raised. Whose will was to be supreme, that of the monarch or that of the country’s elected
      representatives? As 1906 drew to a close, matters began to move towards a head.5 In November of that year, Morel’s book Red Rubber,6
      another violent denunciation of the Free State, was published. Also during that month, Grey received a
      high-powered delegation at the Foreign Office and agreed7 that there was a ‘painful state of things’ in the Congo. The best remedy would
      be for Belgium to ‘take matters in hand’. If Belgium were to exercise her rights, she would have Britain’s entire
      sympathy and support, but it would be impossible ‘to continue to tolerate indefinitely the present state of
      affairs’. This was a clear warning, which was reinforced by ominous signs from elsewhere. Baron Greindl, now the
      Belgian Ambassador in Berlin, reported8 to his Foreign Minister, Paul de Favereau, that he believed that Germany would
      go along with an international conference on the Congo, if Britain were to press for one. Almost simultaneously,
      a press report9 appeared that
      President Roosevelt would ‘take into consideration’ a demand for a conference. In Paris too, it became
      clear10 that Belgium could
      no longer count on French support. Alarmed by these reports, de Favereau obtained de Smet de Naeyer’s approval
      for an approach to the King, and the two men met on 6 December. In the course of a disagreeable
      interview,11 de Favereau
      warned the King that he thought it quite possible that if Britain were to call a conference, this would be held,
      with damaging consequences for Belgian interests. The only solution was the early annexation of the Congo by
      Belgium. The King’s response was bitter, querulous and undignified:
    


    
      I have reigned forty-two years, it is too long. They are tired of me, they want no more of
      me. They do not understand the true interests of the country. It would probably be better to sell the Congo to
      France … Is it not wretched to have been the King of this State for twenty-two years and to have kept nothing for
      oneself? After all, I am seventy-two years old and will not have long to benefit from it.
    


    
      No decision was taken at that point, but a week later Leopold called in12 de Smet de Naeyer and de Favereau, together with the Minister of
      Justice, Van den Heuvel, and asked that Belgian annexation should be put in hand immediately. This time it was
      events in the United States that had intervened, and these had proved decisive.
    


    
      Public feeling about the Congo had been growing in the United States since the turn of the century, when William
      Morrison returned there and began to engage in public criticism. The American missionary societies also started
      to exert pressure on the government, without, however, much result. In 1903, Morel started campaigning there by
      sending across copies of a small book13 with a preface especially addressed to the American public. To this, Leopold
      responded by getting himself interviewed in Stanley’s old paper, the New York Herald,
      but Morel persuaded the paper to carry a reply by him a few days later. The following year, Morel crossed the
      Atlantic, saw the Secretary of State, John Hay, and presented a memorandum14 to President Roosevelt. He was also successful in stimulating
      the formation of an American branch of the CRA, in which the leading light was a journalist, Robert E. Park.
      Leopold was not slow in responding, and made headway by enlisting the support of American Catholics under the
      leadership of Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore. He also founded what became known as the American Congo Lobby,
      generously funded by his Press Bureau and directed by the Belgian Minister in Washington, Baron Moncheur. On
      Leopold’s side of the argument was the fact that America had never ratified the Berlin Act (although it had
      subsequently ratified the Brussels Act), and its traditional policy of non-interference in European affairs.
      Partly as a consequence, the US government remained solidly pro-Leopold well into 1906, when the then Secretary
      of State, Elihu Root, defined its policy15 as one of refusing to accept that any power had a right to intervene in
      Congolese affairs, adding that in any case the American Government had no reliable information about the Congo
      and had always found that the Congo administration was ready to address any complaint brought to its notice.
      Nevertheless opinion in America gradually hardened against Leopold and Root came under heavy pressure to change
      his policy. This he eventually did, and the outcome was the press report which had so concerned de Favereau.
    


    
      Then, in early December 1906, a bombshell exploded, with the revelation by the New York
      American16 that a
      lobby existed in Washington which was paid by Leopold to exert influence on Congress. What had happened was that
      against Moncheur’s advice, Leopold had hired as a lobbyist a shady Californian lawyer by the name of Colonel
      Henry Kowalsky. The latter was on a one-year contract and, when this was not renewed, took his revenge by selling
      his story to the American, backed up by the originals of letters he had received from
      Brussels and copies of his own letters to the King. Almost immediately, Senator Cabot Lodge, previously well
      disposed towards Leopold, proposed a resolution17 supporting the President in any action he might wish to take. The upshot was a
      formal communication18 to
      the British Government offering unconditional American support. For Leopold, who from the outset had had a
      special concern for American opinion, this was the final straw, and his proposal for the annexation of the Congo
      by Belgium followed within days. It came as de Smet de Naeyer was in the throes of a particularly difficult
      debate19 in the Belgian
      Parliament. There, demands for annexation had become increasingly insistent, and deputies wanted to know whether
      Leopold’s documents represented real obligations or merely his wishes, and when they could expect an annexation
      bill. Facing almost certain defeat if he continued to support Leopold, de Smet de Naeyer was now able to announce
      his commitment to annexation and to propose the establishment of a working party, known as the Commission of
      Seventeen, to work out a ‘Charte Coloniale’, under the chairmanship of Frans Schollaert, the president of the
      Chamber of Representatives.
    


    
      Leopold had now lost the Congo, but he was not going to hand it over tamely. He had already taken measures
      designed to dilute the consequences of annexation, by tying up its mineral wealth in ways that would prevent
      either the Belgian government or the colony itself from getting hold of it. In October and November of 1906, he
      announced the formation of several companies to which would be transferred prospecting and mining rights in
      various areas of the country. In Katanga, following the discovery of considerable deposits of copper, an
      agreement had already been reached between the Comité Special du Katanga (an offshoot
      to the Compagnie du Katanga) and the British company, Tanganyika Concessions (known
      as ‘Tanks’), for the exploitation of these deposits, and railways were being built into the area both from the
      south and from the west coast. Now, a Union Minière du
      Haut-Katanga was formed, with fifty-fifty participation by Tanks and the Belgian Société Générale, to which the CSK transferred its rights over 17.5 million acres of that
      Province. In the Kasai, 52 million acres were granted to a Compagnie du Chemin de Fer du
      Bas-Congo au Katanga (BCK), half of its capital coming from the Société
      Générale and half from the Banque de l’Union Parisienne. Also in the Kasai, an
      American Congo Company was formed, with Daniel Guggenheim as one of its shareholders, with rights over some
      2 1/2 million acres, while American interests were also given a share in the
      Société Internationale Forestière et Minière du Congo, (to be known as Forminière) which held rights, in conjunction with the Domaine de la
      Couronne, over no less than 347 million acres around the country. By combining British, French and
      American interests with the powerful Société Générale, Leopold effectively ensured
      that the Belgian Government would not have the leverage to unravel the new companies, the profits from which
      would go to the shareholders, among whom Leopold himself would feature in one guise or another.
    


    
      Leopold then extended his rearguard action to cover the financial assets of the Free State. When Schollaert’s
      Commission asked for copies of the Free State’s budget and accounts, he refused to provide them.20 By this time, the strain of having
      been caught in the middle of endless altercations between Leopold and Parliament had become too much for de Smet
      de Naeyer, and in April 1907 he and his government proceeded to court defeat over an issue unrelated to the
      Congo. He was succeeded by a new administration under another Catholic, Jules de Trooz, who brought fresh energy
      to the task of annexation, but who was to find the going no less difficult.
    


    
      De Trooz started by pressing ahead with plans for annexation and, following lengthy negotiations between the two
      administrations, a new Annexation Treaty came before Parliament in December 1907. It differed from that of 1901
      principally in that it recognised the King purely as a constitutional monarch, bound, in the Congo as in Belgium
      itself, by the decisions of his Ministers. It also provided for parliamentary scrutiny of the colony’s accounts
      and for the appointment of a Minister of the Colonies and a Colonial Council. However Leopold again threw a
      spanner in the works by insisting that what was now known as the Fondation de la
      Couronne should be excluded from the scope of the Treaty. The Fondation, the
      first public mention of which had appeared in the Documents of the Third of June, had as its nucleus the
      Domaine de la Couronne, with its Congo territories, its properties and its revenues,
      and the suggestion that the Fondation should be excluded from the Treaty caused
      uproar in the Belgian Parliament. Leopold
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      and de Trooz were compelled to think again, and the strain of the controversy proved too
      much for de Trooz, who collapsed and died at the end of the year. He was succeeded by Schollaert, who was an
      altogether tougher character. He stood up to Leopold and eventually got his way, surviving in the process a hard
      fought election in which much was made of the costs which annexation would entail for Belgium, the country now
      coming to realise that the wholesale extraction of profits from the Congo would mean that they were in line to
      inherit a grossly under-capitalised and under-developed territory. Nevertheless, from the ruins, Leopold managed
      to salvage a certain number of his building projects in Belgium. The Fondation was
      abandoned, but by means of a ‘Supplementary Act’,21 Fr. 45.5 million was earmarked from Belgian funds for the completion of works
      in progress at the palace of Laeken, together with others at Ostend, Heysel and elsewhere. In return, Leopold
      surrendered a number of buildings in Belgium and assets in the Congo, but kept the Fondation’s moveable assets. Another Fr. 50 million was allocated from the Congo budget,
      principally to pay for annuities for Leopold and members of his family, for the upkeep of the colonial
      collections at Tervuren and the glass houses at Laeken. This latter sum was ‘granted to the King as a mark of
      gratitude for his great sacrifices on behalf of the Congo which he created’. In August 1908, Parliament passed
      the Annexation Treaty and the Charte Coloniale,22 the Treaty by eighty-three votes to forty-four with eight
      abstentions, and the Charte by ninety votes to forty-eight with seven abstentions. On
      18 October Leopold signed the Treaty, and on 15 November, the Free State formally became the Belgian Congo.
      Leopold was bitter about the manner in which it was taken from him: in the words of his equerry,23
    


    
      The day had been for him one of definitive abdication from his personal overseas empire, and he felt a deep
      resentment at the manner in which the transfer of sovereignty had come about. The annexation had not been carried
      out as the grateful acceptance of a generous and patriotic gesture by the Sovereign, but in an atmosphere of
      distrust which almost appeared as a reprobation of his rule. It was base and unjust.
    


    
      Leopold remained defiant to the end, the final edition of the Free State’s Bulletin
      Officiel carrying a lengthy justification of his rule and a denunciation of his critics. His record in the
      Congo had, he insisted, been one of humanity, patriotism and development, the allegations of his critics mere
      calumnies. As for Belgium, ‘Never before’, wrote the Daily News,24 ‘was greatness forced by
      circumstances on a more reluctant people’.
    


    
      The financial settlement that was accorded to Leopold was far from being the whole of the
      story. In his will, he insisted that he had received from his father a patrimony of Fr.15 million, that he had
      never made a penny from the Congo, and that he was bequeathing the same amount in his own will. Some commentators
      have taken this at its face value25 and have maintained that Leopold never used Congo monies for his personal
      purposes. It has been impossible to determine the facts with any precision, since Leopold never ‘ring fenced’ the
      various funds which passed through his hands, but used them indiscriminately for whatever purposes he had in mind
      at the time. But there can be little doubt that his assertion was highly economical with the truth. He had at his
      disposal his own patrimony and the proceeds of his personal investments; the royal family’s assets and estates,
      including those of his mad sister, Charlotte, which he certainly misappropriated; the moneys deriving from the
      Free State’s revenues and operations, and its holdings in the concession companies; and the proceeds of loans
      ostensibly raised for its benefit, some of which were diverted directly into his building projects or used for
      wholly extraneous purposes, such as the financing of a Peking – Hankow railway. With these various funds, he
      wheeled and dealt indiscriminately, but at the centre of his activities was the Fondation, which now, by delaying its surrender, he had given himself enough time to strip of
      many of its assets and transfer them elsewhere. His machinations, which he pursued right up to the time of his
      death in December 1909, were only to be revealed subsequently. One consisted of the purchase, with moneys taken
      from the Fondation, of fifty-eight properties in Brussels, forty of which were
      transferred in November 1909 into what was, for short, known as the Compagnie des
      Sites,26 set up with
      a capital of Fr. 12.4 million. Another was the creation of a Fondation de
      Niederfüllbach in his ancestral state of Coburg, to which he transferred a considerable fortune, including
      jewelry and valuables to a value of around Fr. 25 million, together with a string of properties in the Côte
      d’Azur which had been put together within yet another company, the Société de la Côte
      d’Azur, which had been established in France early in 1909. The Fondation de
      Niederfüllbach also benefited from the acquisition of a portfolio of scrip derived from Congolese loans,
      and it was eventually reckoned that its total assets amounted to some Fr. 45 million.
    


    
      Leopold had several motives in creating these various bodies. First, he wished to ensure that there would be
      funds available to continue his building programme after his death, and he also wished to leave his male dynasty
      well provided for. Conversely, he was concerned to deprive his three daughters, Louise, Stephanie and Clementine, of as much as possible of their lawful inheritance. Another scandal which surrounded
      Leopold was his treatment of his daughters, whom he had never forgiven for not being the son and heir for whom he
      had passionately longed, and he and they had already had an undignified tussle over Marie-Henriette’s estate.
      Under Belgian law, which was strict in these matters, he was obliged to leave them not less than three quarters
      of his total assets, and there is no doubt that the hidden organisations were intended to be a means of diluting
      this requirement, as was a further stratagem, the creation of a Donation Royale. This
      was a gift to the nation of a number of royal properties, principally the glass houses at Laeken and a large
      estate in the Ardennes, which were certainly worth more than Fr. 3.75 million, the quarter of his supposed estate
      of Fr. 15 million that they purported to represent. The Donation was accepted by the
      Belgian government, despite there being no funds for the upkeep of the properties, of which the royal family
      would continue to have the use.
    


    
      There was a further uproar in the Belgian Chamber of Representatives in March 1910,27 after Baron Goffinet, the acolyte whom Leopold had
      left in charge of his trusts, had broken down under examination by the Princesses’ lawyers and news of them began
      to break. Jules Renkin, the Minister for the Colonies, came under strenuous attack for having testified the
      previous May that the finances of the Free State and the Fondation were all in order,
      and proved quite unable to justify himself. It further transpired that in August 1908, to cover his tracks before
      handing over the Free State, Leopold had ordered the destruction of the accounts both of the Free State and the
      Fondation de la Couronne, together with all the archives of its Departments of
      Finance and the Interior. Eventually, the Belgian Government took over or liquidated the three organisations,
      while the Princesses took out law suits against the Belgian Government on the basis that the assets within them
      were part of Leopold’s private fortune and therefore belonged to them. There is no doubt that a substantial part
      of the assets of the Fondation de Niederfüllbach did in fact consist of Leopold’s
      personal wealth, but they nevertheless lost their case. It was to be many years before the whole financial mess
      was sorted out.
    

  


  
    Part Seven
    

    Aftermath

  


  
    Chapter
    Twenty-Four
    

    Belgian Colonialism


    
      Belgium’s reluctant annexation of the Free State was accomplished against a background of prolonged diplomatic
      pressure from Britain and America, itself the product, in Britain in particular, of considerable scepticism
      whether the outcome would be a less oppressive regime in the territory. At the extreme, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
      another late convert to the cause of Congo reform, took the view1 that ‘Belgium is unfit and has shown herself unfit, to govern the Congo’,
      and urged that the territory should be divided between France and Germany. Morel and the CRA, on the other hand,
      continued to acquiesce in the ‘Belgian solution’, but on the condition that reforms should be introduced which
      would put a permanent end to the system and its abuses. Early in 1908 a massive public meeting was held in the
      Queen’s Hall, followed by debates2 in both Houses of Parliament, in all of which it was made very clear that the
      only solution acceptable to British opinion would be a totally new dispensation which would abolish forced labour
      and safeguard the freedoms and rights of the indigenous peoples. The Americans were of the same mind, and a
      succession of diplomatic exchanges ensued, at the end of which, however, all concerned accepted that until the
      Belgians had actually taken over the territory and seen for themselves what was in place there, it would hardly
      be possible for them to give cast-iron guarantees for the future. It was therefore left tacitly between the three
      governments that recognition of Belgian annexation would be withheld until such time as effective reforms were
      seen to be introduced.
    


    
      In practice, pressures for reform, in Belgium as well as from Britain and America, had a positive, if gradual,
      effect. In October 1909 a programme was announced3 providing for the progressive opening up of the Congo to free
      trade, and enabling the Congolese to collect and sell produce without restriction. Taxes would be imposed in
      money and would no longer be exacted in the form of labour. Leopold’s successor, Albert I, improved the
      atmosphere by himself visiting the Congo – something that Leopold had never cared to do – and declared himself
      convinced of the need for reform. In the course of 1911, the Belgian government reached agreements with the ABIR,
      Anversoise and Kasai companies which involved the
      surrender of the bulk of their concessions and monopoly status. By the middle of 1911, the CRA were considering
      the possibility of ending their campaign and a public meeting was held at which Morel was fulsomely praised for
      his work and presented with a testimonial of 4000 guineas. By the summer of the following year, the British
      consuls who were stationed in the Congo were reporting4 that ‘sweeping changes’ were taking place and that conditions had ‘improved
      considerably both as regards trade and the treatment of the natives’. Eventually both the CRA and the British
      government became convinced of the permanence of the Belgian reform programme: in June 1913 the government
      recognised5 the annexation and
      the following month the CRA wound itself up. The Americans for their part had recognised some time earlier.
    


    
      Well before Belgian annexation, the proceeds of the ‘rubber regime’ had begun to fall away sharply.6 As early as 1904, the ABIR concession
      started to run out of rubber, with production amounting to only about half that of the previous year. Between
      1904 and 1906, its shares plummeted from Fr. 13,000 to Fr. 6,700 apiece. The Anversoise’s experience was similar, with production falling from 526 tons in 1903 to 90 tons in
      1905. Plans had been made for the establishment of plantations, but such were the pressures for immediate returns
      that these had come to nothing, and any possibility of a reversal of policy evaporated a few years later when
      plantations began to come into production in South-East Asia and the rubber prices on world markets fell away.
      From then onwards, apart from the period of the Second World War, the Congo was to remain insignificant in the
      global rubber market.
    


    
      This was extremely awkward for the Belgian government, as much of the internal opposition to the takeover had all
      along stemmed from the fear that the colony would be a drain on the Belgian exchequer. Fortunately, however, the
      effects of Leopold’s creation of the ‘companies of 1906’ gradually began to make themselves felt, as did measures
      to exploit other resources in the colony. It was some years before the Union Minière
      started to make a profit, and that only after a coalfield was discovered at Wankie in Rhodesia which could
      produce fuel for a smelter in Katanga, so doing away with the need to transport coke from Europe. Copper was
      first produced in Katanga in 1911, and by 1923 the Union Minière was the third largest global producer of this metal. It
      survived the slump of the inter-war years, and during the Second World War its production, amounting to some
      200,000 tons a year, was strategically vital for the Allies, while uranium for the first atomic bomb came from
      its mine at Shinkolobwe. After some years of unsuccessful prospecting, Forminière
      also prospered, with the production of diamonds from Tschikapa commencing in 1913, while the BCK discovered an
      even richer field at Bécéke. From the 1930s onwards, the Congo was the source of more than half the world’s
      diamond production, mainly for industrial use. Other minerals, including gold, tin, manganese, cobalt and radium,
      were also found, and were exploited under the Leopoldian system of joint ventures between public and private
      interests. Overall, the largest shareholder was the Société Générale, but the colony
      also had considerable holdings: in Forminière, for example, it owned more than half
      the total capital. Over many years, its receipts from its holdings amounted to almost the whole of its public
      debt, while the Union Minière was alone responsible for around a third of its
      revenues.
    


    
      On land policy, less was changed after the Belgian annexation than was realised in Belgium and elsewhere. The
      principle of ‘vacant lands’ was retained and was used not only to grant valuable concessions to the mining
      companies, but also to facilitate the appropriation of large tracts of land for the benefit of agricultural
      enterprises. The prime example was that of Lever Brothers, who in 1911 were given rights over considerable tracts
      of oil palms, initially in five circles each of 60 kilometres radius, on the condition that they built an oil
      processing plant in each circle capable of handling 6,000 tons of palm fruit a year. With the complicity of the
      administration, the Lever company, Société des Huileries du Congo belge, proceeded to
      expropriate, without compensation, large numbers of oil palms which had been cultivated by the indigenous
      population, and forced the latter to harvest them for the company’s benefit. Other plantations and ranches were
      also created, similarly dispossessing the indigenous population of lands that were often the most fertile and
      thus the most densely populated. The process was bitterly resented: in the words of a contemporary
      report,7
    


    
      Such wrongs could only cause to be born, in the hearts of the natives, feelings of hate and revolt, feelings
      which caused them to await patiently the day when they would be stronger.
    


    
      As under the Leopoldian regime, revolts over land alienation ensued and lasted into the 1930s. In 1915, several
      tribes were reported to be in ‘open rebellion’ and thirty ‘military interventions’ had to be
      undertaken.8 Revolts
      continued, in Lomami until 1917, in the Upper Uele from 1915 to 1917, in Sankuru, Equateur and around Lake
      Leopold from 1919 to 1921, in Kivu until 1923 and in Kwango in 1931, when some 500 deaths were recorded.
    


    
      Both the mining and the agricultural companies found a shortage of workers a major constraint on their
      operations, as did the state itself, which required a workforce for such purposes as the maintenance of roads and
      construction of railways. One of the liveliest academic controversies that has developed over the Congo has
      concerned the estimates of population in the territory, and the extent and causes of its apparent diminution from
      the 1870s onwards. Stanley’s initial reckoning,9 which was based mainly on an extrapolation from his observations of the
      settlements he found during his riverine journeys, was that the total was around 43 million. While this was
      certainly a gross over-estimate, in fact there is simply no basis for settling with any confidence on any
      alternative figure. That there was a diminution can be inferred from Casement’s observations, as well as from an
      ethnographic study10 of the
      Bakongo, published in 1920, which estimated that some two-thirds of that tribe had disappeared during the
      Leopoldian era. But its extent remains indeterminate, as does any reckoning of its relative causes. In Katanga in
      particular, a significant cause was the ongoing Arab slave trade, while even more important was sleeping
      sickness, which ravaged central Africa during the Leopold years, partly as a result of the opening up of the
      Congo basin. The judgment of Casement and others was that the ‘rubber regime’ was also a major factor, although
      it is impossible to say to what extent the loss of population was due directly to the atrocities, famine and
      sickness that this caused, rather than to the flight of populations to more remote areas or to the French Congo.
      Even when we come to the period of Belgian rule, such statistics as there were derived mainly from tax returns,
      which were of their nature incomplete. But it soon became clear that overall, the Congo was a sparsely populated
      territory. Possibly, at the time of the takeover there were no more than 6-7 million inhabitants, and the
      eventual estimate, at the time of Independence, was that the total population was around 13 million. Today it is
      estimated to be of the order of 45 million.
    


    
      When allied with the understandable reluctance of the indigenous population to exchange their traditional ways
      for labouring in compounds far from their homes, the sheer lack of able bodied men meant that Draconian methods
      had to be adopted to recruit the required workforce. In July 1914, a poll tax was imposed, and this was gradually
      enforced across the colony. It was levied in two forms, a basic tax payable by every male and a supplementary tax
      payable by the more wealthy, often measured by the number of their wives. This had the
      effect of forcing able bodied men into paid employment, and, to supplement it, the administration and the
      companies combined to employ a mixture of pressure and bribery, to induce the local chiefs to produce recruits.
      These were often forcibly removed, sometimes ‘tied by the neck’ and transported to their workplaces on short term
      contracts, where they were mercilessly exploited for their labour. One calculation11 was that in 1929, a worker for the Union Minière might be worth some Fr. 50,000 to the company each year, while earning a mere Fr.
      27 to Fr. 30 a day. A system of forced labour thus effectively remained a feature of the Belgian colonial regime,
      and this also extended to the compulsory cultivation of cash crops by peasant farmers. Beginning in 1917 with the
      production of rice to support the campaign against the Germans in East Africa, the system became more general
      after 1920 as it was extended to cover, among other products, cotton, groundnuts and jute. The processing
      companies functioned on a monopoly basis, and imposed the lowest possible prices on the producers. This meant
      that their costs were appreciably lower than those of plantation agriculture, while they also had the advantage
      that the burden of any fall in prices could be manipulated to ensure that it fell on the peasant producers rather
      than the company. In 1933, male Africans were required by decree to spend sixty days a year on paid or unpaid
      work, and this was increased to 120 days during the war. In 1936, the system was further developed with the
      creation of ‘paysonnats’, in which farmers were regrouped in such a way as, in theory at least, to increase their
      productivity. By 1938, some one million Congolese were engaged in compulsory agricultural labour, and as late as
      1952, over 20,000 penalties were recorded,12 in the form of fines or prison sentences, for failures to carry out properly
      the agricultural tasks required. In 1959, the peasant was being paid Fr. 4-6 a kilo for cotton which was fetching
      Fr. 46 a kilo f.o.b. at Matadi.
    


    
      As under the Leopoldian regime, the Belgian administration was relatively few in numbers. Again, it included some
      competent officers, but those in the junior ranks were generally minimally trained and of inferior calibre, and
      knew little of, and cared less about, the languages and customs of the societies with which they worked. The
      system depended on a network of chieftainships, the chiefs often being ‘medalled’, chosen more for their
      amenability and loyalty to the colonial regime than from any traditional authority that they held. Often the
      genuine chiefs were victimised or removed, but many continued to exercise their traditional functions in their
      communities, and some even managed to keep themselves concealed from the authorities. As the
      alienation of land for plantations and the recruitment of labour for the mining and other companies developed, so
      the traditional society, bereft at any one time of many of its adult men, fell into disarray. A priest working
      among the Basuku recorded13
      in the 1940s how the population suffered as the departure of the men obliged the women to gather produce and
      undertake compulsory cultivation. The strains of working far from home and ill health generally also took their
      toll of adults. Birth rates fell – ‘if I had a child, who would work the state’s land?’ – while infant mortality
      rose – ‘it is we who bear children, but it is you, the whites, who eat them’.14 Another consequence was the growth of secret
      societies and messianic sects, notably Kimbanguism in the west of the country and the Kitewala in the east. The
      latter was an offshoot of the Jehovah’s Witnesses movement, while in 1921 Simon Kimbangu attracted a considerable
      following as a preacher and faith healer. Both movements developed essentially as a protest against the
      missionaries and the colonial state, and both survived, despite vigorous attempts at suppression. Kimbangu was
      initially sentenced to death, although seeming ‘never to have initiated even a breach of the peace’,15 and was held in prison until his
      death thirty years later. The converse of rural oppression was an increasing flight to the townships, the
      centres extra-coutumiers, in particular by adult men, as the attractions and
      opportunities of urban life gradually penetrated the African consciousness. A vicious circle thus developed, and
      in the villages, in the words of a Belgian Governor-General,16 ‘at each full moon, the circle of dancers grows smaller’.
    


    
      Over almost the whole period of Belgian rule in the Congo, the responsibility for African education was left
      exclusively to the missions. Although the earliest missionary inroads had been overwhelmingly Protestant and
      non-Belgian, both Leopold and, after him, the colonial administration were at pains to encourage missions that
      were both Catholic and Belgian, and Leopold obtained the Pope’s sanction for this limitation on nationality.
      Subsequently, the Catholic missions received benefits in the form of subsidies, grants of land and customs and
      other concessions, while their Protestant counterparts received no financial benefits at all, and found it
      inordinately difficult to acquire the land they needed for their stations. The system which resulted was what
      might be expected: a concentration on the training of priests and catechists, together with primary education as
      a means of effecting the widest possible evangelisation, on the reckoning that it would be difficult, if not
      impossible, to convert Africans who had grown up in traditional society. The consequent education was generally
      of a low quality: two years of primary school were the norm and, in ‘bush’ schools in
      particular, equipment and facilities were minimal, while the teaching was normally left to African assistants.
      Much more time was devoted to manual labour, principally tending Mission land, than to what was pejoratively
      termed ‘book-learning5.
    


    
      Instruction was almost always in local languages, which did nothing for the unity of the country, and equally
      nothing for the essential basis for secondary or higher education, a knowledge of French. Partly this was because
      over three quarters of the missionaries were Flemish, and wished to protect their charges from what they saw as a
      language of political and cultural domination.17 There was also a strong bias in favour of preparing Africans solely to become
      members of the workforce required by the mining, agricultural and other companies, even to the extent of
      questions arising over the desirability of tackling illiteracy. Conversely, there was a concern not to give
      Africans an education which might result in the emergence of a disaffected elite, the rationale being that it
      would only invite trouble if they were to gain the advantages of a secular education before they had been
      inoculated with one that was ‘moral’ in nature. Otherwise, as elsewhere in Africa, they would only develop
      anticolonial, or even Communist, convictions. Even as Independence approached, the prevailing catch phrase was
      ‘pas d’élites, pas d’ennuis’, exemplified by a system of basic secondary and technical courses which accommodated
      only a tiny fraction of those who had completed their primary education, and an almost total ban on Africans
      going abroad to study, whether in Belgium or elsewhere. It was not until 1954 that, partly under pressure from
      resident white families, the multi-ethnic University of Louvanium was created in Leopoldville, followed two years
      later by the State University in Elizabethville. The outcome, which was to be seen as something of a hallmark of
      Belgian colonialism, was that as the Congo achieved Independence, there were a mere seventeen African graduates,
      and not a single qualified African doctor, lawyer or engineer.
    


    
      In fairness to the Belgians, it has to be said that in some ways, their record in the Congo was no worse, and
      possibly even better, than that of other African colonial regimes. Their medical services, for example, were
      painstakingly developed, and resulted in a gradual fall in mortality rates. Other improvements also occurred as
      the years went by. The Union Minière and other companies changed to a system of
      longer term contracts, and encouraged their workers to bring their families, for whom they provided housing and
      social services. As secular schools were created after the Second World War, so eventually a few African students
      were allowed to attend them along with whites. But in general, Belgian rule remained in
      essence one of oppression and exploitation in the Leopoldian mould, albeit without the accompanying atrocities.
      The mining and other companies went through difficult times, particularly following the First World War and
      during the slump of the inter-war years. But mostly they made considerable profits for the Belgian and other
      holding companies, as well as a significant contribution to Northern economies, on the back of widespread forced
      labour and minimal wages for the African workforce. Speaking in the Belgian Senate in 1931, the future King
      Leopold III warned that
    


    
      This economic development of the Congo we have carried out, like most colonising powers, through the exclusive
      intervention of capitalist enterprises, regarding the native as a simple tool of production … But whilst
      elsewhere this method has progressively been abandoned, in the Congo we have persevered in the same
      course.18
    


    
      Thus in 1958, the average white salary in the Congo was thirty-three times greater than the African average,
      while, to take an example of those Africans who aspired to skilled employment, an African medical assistant might
      earn Fr. 37,500 a year, while his Belgian counterpart might be earning Fr. 137,000.19 Meanwhile the administration’s lack of
      understanding of African culture and agricultural methods caused much hardship on the one hand and degradation of
      fragile tropical soils on the other.20 Nor, unlike British and French colonies after 1945, did the Congo receive from
      the metropolis any funds on government account for the welfare and development of the territory: everything had
      to be financed from the latter’s internal resources, while any revenue surpluses were remitted annually to the
      Belgian Treasury.
    


    
      It is a legitimate criticism of all the colonial powers in Africa that none of them seriously envisaged a
      progress to self-rule until it was too late in the day to avoid what became a ‘scramble out of Africa’ and to
      ensure that the continent would achieve an orderly transition to a secure future as independent, democratic
      states. Along with the Portuguese, however, the Belgians ignored the ‘wind of change’ developing elsewhere in
      Africa and, indeed, congratulated themselves on the docility of ‘their’ Africans, whom they assumed would remain
      content almost indefinitely with their paternalistic style of rule, perhaps in some form of Belgian/Congolese
      ‘community’. As late as 1955, a study21 undertaken by a Belgian academic caused consternation even by suggesting that
      thirty years might be a reasonable period over which a gradual political emancipation might take place. In the
      belief that time was no object, the Belgians were strengthened by the fact that until the mid-1950s, the
      Congolese gave no sign that they were anything but tolerant of, or at least resigned to, the status quo. The
      breaking of the flood gates, therefore, was as unexpected as it was sudden.
    


    
      In January 1959, severe riots broke out in Leopoldville. They spread rapidly and were not suppressed for several
      days, resulting in an official toll of forty-two dead and 208 injured, although the true numbers were certainly
      many times higher. The essential causes were two: after the boom in commodity prices during the Korean War, the
      Congo had suffered a recession in the late 1950s, resulting in rapidly growing hardship and unemployment. This
      period also saw the beginnings of political consciousness among the Congolese, in particular the development of
      L’Association des Bakongo pour l’Unification et la Conservation de la langue Kikongo
      (ABAKO), a cultural association based on the lower Congo, into one with a political complexion, and it was the
      banning of an ABAKO rally which prompted the rioting. This in turn had two effects: it caused a profound loss of
      confidence on the part of the Belgians and it encouraged the formation of further radical political movements
      among the Congolese. Many of their leaders, including Patrice Lumumba, had already been well motivated as a
      result of having had a unique opportunity to meet and discuss the territory’s future at an International
      Exhibition which had been held in Brussels in the summer of 1958, while they had also been encouraged by
      President de Gaulle’s unconditional offer of independence to the French African colonies in August of that year,
      delivered just across the river in Brazzaville. Several of them, including Lumumba, were also feted at a
      Pan-African conference in Ghana the following December. The events of the next eighteen months, leading to
      Independence on 30 June 1960, were determined by a single overriding factor. This was that, in the spirit of
      their traditional reluctance to sustain a colonial role, the Belgians had little stomach for argument and, with
      the French experience in Algeria prominent in their minds, were determined at all costs not to have to use the
      Belgian army to suppress an increasingly self-confident independence movement. Their only recourse, therefore,
      was to concede the ever more insistent demands of the popular nationalist leadership, reinforced by threats of
      uprisings, particularly in the ABAKO stronghold of the Lower Congo. Faced with these pressures, their abdication
      of power developed, over a period of a mere eighteen months, into an almost full scale rout.
    


    
      The tragic events which followed hard on Independence are well known and are still the subject of speculation and
      controversy.22 The secession of Katanga, the mutiny of the Force
      Publique, the flight of Belgians and their assets from the country, the departure of the Belgian
      administrators, all guaranteed permanent employment in public service back in Belgium, the assassination of
      Lumumba, the successive unstable governments, the intervention of Belgian troops and the United Nations, the
      involvement of the big powers with economic and Cold War interests in mind, have all been argued over at length.
      The causes, however, were straightforward enough. The most immediately obvious one was that over and above
      personal rivalries, the Congolese leadership were bitterly divided along regional and tribal lines and, with few
      exceptions, of whom Lumumba was one, possessed almost no sense of national purpose or unity. The naivete of the
      junior clerks who formed the bulk of their numbers was also such that they assumed that independence was
      everything and that once it had been achieved, all the other elements of national life would simply fall into
      place. At a more fundamental level, however, the Belgian colonial regime had not been merely paternalistic, but
      positively racist in its refusal, over practically its whole term, to allow Africans even to begin to progress
      towards the point where they would be able to run a coherent state. There were no Africans in the senior
      judiciary and not a single African army officer, while in the senior administrative ranks, out of a total of
      nearly 5,000, the numbers of Africans barely ran into double figures. Even as Independence approached, the
      Belgian administration, from the Governor-General downwards, continued to work in its customary authoritarian
      mould, and did nothing whatever to prepare the Congolese leadership for the responsibilities they were about to
      assume. There were thus no experienced political leaders, no educated citizenry, no indigenous administrators, no
      professional, commercial or military elite, no established middle class with a stake in the stability and
      well-being of the country.
    


    
      The outcome, inevitable in retrospect, was that power came instead from the barrel of the gun, in the form of
      Africa’s first, although by no means its last, military coup, which in 1965 established General Mobutu, a
      one-time sergeant in the army’s accounts department, in a dictatorship which was to last the next thirty-two
      years. Between 1965 and 1990, despite flagrant corruption and abuses of human rights, Mobutu enjoyed widespread
      international support, again mostly driven by Cold War considerations. This, however, gradually evaporated during
      the 1980s, while a combination of a massive increase in the cost of servicing the country’s debt and a downturn
      in the global commodity market resulted in a major economic decline. This in turn had political repercussions,
      and Mobutu was forced in 1990 to try to reach accommodations with his opponents. The failure
      of his attempts then gave rise to widespread instability, escalating into ethnic conflict and civil war. At the
      same time, hyperinflation developed, the country’s economic infrastructure crumbled, the agricultural sector
      declined, large populations reverted to subsistence farming and the country became a net importer of food.
      Mineral exports slumped and diamond smuggling became rife. Except by air, internal communications disintegrated
      and economic links between the various regions disappeared.
    


    
      By the time Mobutu was overthrown in 1997, his murderous and kleptocratic regime had reduced the Congo, which he
      had renamed Zaire, to ‘a shell, with a worthless currency, a decomposed civil service, and a President apparently
      indifferent to the hollow nature of his power or to the fact that he symbolised grotesque theft’.23 He died later in the year, even more
      execrated and unmourned than Leopold II. The Congo, now again renamed, continues to be wracked by civil war and
      remains a country that has been ‘brought so far to its knees that it is scarcely qualified to be a state at
      all’.24
    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five
    

    Africa’s Legacy


    
      Among Europeans, the right to colonise the African continent and exploit it to their own profit was, for many
      decades, barely questioned. Even the reformers and humanitarians did not take issue with the principle of
      imperialism itself. The justification, if there had to be one, was that this was – or would be – in the best
      interests of the Africans. The general perception of them was that they were inferior beings, sunk in savagery
      and paganism, devoid of history and civilisation. That this flew in the face of the first-hand evidence of the
      existence of civilised societies that had been produced by Barth and other explorers was of little account. Some
      seriously contended that by being transported from their native continent and sold to whites, Africans had been
      rescued from a state of utter barbarity and delivered to an infinitely more desirable environment. Well into the
      present century, even respectable academics could talk1 of the ‘blank, uninteresting, brutal barbarism’ of pre-colonial Africa. As late
      as 1948, Viscount Montgomery, commissioned by the Attlee government to visit Africa and make recommendations for
      British policy there, recorded his view2 that Africans were ‘complete savages’, whom the European powers would have to
      hold in tutelage indefinitely.
    


    
      The emphasis with which such views were expressed seems, perhaps naturally enough, to have intensified in
      relation to the degree of proximity between white and black. Of the explorers, Richard Burton was by no means
      untypical, though perhaps more uninhibited than most, when he wrote3 of the African that
    


    
      he would appear rather a degeneracy from the civilised man than a savage rising to the first step, were it not
      for his apparent incapacity for improvement. … He seems to belong to one of those childish races which, never
      rising to man’s estate, fall with worn-out links from the great chain of animated nature. He
      unites the incapacity of infancy with the unpliancy of age; the futility of childhood, and the credulity of
      youth, with the scepticism of the adult and the stubbornness and bigotry of the old. …he has stopped short at the
      threshold of progress; he shows no signs of development; no higher and more varied orders of intellect are called
      into being. …
    


    
      and much more in the same vein, with the use throughout of highly emotive language and from the standpoint that
      the African was not only inferior – to the Arab and the Indian as well as to the European – but contemptible.
      Burton put some of the inferiority down to the effects of the climate, of tropical disease and of the havoc
      wrought by the slave trade, but most he attributed to inherent deficiencies and he came very near to denying
      Africans their humanity. Even David Livingstone, who was less prejudiced than most, was able, in one of his
      darker moments, to express the view4 that
    


    
      Barbarism or savageism is the effect of ages of debasement and vice … [savages] possess neither courage,
      patriotism, natural affection, honour nor honesty. They have no stimulus for any mental improvement.
    


    
      Nor were the views of the missionaries much different, despite their supposed belief in the equality of all men,
      black and white, before God. ‘The sharpest torment’, wrote one Belgian Father,5
    


    
      is to see, one might even say smell, that one is in a land given over to the devil. It is impossible to imagine
      the shades which haunt the understanding of these poor blacks, or the corruption which stains their hearts. …
      What can I say of this way of life? Is it possible that God can allow such shamelessness? It seems that a curse
      must lie upon this bestial race.
    


    
      In the eyes of prudish Victorians, the fact that many Africans went around in a state of near nudity was also
      proof of their inferiority.
    


    
      Of those Europeans with some knowledge of Africa, Mary Kingsley was practically the only one at the turn of the
      century to possess a sympathetic insight into African society and customs. She was the first to contest, in a way
      that caught public attention, the missionary concept of the African as a childlike, superstitious creature whose
      heathen way of life had to be demolished and who had to be saved from ‘the works of the devil’; and she also,
      though less explicitly, countered the pseudo-Darwinian concept of the African as an inferior, not fully human,
      species. Contrary to the received wisdom of the time, she insisted that there was
      consistency and purpose in African customs. ‘The more you know the African’, she wrote,6 ‘the more you recognise that the main characteristic
      of his intellect is logical, and you see how in all things he uses this sound but narrow thought form’. She
      expounded a rationale for polygamy, as well as for African legal and religious practices; and she also urged that
      cannibalism should not just be condemned, but should be a serious subject for study, since it often had a
      religious basis. There was, she claimed, something of the Ancient Greek in African burial customs. The African,
      she maintained, was in no way inferior to the European, he was merely different. It was she who first suggested that Africa might have something to contribute to the
      world in terms of a distinct cultural and spiritual outlook, that there was indeed an ‘African personality’.
    


    
      A later student of African society was the anthropologist Colin Turnbull, who was also exceptional in not writing
      from a colonial viewpoint.7 As he saw it, one of the main features of the colonial impact was the growth of
      urban life, which did more than anything else to disrupt African traditions. It was impossible in the cities to
      preserve the extended family, with its mutual benefits and responsibilities, and to maintain traditional
      economic, social and political ties. While Africans were attracted by the economic and other advantages of
      ‘westernisation’ which were to be found in the cities, these were generally accepted out of expediency and hardly
      ever adopted wholeheartedly. In the countryside, change had come less extensively, but also with devastating
      rapidity. There too, the destruction of morality had followed the destruction of tradition. In general, Turnbull
      argued, as Mary Kingsley had done, that colonial regimes had shown little interest in trying to understand
      African society. Everything was subordinated to the dictates of what was seen as efficiency and good government.
      Resistance was seen as a sign either that the African was stupid or that he was perverse. Tribes were arbitrarily
      divided by, or grouped within, new boundaries. Chiefs who refused to conform with the wishes of the
      administrators were deposed and substitutes appointed who were not respected by the people. Impositions were
      made, such as work on the roads and the growing of cash crops, which were widely resented. Where there had been
      white settlement, the Africans felt that they had been tricked out of their land and were thoroughly antagonised
      as a result. While there was little racial animosity in West Africa, in East and Central Africa the Africans
      deeply resented the racial discrimination and segregation which was universally practised. Many of the settlers,
      for their part, were adventurers or nonentities who had come to Africa only because they were incapable of
      holding down a reasonable job in their own country. They accordingly had little or no concept of how to behave
      decently, whether towards Africans or among themselves.
    


    
      With colonialism had come Christianity, which had created additional tensions, particularly as it had been
      accompanied by a thoroughgoing bigotry, self-righteousness and intolerance of traditional practices and beliefs.
      With few exceptions, Christian missionaries had impressed on the Africans that their traditional way of life was
      wholly evil, and that it must be abandoned and a fresh start made. The old beliefs, which were seen as the
      product of savagery and superstition, had to be destroyed as an essential step to conversion. In this, Turnbull
      saw eye to eye with Mary Kingsley, who particularly resented the missionaries’ assumption that there was nothing
      good about the African way of life:8
    


    
      The failure of the English Protestant missionaries in West Africa to recognise the differences between the minds
      of the Africans and their own, and their tendency to regard the African minds as so many jugs which have only to
      be emptied of the stuff which is in them and refilled with the particular doctrine they, the missionaries, are
      teaching, is certainly one of the primal causes of the mission failures. … I do not believe the African to be
      brutal, degraded or cruel. I know from experience that he is often grateful and faithful and by no means the
      drunken idiot his so-called friends, the Protestant missionaries, are anxious, as an excuse for their failure in
      dealing with him, to make him out.
    


    
      Turnbull observed that the Africans for their part noted the hypocrisy of the missionaries, who failed to conform
      to the dictates of their own morality and who practised racial segregation in their churches, which were also
      divided and even mutually hostile, despite the gospel of love preached in them. The upshot was an equal and
      opposite reaction of incomprehension and distrust, and a climate of antagonism, rather than adaptation, on the
      part of the Africans. In this whole situation, the African saw that in many ways, their traditions were better
      then those imported by their colonial masters and the Christian churches. Their dilemma was that it was as
      impossible to recreate the traditional ways as it was to accept wholeheartedly foreign practices that were seen
      as inimical and inadequate. The outcome was a ‘terrible spiritual void and emptiness of purpose, or else the
      desperation of sheer materialism’.
    


    
      In the Congo as elsewhere, the évolués were in a particularly invidious position,
      caught in a no man’s land between their traditional way of life and that of the white colonialists, and finding
      that while they had lost the former, they were not acceptable in the latter. In the Congo,
      they were subject to a system of ‘vetting’,9 should they wish to aspire to such acceptance. The lower standard was that of
      the ‘carte civique’ which entailed an enquiry into an individual’s ‘good conduct and
      manners proving a desire to attain a more advanced degree of civilisation’. The higher standard was that of
      ‘immatriculation’, which involved a whole range of enquiries into the individual’s
      home life and recommendations from his employer and anyone else who wished to proffer an opinion. It is not
      surprising that no more than a few hundred Congolese were prepared to submit themselves to these humiliating
      procedures. Meanwhile, whether ‘immatriculated’ or not, the évolués suffered severe
      racial discrimination, not only in terms of pay and a whole range of social conditions, but above all in personal
      attitudes.
    


    
      In the life story of every assimilated African… there comes a moment in which. … [a] line or a barrier makes its
      inevitable and inexorable appearance. We may call it the Line of Integral Rebuff from total assimilation. It
      separates as by a deep rift the community of partly assimilated Africans from that of their white
      neighbours.10
    


    
      For Lumumba, a defining moment probably came when, shortly after he had arrived in Leopoldville as an
      immatriculé and had happened to bump into a white woman in the street, the latter
      turned on him and, before he could apologise, told him to ‘take more care, sale
      macaque’ (‘dirty monkey’)11 In the judgment of one psychologist,12 the trauma suffered by évolués
      caught in this limbo might well arouse emotions amounting to a fierce hatred of the white colonisers. In the
      Congo, much came into the open at Independence when, in the course of the ceremonies, King Baudouin, in a
      remarkable display of insensitivity, delivered a thoroughly paternalistic speech in which he praised Leopold II
      for his ‘genius’ and ‘courage’, and for coming to the Congo as ‘civiliser rather than conqueror’. This was too
      much for Lumumba, who responded with a bitter diatribe against the exploitation and discrimination suffered by
      his countrymen under Belgian rule. Independence, he asserted,13 had been fought for with ‘tears, fire and blood’:
    


    
      We have known harassing work, in return for wages that did not allow us to assuage our hunger or clothe or house
      ourselves decently … We have been the victims of jokes, insults and blows morning noon and night… Our lands were
      expropriated with spurious legal documents … The law was never the same for whites and
      blacks … As exiles, we have suffered for our political opinions and religious beliefs … There were magnificent
      houses for the whites and crumbling grass huts for the blacks; the blacks were not admitted in cinemas,
      restaurants or so-called European shops; the blacks travelled in the holds of steamships, under the feet of the
      whites in the luxury cabins. … All this we have grievously suffered. … But all this is henceforth ended.
    


    
      While Lumumba’s audience was shocked, the more so as his speech was that of the consummate orator that he was, in
      fact he was doing no more than express the sense of outrage felt by many Africans as they came to realise the
      iniquities and worse of colonial rule.
    


    
      In the Congo, as in many other African states, developments following Independence were largely determined by the
      combination of the disintegration of traditional life and the creation of a political framework in a European
      mould. With no concept of the nature and value of tribal culture, the Procrustean bed of the nation state was
      imposed on an already weakened society, and power was transferred to men who were often too few in number, soured
      by their experiences, and devoid of the knowledge and skills required for its stable and efficient evolution. It
      is not surprising that, despite initial high hopes, in one independent African state after another, one party
      dictatorships, military rule and economic and social disintegration ensued.
    


    
      Throughout the whole process, underlying European attitudes towards Africa have been remarkably consistent,
      stemming from the conviction that their form of civilisation, based on Christianity and the Graeco-Roman
      tradition, was altogether superior to those of other societies. The thought that it might contain little or
      nothing of the absolute, but merely be ‘no more than that complex of ideas, institutions and techniques which a
      particular group of Europeans were familiar in their own culture’ would have been found incomprehensible. It is
      true that, in the course of its relationship with Africa, there have been significant humanitarian movements,
      exemplified by that for the abolition of the slave trade, the campaign against the Leopoldian regime, the later
      support for political emancipation, and the urge to respond to the massive distress which Africa’s peoples have
      undergone in recent decades. There should also be no criticism of the many European men and women who devoted
      their lives and careers to what they genuinely saw as the best interests of Africa over the colonial years. But
      the darker side of the story is the one that is overwhelming, and has led to much discussion of the psychology of
      the colonial experience.14 Some have argued that a good deal resulted from a sense among Europeans of an
      inferiority, particularly in matters of sexuality. Others have suggested that the prevailing attitudes were a
      compensation for a deep-seated, if unconscious, sense of guilt at the atrocities that were being perpetrated on
      indigenous populations. It was, on this theory, necessary for oppressors to rationalise their actions by
      convincing themselves of the worthlessness of their victims. Whatever the inward urges, however, the sad fact is
      that the outcome was not merely the exploitation and expropriation that were made possible by the overwhelming
      force that Europe could bring to bear. It is also that the policies that were followed often approached, and were
      sometimes indistinguishable from, outright genocide, or, as Conrad put it, an urge to ‘exterminate all the
      brutes’. Such genocidal impulses were not peculiar to Leopold’s Congo, but were also prevalent elsewhere. In
      1907, in what is now Namibia, after four years of resistance, the Hereros were simply driven into the desert to
      die in their tens of thousands. Similar numbers perished following the ‘Maji Maji’ revolt of 1907-1909 in what is
      now Tanzania. In Rhodesia in 1893, the British South Africa Company drove the Ndebele from their lands, killed
      them in their thousands and slaughtered their cattle, and then three years later comprehensively suppressed what
      is now known as the first ‘Chimurenga’, or war of independence. Some of these barbarities stemmed from sheer
      greed, the desire for land, its minerals or its produce. Others were unnecessary and even irrational. Were they,
      as some have argued15 early
      evidence of a European propensity to mass murder, of which two World Wars, the Stalinist terror, the Holocaust
      and ethnic cleansing were later manifestations? Or did they have a positive effect in launching Europe on the
      road to these enormities, giving it, in effect, a ‘taste for blood’? The quotation from Sven Linquist at the
      front of this book suggests the possibility that the ghastly succession of events that dominated European history
      during the twentieth century may have had their genesis in Africa.
    


    
      At the present time, it is no longer a question of active genocide. Rather it is one of genocide by neglect, with
      a massive, on-going loss of life in Africa being treated in Europe with near total indifference. Drought and
      famine haunt parts of the continent each year; while ongoing civil wars also take their toll, with more than
      three million people having died in conflicts in the past decade. In many countries, AIDS is decimating men and
      women in the prime of life and is likely to kill another twenty million over the next decade, leaving, so far,
      perhaps twelve million orphans. Malnutrition, even starvation, is widespread, while TB, malaria and other
      diseases are rife, from which the death toll may be even higher than from AIDS.16 Yet Europe continues to exploit
      Africa, not just by continuing to profit from the extraction of its minerals and produce, but also by consuming
      products which derive from the use of slave labour.17 Europe also enjoys a substantial income from the servicing of African debt,
      mostly incurred for unproductive purposes and in the interests of elites. One of the least attractive sights of
      recent years has been the successive summits of the ‘Group of Seven’ countries, in which world leaders have met
      in surroundings of gourmet hospitality while refusing to contemplate a significant reduction of Africa’s debt
      burden, the servicing of which amounts in many countries to more than they spend on education and health
      combined. At the same time, a society that is pursuing economic growth and the creation of wealth as its main
      ends, at a terrible and ultimately unsustainable cost to global resources and environmental stability, still sees
      itself superior to one which, where it is not environmentally benign and self-sustaining, falls short mainly as a
      result of external exploitation and desperate poverty.
    


    
      In its relationship with Africa, there remains in Europe, as there has been for many centuries, an ‘immense Heart
      of Darkness’.
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