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A Survey Chapter 1

i

The word ‘African’ has a very limited value. It may apply to 
someone who speaks any one of the hundreds of languages 
and dialects spoken on the continent. He may be a devout 
Muslim from Marrakesh; a Coptic Christian from Ethiopia; 
a pygmy hunter-gatherer from the Congo forest; a Maasai 
herdsman with a contempt for modern city life; a sophisti­
cated, Western-educated businessman from Lagos. He may 
live on the plains, in the forest, by the sea or in the desert. His 
staple diet may be meat or fish or maize or cassava. He may 
live .at sea-level or at 2,000 metres. Africa is a diverse 
continent and its people are equally diverse.

For this reason it is no easy matter to write a brief history of 
the whole continent. In this book we have had to select in each 
region those peoples and events that we think we should write 
about. Inevitably, there is much that we should have liked to 
say but could not for lack of space. We state this at the 
beginning so that students will realize that the following pages 
only contain a selection from the history of Africa since 1800. 
There is much more for the reader who is interested in the 
history of the continent to study and discover.

Africa is richly varied in almost every way—geologically, 
climatically, racially, linguistically, culturally. Are there then 
no themes, no patterns of development that hold good for the 
entire continent, or large areas of it, and which will help us to 
understand what was happening in different places? Indeed 
there are, and the purpose of these first few pages is to survey 
the major events in broad outline, to build up a framework of 
history to which the more detailed information that comes 
later in the book can be attached.
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Land use and migration

Vegetation in AfricaRainfall in Africa
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For thousands of years Africa was a sparsely populated 
continent. This meant that when one area became over­
crowded, or over-farmed, or the supply of water or game 
animals dwindled, some of the people could move to find new 
homelands. Therefore, periodic migration has always been a 
feature of life in Africa. This does not mean that all parts of 
Africa are suitable for settlement. Look at the map below 
right. You can see that broadly speaking there are three 
types of country in Africa: forest, desert and grassland. There 
have always been people living in the deserts and forests but 
most Africans have preferred the temperate grassland belts 
where a variety of crops can be grown, where there is an 
abundance of game animals to hunt and where domestic 
beasts can be pastured. If you look at the second map you will 
see that most of the main population movements have been 
migrations through grassland belts.
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The most massive and complex migration was that of the 
Bantu peoples who now make up most of the inhabitants of 
central, southern and eastern Africa. The word ‘Bantu’ refers 
to the basic language spoken by these people. (We generally 
distinguish between different groups of Africans on linguistic 
grounds.) The first Bantu-speakers (known as ‘proto-Bantu’) 
lived either to the north or south of the Congo forest. These 
people obviously thrived and multiplied rapidly, so some had 
to move out. They moved in all directions but were careful to 
skirt inhospitable areas such as the forest to the north and the 
desert to the south. They spread throughout most of eastern 
Africa and many groups were still on the move in 1800. 
Sometimes the Bantu were confronted by more powerful 
peoples who were also migrating. In East Africa, for example, 
the Kamba, Kikuyu, Pogoro and others encountered Galla 
and Somali herdsmen travelling from the direction of the 
Horn of Africa. They therefore turned westwards again, only 
to be confronted by the powerful Maasai and had to settle in 
the forested Kenya Highlands. They were thus still very much 
on the move throughout most of the nineteenth century. At 
the other end of the continent the Nguni found their south­
ward migration blocked by European settlement. Population 
pressure built up until in the 1820s the serious conflict known 
as the Mfecane took thousands of men, women and children 
back into Central and East Africa. Some of the peoples who 
stood in the path of Bantu expansion were too weak to resist. 
Such people as the Saan and Khoi of southern Africa had to 
move into areas of sparse vegetation on the fringes of the 
Kalahari desert.

Migrations in North Africa were, in part, inspired by 
religion. From about a.d. 700 waves of Muslim Arabs had 
swept along the north coast conquering or absorbing the local 
Berber peoples. They completely eradicated North African 
Christianity which had flourished in many centres, such as 
Alexandria, since the first century a.d. The story was the same 
in the Nile valley. But in the mountains of Ethiopia powerful 
Christian kingdoms resisted the Muslim advance and con­
tinued to do so right down to the nineteenth century, as we 
shall see.

Islam crossed the Sahara to West Africa along the trade 
routes, but because the desert took two months to cross large- 
scale migration or invasion was out of the question. However, 
a similar religious migration did occur in West Africa. The
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Fulani pastoralists gradually spread eastwards from their 
homelands in Senegambia through the western Sudan, taking 
their fervent Islamic faith with them and sometimes enforcing 
it on the peoples among whom they settled.

Much of the history of nineteenth-century Africa is con­
cerned with the continued expansion or decline of large 
political units which had been established earlier. We must 
therefore consider these states briefly, starting with North 
Africa and working southwards. After the Muslim invasions 
of the eighth, ninth and tenth centuries Egypt remained 
united with Arabia and Syria, but to the west, in what the 
Arabs called the Maghrib, there were several independent 
kingdoms. In the sixteenth century the Ottoman Turks took 
over the leadership of the Muslim world and brought all 
North Africa, except Morocco, under their control. By 1800 
the fires of Turkish zeal had died. Though the Ottoman 
Sultan was still recognized as overlord, the governors of 
Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli and Egypt had become hereditary 
rulers. They derived their wealth from trans-Saharan trade 
and piracy in the Mediterranean.

Islam had spread up the Nile valley and in the sixteenth 
century the powerful Funj Sultanate was established along 
the lower reaches of the Blue Nile, with its capital at Sennar. 
Islamic settlements were also established along the Red Sea 
coast. Under pressure from all sides the Empire of Ethiopia 
shrank and fell into political chaos. By 1800 the four major 
kingdoms that made up the Empire were in a state of almost 
continual warfare and there was no universally recognized 
emperor. The Church was, however, a unifying factor.

To the west lay the states of Darfur, Wadai and Kanem- 
Borno. All were nominally under Muslim rule but all had 
large pagan populations. The trans-Saharan trade so vital to 
these states was frequently interrupted by internal conflict or 
war with neighbours.
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The most powerful of the forest states of West Africa were 
Asante and Oyo. The Asante from their capital at Kumasi had 
established control over all the Akan people and their neigh­
bours. The Alafin of Oyo ruled over a confederacy of Yoruba 
states. Both Asante and Oyo derived much of their wealth from 
the slave trade with European agents at the coast.

The most important states of Central Africa were the Lunda 
empires of Mwata Yamvo and Kazembe and the Rozwi 
Confederacy. Mwata Yamvo came into existence about 1600
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when a powerful Luba prince established himself on the lower 
Lulua and began to create a powerful state by conquest. By 
the early eighteenth century the Mwata Yamvo’s empire had 
become too unwieldy and the ruler handed over the eastern 
part to his governor, the Kazembe. Both empires were at their 
height in 1800. In the sixteenth century an area roughly the 
same as modern Rhodesia came under the control of a dynasty 
whose rulers took the title Changamire. They ruled a con­
federacy of Rozwi kingdoms, and enjoyed great power and 
wealth, mostly derived from gold mines. They built impres­
sive stone buildings, the ruins of which can still be seen today 
in such places as Great Zimbabwe, the ancient Rozwi capital.

In the days before well-built roads and powered vehicles, 
long journeys through Africa were extremely difficult. For 
foreigners unused to Africa’s climate and with no resistance 
to tropical diseases, penetration of what became known as the 
'Dark Continent’ was almost impossible. In Arabia, Asia and
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) Europe many legends and fables were told about Africa. For 
thousands of years the continent had provided learned men 
with at least one great puzzle—the source of the mighty river 
Nile. But by 1800 no foreigner had ever successfully ventured 
to the heart of Africa in an attempt to discover the truth. The 
most successful travellers had been Arab merchants who made 
regular trips from their bases on the north coast across the 
Sahara to the grasslands of the Sudan.

Trade, however, had brought many foreigners to the coasts of 
Africa. Africa produced two commodities which were in great 
demand in other parts of the world—ivory and slaves. Some 
regions (such as the Rozwi Empire and the Volta basin) also
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produced gold. For merchants and captains prepared to risk 
the journey and the African climate, great profits were to be 
made from trade in these commodities. As time went by the 
foreigners set up fortified settlements on the coast.

On the eastern side of the continent the Arabs were the 
first to arrive. The entire coastline from the Zambezi to Cape 
Guardafui was drawn into the thriving commercial life of the 
Indian Ocean. In settlements like Mogadishu, Zanzibar and 
Mombasa the Arabs intermarried with the local people to 
form the Swahili race. In the sixteenth century the Portuguese 
reached this part of Africa and forced the Arabs out of the area 
south of Cape Delgado. For the next three hundred years the 
Portuguese exercised precarious rule at a few bases on the 
coast, such as Mozambique and Sofala. They even established 
bases at Sena and Tete on the lower Zambezi. But, though a 
large area of East-Central Africa was claimed for the Portu­
guese crown and though occasionally Portuguese pioneers 
ventured far into the interior, Portuguese rule looked more 
impressive on maps than it was in reality.

The same was true of Portuguese activity on the western 
coast of Central Africa. Portuguese ships reached this area in 
the mid-fifteenth century, and they established a foothold by 
conquering the Kingdom of Kongo and other coastal states. 
From their bases at Luanda and Benguela the Portuguese 
made forays into the interior. They established relations with 
trading peoples such as the Ovimbundu and Mbangala, who 
brought them goods from the far interior. Half-caste agents 
and, occasionally, Portuguese led trading expeditions to the 
interior but Portugal’s African ‘allies’ effectively kept the 
markets and routes closed to them.

On the coast of West Africa the situation was more complex. 
Here, merchants lured by the slave trade had come from many 
countries of Europe and the Americas to establish bases. The 
map shows all the principal foreign ports on this stretch of 
coast.

The Dutch colony in South Africa began as a trading post 
but by 1800 had become a European settlement. The first post 
was established at Cape Town in 1652 by the Dutch East India 
Company which wanted a port where merchant ships travelling 
to and from the East could obtain supplies and repairs. Soon 
potential farmers began to move into the interior in search of 
farmland. They clashed with the local Saan and Khoi but took 
whatever land they wanted. Slaves were imported to work
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on the farms but some of the settlers (who were known as 
‘Boers’, the old Dutch word for farmers) were already en­
slaving Africans. In 1795, as a result of a European war, Cape 
Colony was taken over by the British. Although the Dutch 
regained the colony from 1803 to 1806, it reverted to Britain 
thereafter.

That, then, is a ‘bird’s-eye view’ of Africa as it appeared in 
1800. Now we must see how the African peoples and their 
invaders changed the situation during the next one hundred 
and seventy years.



Peoples of North Africa Chapter 2
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The first area we are going to study is the large part of Africa 
north of the grassland belt (approximately north of the 15°N 
parallel). Geographically the area falls into three quite distinct 
parts: the Sahara, populated only by a few nomadic peoples, 
the north-coast belt, which has a much larger population as 
well as long-standing links with Europe and the Middle East, 
and the mountainous country of Ethiopia (formerly known as 
Abyssinia), peopled by many independent groups of people.
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First, we shall consider Egypt and the Sudan, then the states 
of the Maghrib, then Ethiopia and Somalia, and finally the 
desert peoples.

The history of Egypt, as one might expect, has many 
similarities with the lands of the Maghrib to the west. As we 
saw in the first chapter, all these lands, except Morocco, were 
part of the Ottoman Empire and were, in theory, ruled from 
Constantinople. In fact, because of the gradual decline of 
Ottoman power and prestige, the local representatives of the 
Sultan held the real authority in each state. Throughout the 
nineteenth century the story of North Africa is concerned 
largely with three main themes: the continued decline of 
Ottoman power; the growth of European influence; and the 
attempts by the coastal states to control areas of land further 
south, along the Nile and the trans-Saharan trade routes. All 
these features appear quite clearly in the history of Egypt and 
the Sudan.

In 1798 a European war between France and England affected 
Egypt. The French dictator, Napoleon Bonaparte, seized 
control of the country in order to block England’s trade 
routes to India and the East. Napoleon failed because his 
enemies had superior sea power and could control the Medi­
terranean, and in 1801 the remaining French soldiers were 
withdrawn. But this brief occupation altered the history of 
Egypt because it challenged the power of the Mamluks, 
brought Muhammad Ali to Egypt and introduced the 
Franco-British rivalry that eventually led to the colonization 
of the country.

The Mamluks were a military caste recruited in the distant 
corners of the Ottoman Empire and used to govern Egypt. For 
over five hundred years they had dominated the local people, 
levied harsh taxes and ruled as a group of powerful foreigners 
having no dealings with the Egyptians. In 1798 the Mamluk 
army had not suffered a serious defeat for nearly three hundred 
years. Then, at the Battle of the Pyramids, they confronted 
one of the greatest generals of all time, Napoleon, and the 
well-armed, well-disciplined French troops. The result was 
total defeat for the Mamluks.

Now the Egyptians, and particularly their religious leaders, 
the sheikhs, realized that Mamluk power could be challenged. 
So did an ambitious young Ottoman officer, Muhammad Ali.
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1800
1805
1806
1807
1811 
1820-1 
1832-3 
1839-40 
1840

1769
1787

The Life of Muhammad AU
Born in Macedonia (now northern Greece)
Served with an Albanian regiment in the Ottoman 
army
Arrived in Egypt to fight against the French
Seized power in Cairo
Appointed Ottoman Governor of Egypt
Suppressed a Mamluk revolt
Finally destroyed Mamluk power
Conquered the Sudan
Conquered Syria
Reconquered Syria

Treaty of London. Muhammad Ali lost Syria but 
became hereditary Viceroy of Egypt and estab­
lished a new royal dynasty
Died
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He arrived in Egypt attheheadofa regiment of Albanian troops 
to fight against the French. But the conflict was soon over 
and political chaos followed the French departure. Groups of 
Mamluks struggled for power under the leadership of their 
beys, and the sheikhs were plotting the overthrow of the 
Turks. Muhammad Ali aimed to gain supreme power for 
himself.

By giving the support of his Albanian troops first to one 
party, then another he achieved his goal. By 1805 the chief 
Imam had been deposed and Muhammad Ali was the most 
powerful man in Cairo, the Egyptian capital.

Muhammad Ali based his power on the support of the 
Egyptian people. He pretended to be a leader who would 
deliver them from the Mamluks. But the Mamluks, though 
divided into various factions, were still strong. In 1811 he 
disposed finally of the Mamluk threat by inviting all their 
important men to a banquet in Cairo. As they were leaving the 
city afterwards Muhammad Ali had them trapped in a narrow 
passageway where concealed soldiers fired at them and 
massacred three hundred.

The new dictator of Egypt genuinely wished to develop the 
country and make life better for its people. He took over 
control of farmland, improved irrigation and introduced 
new farming methods. He encouraged the growth of industry 
and developed trade with Christian Europe, which had been 
discouraged by the Mamluks. He replaced the corrupt and 
oppressive taxation system of his predecessors with one that 
was more efficient and less severe. He introduced a new cur­
rency. He brought European advisers in to assist him in 
commercial and military matters.

At the same time Muhammad Ali launched several military 
campaigns. Between 1811 and 1818 his armies were employed 
in Arabia helping the Ottoman Sultan destroy the power of 
the Wakhabis and other Arabian tribes. The pacification of 
Arabia led to an increase of overland trade from Egypt and 
Ethiopia to the Red Sea coast. Muslim pilgrims could once 
again travel in safety to the holy city of Mecca. European 
travellers going to India and the East began to use the over­
land route through Egypt (Alexandria-Cairo-Suez and thence 
by ship down the Red Sea). All this brought to Egypt increased 
prosperity and a new international prestige.

When the army returned from Arabia Muhammad Ali sent 
it against the Sudan. There were many reasons for this
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campaign quite apart from Muhammad Ali’s imperial ambi­
tion. He believed that gold was to be found in the Sudan. 
He knew that black slaves could be obtained there. These 
he wanted for his various building and agricultural projects 
and also for his army. He had built up a purely Egyptian 
army with the help of French professional soldiers. The 
despised Egyptian peasants had for centuries not performed 
any military service. Muhammad Ali forced thousands of 
them into the army. Although they served well in Arabia he 
did not think very highly of them. He planned to make up a 
black slave army which would have a loyalty only to himself. 
He also wanted to bring as much of the Red Sea coast as 
possible under his control. The last reason for Muhammad 
Ali’s interest in the Sudan was that a band of Mamluk 
refugees had settled in the northern part of the country. 
They were terrorizing the peoples of the area and were a 
threat to Egypt.

In 1820 a double attack was launched. One column moved 
towards the Funj Sultanate of Sennar while the other invaded 
Kordofan. Both were successful. The Funj Sultanate was in 
decline and offered no resistance to the invaders. The Gover­
nor of Kordofan gave battle outside his capital of El-Obeid 
but his army was no match for the Egyptians. The Egyptians 
gained little from the victory. The land and people were very 
poor. There was no gold. Most of the people were Muslims, so 
could not be enslaved. The soldiers suffered greatly from 
disease and from the unpleasant climate. Potential slaves 
were only to be found in the lands further south, beyond a 
vast region of marshland and floating vegetation known as 
the Sudd. Muhammad Ali’s officers satisfied themselves with 
capturing what slaves they could and imposing harsh taxes on 
their new Sudanese subjects.

The result was, by 1822, widespread revolt. The Sudanese 
refused to pay taxes, and attacked Egyptian garrisons. 
Muhammad Ali’s son, Ismail, was murdered by rebels at 
Shendi. The Egyptians responded by massacring hundreds 
of Sudanese. Most of the outbreaks were successfully put 
down and in 1824 a new administrative centre was set up 
from which the Egyptians could control their new conquests. 
It was called Khartoum.

In terms of power Muhammad Ali had become a greater 
man than his master, the Ottoman Sultan. The Turkish ruler 
was gradually losing control of parts of his empire, particularly
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Muhammad Said

south-eastern Europe (the Balkans). In 1824 Muhammad Ali 
sent a large force to Greece to help the Sultan suppress a 
Balkan revolt. Unfortunately for him Russia, France and 
Britain joined the conflict on the side of their fellow Christians 
and in 1827 the Egyptians suffered a serious defeat. The 
Sultan had promised to appoint Muhammad Ali Governor 
of Syria and Palestine in return for his aid. Now, alarmed at 
the Egyptian ruler’s power, he went back on his word. What 
Muhammad Ali could not get by agreement he took by force. 
By 1833 the disputed territory was in the hands of Egyptian 
armies and the Ottoman Sultan had to recognize Muhammad 
Ali as Governor. But in 1839 an army was sent from Constanti­
nople to drive the Egyptian rulers out. Muhammad Ali’s 
forces not only repelled this invasion; they pushed the Otto­
man troops back into Turkey and threatened to attack the 
capital, Constantinople. Now the leading governments of 
Europe agreed that Egypt had become too powerful. In 1840 
Muhammad Ali was forced to give up Syria and Palestine but 
he was recognized as hereditary ruler of Egypt (under the 
Sultan), and his family remained in power for over a century. 
At the same time Britain occupied Aden on the eastern coast 
of the Red Sea to prevent Egypt controlling the short route to 
India. Furthermore, Muhammad Ali had to agree to limit 
the size of, his army. All these points were included in the 
1841 Treaty of London.

The last eight years of Muhammad Ali’s life were less 
adventurous. Though an old man (he was over eighty at the 
time of his death in 1849) he continued to rule Egypt and the 
northern Sudan firmly. With the aid of his western advisers, 
schemes dear to his heart, such as the establishment of cotton 
and sugar growing and the increase of the amount of land 
under the plough, prospered. He was a dictator but his rule 
was largely beneficial for Egypt. He was succeeded by Abbas 
who added little to the achievements of his grandfather and 
was murdered after a reign of five years, from 1849 to 1854. 
The reigns of the next two Viceroys, Said and Ismail, were 
far more important.

Muhammad Said was a weak man. He was dominated by 
his European advisers. In order to boost trade he encouraged 
Europeans to come to Egypt and establish industries and 
businesses. Becauseof the generous terms offered, Frenchmen, 
Italians, Greeks, Britons and Germans flocked to Cairo and 
other towns. They invested money in the country. They
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prospered. So, for a time, did Egypt. But Said’s policies laid 
the foundation of future problems. He borrowed a great 
deal of money from European banks and he helped to establish 
in Egypt a large group of wealthy and powerful foreigners.

One foreigner who made an impression on Said was 
Ferdinand de Lesseps, a French diplomat. He had re-examined 
an old idea that it would be possible to connect the Mediter­
ranean and the Red Sea by a canal, thus creating a short seaway 
link between Europe and the East. De Lesseps gained Said’s 
permission to form a company which would finance the 
building and running of the canal. He formed his company 
largely with French capital and in 1859 with Egyptian forced 
labour he began to dig the Suez Canal.
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Said died before the canal was completed but he did see the 
completion of one important project, the linking by railway of 
Alexandria, Cairo and Suez (1856-7). Said was succeeded by 
his nephew Ismail. Ismail, like Muhammad Ali, wanted to 
make Egypt a thriving, modern nation. He had ideas for the 
creation of fine cities and the development of agriculture, 
industry and commerce. Unfortunately he did not understand 
financial affairs. During a reign of sixteen years, from 1863 to 
1879, he plunged himself and his country deep into debt.

If we consider Ismail’s achievements the first we must 
mention is his winning of independence from Turkey. In 
1863, at his accession, he was granted control of the Red 
Sea ports of Suakin and Massawa. Four years later the 
Ottoman Sultan gave Ismail the title of Khedive and with it 
considerable freedom as a representative of his country in 
international affairs. The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 
enormously increased the importance of Ismail and Egypt. 
Cairo replaced Constantinople as the most important diplo­
matic centre of the eastern Mediterranean region. Foreign 
governments competed to win Ismail’s favour, and the 
number of Europeans in Egypt doubled. With foreign money 
which he borrowed on a large scale, regardless of the con­
sequences, Ismail carried out a massive programme of 
building and improvements. Nearly two thousand kilometres 
of new railway track were laid. Hundreds of irrigation schemes 
were begun. The port of Alexandria was modernized. Major 
centres were linked by telegraph. Thousands of schools were 
built. Ismail also spent a lot of money on impressive displays 
of wealth —palaces, public buildings, entertainment of 
important visitors.

Like his grandfather Ismail had imperial ambitions. He 
extended Egyptian control of the Red Sea coast and claimed 
(after 1870) to rule the entire coastline from Suez to Cape 
Guardafui. On the middle Nile he employed a powerful slave 
and ivory trader, Zubeir, to extend Egyptian frontiers. In 
1874 Zubeir overthrew the Darfur Sultanate and added another 
large area to Ismail’s empire. The Khedive wanted to establish 
Egyptian authority over the entire length of the White Nile, 
and employed several British officers to lead the attack on the 
southern Sudan. In 1869 Stanley Baker was sent up the Nile to 
establish Ismail’s authority beyond the Sudd. In three 
years Baker fought his way through to Gondokoro and planted 
the Egyptian flag there. Apart from the difficulties of the
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The Sudan has two quite distinct regions, the Muslim, 
Arabized North and the African South. They are divided by the 
tract of marshland and floating vegetation known as the Sudd, 
which is almost impenetrable. For decades the Sudd protected 
the peoples of the upper Nile from invasion from the north.

country, Baker had to face the hostility of local rulers and 
also of the powerful ivory and slave traders who resented any 
challenge to their independence. Pushing on southwards 
Baker attempted to annexe Bunyoro and Buganda. He return­
ed to Khartoum in 1873, claiming to have added the vast area 
of the Equatoria Province to Egypt. However, only in a few 
places did Egyptian officials have any real authority. Baker’s 
successor, Charles Gordon, had slightly more success during 
his brief governorship, from 1874 to 1876. He installed 
garrisons at several posts on the upper Nile south of 
Gondokoro. Expeditions against Ethiopia met with still less 
success.

Unfortunately for Ismail, all his grand schemes had to be 
paid for. Apart from foreign loans and Sudanese ivory the only 
source of government revenue was taxation. Ismail’s Egyptian 
and Sudanese subjects were taxed to the limits of their 
endurance—and still the government was in debt. In 1875 the 
Khedive was forced to offer for sale his majority shareholding 
in the Suez Canal Company. The shares were bought by the 
British government (for £4 million) to prevent the canal falling 
into the hands of France, Britain’s rival.

Still Ismail’s financial position grew worse. The European 
bankers and businessmen who had lent their money so 
willingly now grew alarmed and demanded help from their 
own governments. At last Britain and France decided to 
intervene jointly in Egypt’s affairs. In 1878 Ismail was forced 
to accept within his government advisers from the two 
countries to help him to reorganize Egypt’s finances. Ismail 
resented this threat to his independence and after a few 
months, he dismissed his advisers. The Europeans now 
showed their real power. They persuaded the Ottoman 
Sultan to depose Ismail in favour of his son, Tawfiq. The 
new ruler was completely controlled by Europeans, who now 
largely took over the government. From that time onwards 
the important decisions concerning Egypt were made, not in 
Cairo, but in London and Paris.
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*This vegetation, known as the ‘mother of wool plant’, forms 
large floating islands. It collects around river bends and other 
obstructions and can create blockages several kilometres long.
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possible. In most communities the clan was the important 
social and political unit, though the Azande were ruled by 
kings. There were clashes between clans and between peoples 
but no group was ever large enough or strong enough to 
establish lasting dominion over its neighbours.

To the north, much of the Nile valley was under the control 
of the Funj Sultanate, a Negro Muslim state that had been in 
existence since the sixteenth century. By 1800 it had little real 
power. The Funj sultans had never mastered the Dinka and 
Shilluk peoples and by this time they exercised only a loose 
control over the Arab and African communities of the middle 
Nile valley from their capital at Sennar. Funj trade had been 
badly affected by disturbances in Arabia and along the African 
Red Sea coast. These had almost completely blocked the 
pilgrim route from the central Sudan to Mecca and shut off 
the Sultanate from valuable supplies of slaves, ivory and copper. 
By 1800 Kordofan, to the west, had fallen under the control of 
Darfur. In Sennar real power lay in the hands not of the 
sultans but of the army commanders.

Darfur and Wadai were wealthy trading states of the 
savannah. They raided southwards to obtain slaves from 
among the peoples of the forest fringe and by 1800 Darfur 
was exporting over 5,000 slaves annually to Egypt. They 
obtained copper from the region of Hofrat an-Nahas. They 
were not reliant on trade routes to the Nile and the Red Sea
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but dealt directly with Egypt and North Africa by the trans­
Saharan caravan route from El Fasher to Asyut known as the 
Darb al Arbain (the Forty Days Road). These states had 
absorbed Islamic influences from their trade contacts to the 
north. Their official religion was Islam but, like other states 
of the central and western Sudan, they did not follow the 
teachings of the Prophet Muhammad in all purity. Strong 
elements of the old pagan religions of the area remained.

Between 1820 and 1880 this whole area came under 
Egyptian influence. This invasion from the north involved 
two kinds of men: the official representatives of the Egyptian 
Viceroy and independent traders seeking ivory and slaves. But 
these two groups were not completely separated, for some­
times, as we shall see, the Viceroy employed traders in his 
service and some slave dealers conquered fresh territory or 
demanded tribute in the name of the Egyptian government.

The Egyptian invasion of 1820, as we have seen (page 15), 
had two ‘prongs’. One, under the leadership of Muhammad 
Ali’s son, Ismail, struck deep into Funj territory. The second 
‘prong’ of the invasion under the command of Muhammad 
Bey Khusraw, the Viceroy’s son-in-law, advanced on 
Kordofan in mid-1821. He defeated the Sultan of Darfur’s 
army at Bara and set up a new administration at El Obeid. The 
people, who had merely exchanged one conqueror for another, 
did not resist and the Sultan made no move to reconquer his 
territory. But the Viceroy did not have the men or money for 
further conquest and for many years an uneasy peace existed 
between Darfur and Egypt.

Khartoum, the new administrative centre of the Egyptian 
Sudan, grew in sixteen years from a tiny fishing village to a 
city of over 20,000 inhabitants. It was the establishment of 
Khartoum as a large market and commercial centre that made 
possible the massive exploitation of the southern Sudan. 
Sudanese, Egyptian and Turkish traders led expeditions up 
the Nile to raid the Shilluk, Dinka and Nuer for slaves. All 
the healthy males were despatched to Egypt for military 
service while most of the women went via Suakin to the 
harems of wealthy Muslims in other lands. Official slave raids 
also took place. Egyptian army detachments made frequent 
expeditions into the mountains south of Sennar and El Obeid 
returning with as many as 5,000 captives at a time. The 
soldiers were given half the slaves they captured to sell for 
their own personal profit.
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Africa has suffered much over the centuries from slave 
traders but some of the worst of all the dealers in human flesh 
were the Khartoumers who ravaged the Sudan between 1839 
and 1883. Muhammad Ali sent three expeditions up the Nile 
between 1839 and 1841. These penetrated the Sudd and 
reached almost as far as Gondokoro. Muhammad Ali had 
hoped that they would discover valuable mineral deposits. 
What they did discover was almost as important—large herds 
of elephant. Now there was a rush to exploit the area. 
European businessmen financed well-equipped expeditions. 
Official and unofficial Egyptian raiding parties were assem­
bled, their ranks filled from the prisons and gutters of Cairo 
and Khartoum.

Every means was used to obtain ivory and slaves. At first 
the traders only encountered people living near the river, the 
Shilluk, Nuer and Bari. With trade goods such as beads and 
cloth they bought ivory from the Nilotics, who had no use for 
it. But as the numbers of traders increased, the situation 
changed. They had to travel further in search of ivory. The 
Khartoumers armed their allies with guns and encouraged 
them to raid their neighbours to take tusks and slaves by 
orce. This led to a disastrous increase of inter-community 

warfare. The merchants’ allies soon tired of the cheap trade 
goods brought from the north; they demanded cattle as the 
price of their ivory. So the Khartoumers began to raid peaceful 
villages in order to get cattle. They attacked Sudanese 
settlements, not caring whether they killed the villagers or 
not. Survivors were taken as slaves; anything valuable was 
ooted, cattle were stolen to pay for ivory. The wealthier 

traders established permanent fortified posts on the upper
ue well beyond the range of Egyptian administration, where 

t eir greed, cruelty and contemptuous treatment of the
ricans were subject to no laws or controls. So a network of 

routes and posts was built which in turn encouraged more 
traders to enter the area. Most of them were small traders who 
could not compete in the ivory trade and so confined 
themselves to the easier business of slave dealing. By 1860 an 
, ustrian diplomat at Khartoum could report to his superiors, 
t ere are no longer merchants, but only robbers and slavers 

on t e White Nile’. Raiders also entered the country from 
Ethiopia and the Somali coast. Probably, during the 1870s, 
some 50,000 slaves each year were exported from the Sudan.

ne of the most notorious and certainly the most successful
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of these traders was al-Zubeir Rahma Mansur (usually known 
as Zubeir or Zubeir Pasha). His story also illustrates the 
complex relationship that existed between the Egyptian 
government and the slavers. Zubeir was a Sudanese Arab who 
spent most of his early life in Khartoum. He made his first 
trading journey in 1856 and the following year started his own 
business. He made a profit of £1,000 from his first batch of 
ivory and slaves. This he invested in boats, men and guns for 
a major expedition to the land beyond the Sudd. Here he made 
a marriage alliance with the powerful Azande chief, Tikima, 
and built a trade post (zeriba) called Deim Zubeir. He trained 
and armed a large slave army and by a combination of trading 
and raiding acquired a considerable horde of ivory. He became 
increasingly involved in inter-community warfare and, indeed, 
he encouraged conflict for his own purposes. By 1866 he had 
made himself master of most of the Bahr al-Ghazal.

In 1869 the Khedive Ismail decided to extend Egyptian 
administration over the Bahr al-Ghazal. This brought his 
agents directly into conflict with Zubeir, a conflict which the 
imperial forces lost. Ismail did not want to withdraw from the 
southern Sudan so he made an agreement with Zubeir. In 
1873 the notorious slaver was appointed Egyptian Governor 
of Bahr al-Ghazal. He immediately decided to extend his 
territory—with or without permission from Cairo. He invaded 
Darfur, defeated the Darfur army, captured El Fasher and 
killed the Sultan. The Khedive was delighted to have his 
territory extended at little cost to the treasury, and promoted 
Zubeir to the rank of pasha. From El Fasher, Zubeir attacked 
Wadai and forced the Sultan to pay tribute. But the Khedive 
thought that Zubeir was becoming too powerful. When Zubeir 
paid a visit to Cairo in 1876 he was detained in honourable 
captivity.

It soon became obvious that Egypt could not control the 
Sudan. The vast area was full of resentful people and deposed 
rulers, and it was ruled harshly but inefficiently by officials 
and traders who were usually squabbling among themselves. 
In 1877 a revolt in Darfur was only suppressed with difficulty. 
The next year Sulaiman, Zubeir’s son, angry at the govern­
ment’s treatment of his father, rebelled. The Governor of the 
Sudan was now a British soldier, General Charles Gordon. 
He had travelled throughout Equatoria extending Egyptian 
authority and strengthening the garrisons and was now based 
at Khartoum as the Khedive’s agent. He believed that Egypt
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must keep control of the Sudan to prevent it slipping back 
into anarchy and uncontrolled slave trading. In 1879 Gordon 
sent an expedition against Sulaiman which was successful but 
Egyptian rule in the Sudan was still precarious and dependent 
on isolated garrisons.

In Tripoli* a ruler similar in many ways to Muhammad Ali 
had appeared at the beginning of the eighteenth century. This

* By ‘Tripoli’ here we mean an area covering about half of present- 
day Libya. The Qaramanli pashas had established their authority 
over Tripolitania, Fezzan and Cyrenaica.
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was the ambitious soldier Ahmad Qaramanii, who overthrew 
the Governor, slaughtered his supporters, forced the Ottoman 
Sultan to recognize him as a virtually independent pasha and 
established a dynasty. At the beginning of the nineteenth 
century Tripoli was under the rule of the very able Yusuf 
Qaramanii. He reopened the trans-Saharan trade route to 
Kanem-Borno which had been closed by strife in the Sudan. 
In 1811 he conquered Fezzan and established a governor in 
Murzuq.

Another source of revenue to the crown in the early years of 
Yusufs reign was piracy. His warships attacked Mediter­
ranean shipping belonging to countries that had not paid 
Yusuf for ‘protection’. This piracy hastened European inter­
vention in Tripoli. In 1803 the United States of America, in 
retaliation for attacks on their shipping, attempted to install 
a rival as ruler of Tripoli. The activities of the British and 
French navies destroyed the profitability of piracy in the later 
part of Yusufs reign.

Like the rulers of Egypt, Yusuf had to take increasing notice 
of the Europeans. The British Consul, James Warrington, 
was particularly influential. He encouraged European ex­
plorers, introduced some of the benefits of European tech­
nology to the Pasha’s subjects and persuaded Yusuf to agree 
to the stationing of a British vice-consul at Murzuq. Warring­
ton became a trusted adviser of the Pasha. He represented other 
European states which had no consul in Tripoli and he 
regarded himself as the protector of all Christians in the 
country. Trouble arose when the French attempted to chal­
lenge Warrington’s position. Yusuf Qaramanii in attempting 
to maintain good relations with everyone was accused by 
Warrington of plotting with France the murder, in 1826, of 
a British explorer, Major Laing. In 1830 the Pasha was forced, 
by threat of naval bombardment, to make a treaty with the 
French, who had just invaded Algiers.

Yusuf’s troubles now increased rapidly. Loss of revenue 
from piracy and the decline of the slave trade under European 
pressure placed him in financial difficulties. He had to debase 
the coinage and impose heavy taxes but these measures lost 
him the support of his people. His subordinates despised him 
because he seemed to be merely a tool of the foreign consuls. 
The conquered tribes of the desert became restless and were 
encouraged by the British Consul to rebel. In 1831 they 
liberated Fezzan. Yusuf borrowed money from European
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financiers who now began to demand repayment. In 1832 the 
T ripolitanian peoples revolted under the leadership of Yusuf s 
nephew, Muhammad Qaramanli. They were supported by 
the British. The French gave their help to Yusuf’s declared 
heir, Ali. In 1835 the Ottoman Sultan sent a small force under 
the command of Najib Pasha, who overthrew the Qaramanli 
dynasty, reasserted direct Ottoman rule and installed himself 
as Governor (Walt).

By 1842 Najib had reconquered Fezzan but Ottoman rule 
there was largely confined to the immediate vicinity of the 
desert garrisons. Trans-Saharan trade, which had suffered as 
a result of the disturbances, revived and from 1850 over 2,500 
slaves were shipped from Tripoli every year. Under British 
pressure the Sultan, in 1848, forbade his officials to take part 
>n the slave trade and in 1857 slavery was abolished in 
Tripolitania, but these measures made little impact on the 
evil traffic through the port of Tripoli.

The Ottoman government in Constantinople was anxious to 
prevent Tripoli becoming independent once more. The rvalis 
were kept under careful control and were changed frequently.



Furthermore, Cyrenaica was placed under the rule of its own 
governor who had only partial responsibility to the Governor 
of Tripoli* The Cyrenaican authorities in Benghazi made 
little attempt to reconquer the hinterland. This area soon fell 
under the control of the Sanusiyya Brotherhood. This was a 
Muslim order founded in 1837 by an Algerian, Sidi 
Muhammad bin Ali al-Sanusi. On his return from pilgrimage 
to Mecca he settled in Benghazi where, in 1843, he established 
the headquarters of the Brotherhood.

The Brotherhood had great influence among some of the 
inland peoples, especially the Jibara and Harabi bedouins. 
Sidi Muhammad and his followers instructed large numbers 
of disciples who were sent even further afield to form new 
cells. In this way the Sanusiyya Brotherhood spread south­
wards over a large area of the Sahara and particularly along the
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Benghazi-Kufra-Wadai trade route. In 1859 the headquarters 
of the order (now under the leadership of Sidi Muhammad’s 
son, Sayyid al-Mahdi) was moved to Kufra.

The Sanusiyya soon became much more than a religious 
order. They were the only controlling and unifying force in 
the province. They settled disputes between the desert tribes. 
They organized resistance to the spread of French influence 
in the Sahara. They established administrative centres where 
culture and religion flourished. The Ottoman authorities 
recognized the power of the Sanusiyya. In 1856 the Sultan 
exempted them from taxation and allowed them to administer 
the areas under their control. After the separation of Cyrenaica 
and Tripolitania, in 1879, the authority of the Brotherhood 
was complete and beyond the bounds of the province they 
exercised influence in Wadai, Borno and as far west as the 
middle Niger.

To the west of Tripoli lay the ancient Muslim kingdom of 
Tunisia. Its main centres were Tunis, the capital and principal 
port, and the religious capital, Qairawan, which lay at the end 
of the important caravan route from Hausaland and Kanem- 
Borno, via Agades and Ghat. The ruler of Tunisia was the 
bey and, by 1800, the Husainid dynasty had established 
itself firmly on the throne. Tunisia was another Ottoman state 
where the Sultan’s rule was a formality. The main threat to the 
position of the beys came from Tunisia’s powerful neighbour 
Algiers. ,

HammudaBey, who ruled until 1813, was a strong and wise 
leader who firmly established the administration of the 
country and resisted Algerian interference. Three times—in 
1807,1808 and 1811—Tunisia was invaded by her neighbour. 
Three times Tunisia shook off the invaders. Unfortunately 
Hammuda’s successors were not so able. During the reigns of 
Mahmud (1814-24) and Husain (1824-35) foreign influence 
in Tunisia grew. European pressure put a stop to piracy and 
severely restricted the slave trade. With these important 
sources of revenue removed, the beys had to impose harsh taxes, 
which had a bad effect on the loyalty of the people. When the 
French invaded Algiers in 1830 (see page 33) they made a 
treaty with the Bey of Tunis to ensure his neutrality. The Bey 
was delighted to help the French against his old enemy and as 
a reward the victorious French made one of his relatives



Bab-el-Bhar, Old Gateway in Tunis

31

Governor of the Algerian Province of Constantine.
After the French conquest of Algiers and the Ottoman 

reconquest of Tripoli, Tunisia was hemmed in by powerful 
neighbours. The Sultan made persistent attempts to assert 
more control over the beys. At such times the Tunisian rulers 
looked to the French for help to maintain their independence 
but they also had to be on their guard against French attempts 
to seize Tunisian territory. To help preserve his country’s 
independence Ahmad Bey (1837—55) recruited and equipped a 
large army. This cost a lot of money as did the magnificent 
palaces the Bey built for himself. The people were taxed to 
the limit of their endurance and when this failed Ahmad 
borrowed heavily from European financiers. Soon the pattern 
of events we have already noticed in Egypt appeared in
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Tunisia: the government fell more and more heavily into 
debt; the foreign money-lenders and their consuls grew more 
and more powerful.

The Europeans pressed for and obtained economic, 
judicial and political reforms. In 1860 a new constitution was 
introduced which transferred some of the Bey’s powers to a 
Supreme Council. The opposition of the country’s corrupt 
officials, who benefited personally from the old system, 
brought this constitutional experiment to an end after four 
years. In 1864 a rebellion against the Bey’s cruel taxation 
system was only put down with foreign help.

By 1866 government finance was on the point of collapse. 
Tunisia’s foreign creditors stepped in and after long negotia­
tions an International Financial Commission was set up in 
1869 on which the French, Italians and British were repre­
sented. The Commission took over the organization of 
government finance. Before long it was interfering in other 
government departments. The Bey was now seriously alarmed 
and, in 1871, Muhammad al-Sadiq Bey placed his country 
firmly under Ottoman sovereignty and accepted from the 
Sultan the tide of pasha.

Such action could delay but not prevent Tunisia’s final 
showdown with the Europeans. For four years the country 
enjoyed peaceful development and stability under the 
extremely able Prime Minister Khair al-Din. The financial 
situation improved, railways were built, taxation was reduced, 
new agricultural measures were introduced, and state schools 
were founded. But Khair al-Din also tried to restrict the 
influence of the European consuls and this brought about his 
downfall. Under foreign pressure, the Pasha sacked his 
Prime Minister in 1877. Immediately the old pattern of 
financial recklessness, extortionate taxation and increasing 
foreign pressure reappeared. For over three years the Pasha 
tried to control the rivalries of the French, Italian, British and 
Turkish governments. In April 1881 the French cut across 
all the diplomatic wranglings by invading Tunisia. They 
forced Muhammad al-Sadiq to sign the Treaty of Bardo, 
which virtually turned Tunisia into a French protectorate.

The Regency of Algiers was another nominally Ottoman 
territory under the control of a military dictator called the 
dey, who ruled with the help of a Turkish army. The country
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was divided into three provinees (Constantine, Tittari, Oran) 
and its administrators were interested in little more than the 
preservation of peace and order and the collection of taxes. 
Under such government trade and agriculture could hardly 
flourish. Normally the deys’ authority did not extend far 
beyond the walls of the regional capitals, and in the country­
side the governors ruled through the local Arab and Berber 
chiefs. Religious leaders of the Sufi orders also exercised 
considerable influence in the remoter areas.

Like other states of the Maghrib, Algeria suffered as a 
result of growing European activity in the Mediterranean. 
Piracy was brought under control and foreign consuls were 
established in Algiers. Algeria developed particularly close 
ties with France and supplied that country with wheat during 
the last years of the eighteenth century when France was at 
war. Unfortunately this led to the development of bad relations The Dey, Abdul-Hamid II
between the two states and the ultimate conquest of Algeria.

At the root of the trouble was France’s failure to pay for the 
wheat. Debts incurred between 1793 and 1798 had still not 
been settled by 1827, despite demands and protests by the 
Dey. On 29 April 1827 matters came to a head when, at the end 
of a heated interview between Husain Dey and Consul Pierre 
Deval, the Dey struck the Frenchman across the face with his 
fly-swatter. The French government demanded a public 
apology for this insult. The Dey, urged on by the British 
Consul, refused. A senseless quarrel now developed in which 
neither side would give way. No one in Algeria imagined that 
this clash would lead to invasion but the government in Paris 
was in difficulties and certain ministers decided that a foreign 
conquest would win them popular support. So in May 1830 an 
army left the French port of Toulon, its declared intentions 
being to avenge a diplomatic insult, suppress piracy and 
abolish slavery by means of a brief occupation. All the 
important coastal towns fell quickly and the Dey surrendered 
in July, signing away his sovereignty to France.

But the occupation did not turn out to be a brief affair. 
There were two main reasons for the permanent colonization 
of Algeria—the activities of the French General Clauzel 
and the resistance of the interior peoples. Immediately 
after the invasion no civilian government was set up and no 
official policy for Algeria laid down. Clauzel, therefore, made 
his own plans for the newly acquired territory. He confiscated 
land and allocated it to French settlers. The number of settlers
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grew steadily and they were soon strong enough to oppose 
successfully any anti-colonial policies decided on in Paris. The 
French Governor-General in Algiers, needing the support 
of the settlers in his continuing struggle with the Algerians, 
could only follow policies acceptable to the colonists.

In the interior, the French faced unexpectedly strong and 
united resistance. At its head w'as the Sheikh of the Qadiriyya 
Brotherhood (the largest Sufi order), Muhyi al-Din, but the 
military leader of the movement was his son, Amir Abdul 
Qadir. Many nomadic peoples joined in the jihad (holy war) 
launched by Muhyi al-Din against the French and their allies. 
Abdul Qadir, by surprise raids from his mountain strongholds, 
restricted the Europeans to the coastal plain. In 1834 General 
Desmichels, the French military commander in Oran, signed 
an agreement recognizing the Amir’s control of the western 
part of the coastal plain. But the French continued to try to 
break Abdul Qadir’s potver. In a disastrous attack on Constan­
tine in 1836 they lost over a thousand men. The following year 
they signed the Treaty of Tafna which defined more closely 
the extent of Abdul Qadir’s territory.

As the struggle continued, proving costly to the French in 
men and money, it became more and more difficult for the
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newcomers to withdraw. Instead they introduced more 
colonists and officials to strengthen their hold on the area under 
control. They built roads and public buildings. They intro­
duced taxes. They turned mosques into churches. And they 
prepared for fresh conflict with Abdul Qadir. Meanwhile the 
Amir strengthened his position by winning other tribes to his 
cause, either by agreement or conquest. Unfortunately he 
could not unite all Algeria’s people. The powerful Tijaniyya 
Brotherhood, rivals of the Qadiriyya, refused to join the 
Amir’s forces. After their defeat in battle by Abdul Qadir 
they joined forces with the French. The sectarian and tribal 
divisions of Algeria undermined the nationalist movement 
and made Abdul Qadir’s ultimate downfall inevitable.

War broke out again in 1839. In the first phase of the 
fighting, nationalist forces drove their opponents back to the 
gates of Algiers. The French were now faced with a choice 
between withdrawal and complete conquest of Algeria. They 
chose the latter. Under a new leader, General Bugeaud, the 
army of occupation renewed the conflict with great vigour and 
cruelty. By a campaign of terror that involved burning 
undefended villages, stealing cattle, murdering prisoners 
and destroying crops, the French succeeded in frightening 
many of Abdul Qadir’s allies into submission. In 1843 the 
Amir had to retreat into Morocco. He was pursued by his 
enemies who forced the Moroccans to agree not to shelter the 
outlaw. Abdul Qadir fought on, in Algeria and Morocco, 
until 1847 when he was captured and imprisoned in France. 
In 1852 he was released and spent the rest of his days in 
Damascus.

The end of the war brought a flood of new settlers into 
Algeria. By 1848 there were 109,000 colonists as opposed to 
25,000 in 1839. Immigration continued steadily under 
French government sponsorship and the number of settlers 
trebled between 1848 and 1880. During this time they also 
gained effective control of the whole of Algeria, which, by 
1880, was organized almost entirely for the benefit of the 
colonists. In November 1848 Algeria was declared a French 
territory and citizens were allowed to elect representatives to 
the Paris parliament. This created two clearly distinguished 
classes—the privileged French citizens and the unprivileged 
Muslim Arab subjects. Between 1863 and 1870 the French 
Emperor Napoleon III tried to change this situation. He 
believed that France had a responsibility for the well-being
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and development of all the people of Algeria. He arranged 
for the full recognition of tribal lands, encouraged the 
preservation of Islamic culture and established the right of 
the Arabs to equal protection at law.

All this alarmed the settlers but they could do little except 
obstruct the local officials as much as possible—until 1871. 
In that year Napoleon Ill’s government was overthrown and 
France suffered a humiliating defeat in a war with Germany. 
In Algeria there were two immediate results; the settlers 
grasped their opportunity to dominate the political life of the 
colony, and the majority population grasped their opportunity 
to stage a large-scale revolt. Ever since 1847 there had been 
resistance to colonial rule. The Muslim Arabs hated the 
Christian French, and armed uprisings were frequent 
(see map) but the rebellion of 1871 was the greatest mass 
movement since the days of Abdul Qadir. Its leader was

Algiers 1839

Asnam^ _ Rnrrii ~~

Constantine 
-4)-1836 »

q Baskra

\ f

N 
\



Morocco in the nineteenth century

37

Muhammad Mukrani, who had been a minor official in the pay 
of the French. Many foreign troops had been taken away to 
fight a war in Europe. The rebellion spread rapidly and soon 
involved over a third of the indigenous people. Mukrani was 
killed in battle in May 1871 but the conflict continued for 
another year. It cost the lives of over 2,500 Frenchmen and a 
much greater number of Muslims.

The rebellion was a disaster for the people of Algeria. The 
settlers persuaded the new government to enforce strict 
control over Muslims and an enormous fine was imposed on 
several communities. Their lands were taken away and either 
given to settlers or sold back to their original owners. The 
Muslims were denied education and any participation in the 
administration. French became the only official language.
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Islamic law courts were closed. The influence of Muslim 
religious leaders was deliberately undermined. Devout 
Muslims were prevented from making the pilgrimage to 
Mecca. In fact the French settlers aimed at cultural, as well as 
economic and political domination.

Of all the states of the Maghrib Morocco was the furthest from 
the centres of Ottoman power and the closest to Europe. Much 
of the land was ruled by Berber chiefs who acknowledged the 
spiritual authority of the Sultan in Fez but refused to pay - 
taxes. For most of the time royal authority did not extend 
much beyond a region bounded by Fez, Marrakesh and the 
Atlantic coast. On the north coast, Ceuta and Melilla were 
occupied by Spain. Morocco was difficult to control for other 
reasons. Ever since the Moors had been thrown out of Spain 
centuries before, the Moroccans had hated Europeans, yet 
almost all the country’s overseas trade was with Europe. 
Morocco exported wheat and gold dust across the Mediter­
ranean. The southern caravan routes, along which came gold 
dust and slaves from the western Sudan, were still important 
so that however much the Sultan wished to impose his will 
on the Berber chiefs he could not risk disturbing the peace to 
such an extent that the trade routes were closed.

Mawlay Sulaiman (1792-1822) and Mawlay Abdul- 
Rahman (1822—59) restricted as far as possible all trade with 
Europe, and would not allow European merchants to set foot 
outside the towns of Tangier, Rabat, Tetuan and Mogador. 
All European consuls were confined to Tangier and knew little 
or nothing about events in the country. Barbary pirates con­
tinued to obtain refuge in Moroccan ports long after their 
other havens had been blocked as a result of European 
diplomatic pressure.

The French occupation of Algeria put an end to Moroccan 
isolation. In 1830 Mawlay Abdul-Rahman sent troops into 
Algeria to help resist the aggressors. The troops were with­
drawn after two years, having achieved very little. When 
France threatened reprisals the Sultan had to turn to a rival 
European power, Britain, for support. The British govern­
ment, anxious to keep control of the Strait of Gibraltar and to 
assist the growing British commercial community, was glad to 
become Morocco’s protector. When Abdul Qadir was pursued 
onto Moroccan territory by a French army in 1844 Mawlay
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Abdul-Rahman sent a Moroccan force to drive the intruders 
out, but the home army was soundly defeated at Isly (near 
Oujde). The Sultan’s defeat weakened both his international 
reputation and his authority within the country.

The French were now able to extort trading concessions 
from the Sultan. As French commercial activities increased 
so did those of their British and other rivals. The Sultan found 
himself being used as a weapon in the diplomatic warfare of 
the European powers. In 1856 Mawlay Abdul-Rahman was 
forced to open his territory to European traders. But Spanish 
authorities were dissatisfied with the terms of the treaty and 
decided to improve their position in Morocco by force. In 
1860 a small Spanish army seized Tetuan. To buy off the 
invaders, the new Sultan, Mawlay Muhammad, had to give 
Spain more coastal territory, sign a new commercial treaty 
with the invaders and pay a large sum of money. This finally 
broke Morocco’s independence. The government had to obtain 
British help to persuade Spain to modify her demands and
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even then the treasury had to borrow heavily abroad to pay 
the Spaniards. The Sultan was forced to levy harsh taxes. 
This and the Spanish victory stirred up a major rebellion in 
the mountains south of Wazzan.

Between 1860 and 1880foreign activity in Morocco increased 
steadily. Europeans came not only to trade but also to farm. 
Consular protection was given to Moroccan citizens working 
for Europeans, thus placing them beyond the Sultan’s laws. 
Mawlay Hasan (1873-94) tried to restore the authority and 
independence of the government. He built up a new army 
with European weapons and instructors. He reorganized the 
administration and he created a more efficient taxation system. 
But all these reforms came too late. It was only a matter of 
time before Morocco was swallowed up by European colonial­
ists.

The area we now have to consider consists of the mountainous 
Ethiopian Highlands and the long desert coastline from 
Massawa to Mogadishu. At the beginning of the nineteenth 
century the whole region was in a state of political and economic 
decline. The Red Sea was plagued with pirates. The caravan 
routes that brought trade goods and pilgrims from the Sudan 
to the ports were virtually closed. Somali herdsmen of the 
coastal plain were steadily using up the scant vegetation and 
were spreading further inland in search of pasture. Under 
similar pressures the Galla were pushing into w'hat is now 
northern Kenya and the lands of the Ethiopian borders. The 
great Ethiopian Empire was much weaker than it had once 
been. Galla pressures and internal disintegration had reduced 
its borders. The collapse of central government had led to the 
emergence of a number of independent kingdoms of which 
the most powerful were Tigre, Amhara, Shoa and Lasta. The 
leaders of these four states competed for the imperial title for, 
though the Emperor had ceased to have much power, the 
Ethiopians still attached much importance to the title.

Most of the Red Sea ports were under the nominal control of 
the Ottoman Sultan. In effect they were ruled as petty trading 
and pirate states by their amirs. Their prosperity had dwindled 
with the increased activity of Somali and Galla raiders in the 
interior. They were, however, still active, and the local Somali, 
though they were quite likely at any time to attack the towns, 
used them regularly as trading centres. The towns could
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defend themselves, as Zeila showed in 1821 when its inhabi­
tants drove off an Egyptian attack.

Harar, to the south of Ethiopia, was a larger state than the 
coastal towns. It was the successor of the ancient Islamic 
Sultanate of Adal. But internal discord and the activities of 
the Galla had reduced its size and prosperity. The town of 
Harar itself was well fortified and set amidst fields and 
plantations. It was an important market centre for goods from 
the coast, Shoa, and the interior, and for the local Galla and 
Somali. The relationship that existed between the Amir and 
the local peoples is not an easy one to understand. The Galla 
attacked traders, destroyed crops and raided the Amir’s 
territory up to the very gates of Harar. Yet many Galla chiefs, 
recognizing the traditional authority of the Amir, accepted 
Islam, copied several aspects of the court life of Harar, and 
their people regularly traded in its market. A similar 
relationship existed between the kings of Shoa and their Galla 
neighbours.

Harar was, and had always been, an important centre of 
Muslim teaching and worship. Christian Ethiopia was thus 
surrounded on three sides by the forces of Islam. After the 
southward expansion of Egypt, Ethiopia was completely 
surrounded and her total collapse seemed only a matter of time. 
From 1827 Egyptian and Sudanese forces extended their 
control over more and more of the territory on Ethiopia’s 
north and west borders. The Viceroy of Egypt tried for many 
years to gain control of the Red Sea coast, and its valuable 
ports. Massawa and Suakin were occupied briefly by Egypt 
in 1818 and leased from the Turks in 1846. It was not until 
1866 that the Egyptian government was able to obtain perma­
nent possession of these towns. In 1821 an Egyptian attack on 
Zeila was, with difficulty, beaten off by the ruler of the town. 
The Egyptians were not the only people interested in the Red 
Sea coast. In 1839 Britain acquired a protectorate over Aden, 
to safeguard the short route to India. Thus when, in 1846, 
Egypt tried to establish her control right along the coast as far 
as Cape Guardafui, the local rulers had a powerful ally and 
were able to resist successfully. Later, as we shall see, France 
and Italy also developed interests in the area.

The expansion of Egypt and Ethiopia’s Muslim encircle­
ment had two important effects in the mountain empire: 
they encouraged trade and they forced Ethiopians to realize the 
necessity of unity. As we have seen, one result of Egypt’s
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* This is only a very rough estimate. The total probably fluctuated 
widely. One British observer in the closing years of the century 
saw a slave caravan that took four days to pass through Mandara. 
He estimated that this one caravan contained 12,000 slaves.

Church of St George at Lalibela, Ethiopia

conquest of the Sudan was the revival of commerce on the 
caravan routes to the Red Sea coast. Ethiopian merchants 
benefited from this. Through their warfare with the Galla and 
Sidama the Ethiopians were able to obtain many slaves. By 
the middle of the century they were sending over 7,000 slaves 
a year to the coast.* Other exports of importance were ivory, 
which entered Ethiopia from the south-west, gold from Enarya 
and musk which was obtained from the civet cat. Commercial 
revival led directly to political revival because it enabled 
rulers to buy guns. In the 1830s a period of political and eco­
nomic expansion in Shoa enabled the merchants of that 
kingdom to by-pass Harar and trade direct with Tajoura.
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About 1840 a man called Kassa began to make himself 
notorious in north-western Ethiopia as a brigand chief of 
great audacity and success. He enriched himself and his men 
by raiding caravans. He obtained guns and considerably 
increased the size of his personal following. He defeated some 
of the powerful rulers of the area and became a king himself. 
He had enormous ambition. He decided to reunite Ethiopia 
under his leadership and restore the glory of the Empire. 
After years of warfare he achieved his aim and was crowned 
as the Emperor Teodros II in 1855.

Teodros was a nationalist fanatic who set himself and his 
peopleimpossibleaims. He believed himself divinely appointed 
not only to unite Ethiopia, but to crush the power of Islam, 
conquer the Sudan and overrun Egypt. In pursuing his 
aims he achieved much. He crushed all opponents to the 
central government. He recruited and equipped a large army. 
He imposed heavy taxes to pay for the army and public works. 
He employed European advisers. But in time the regional 
kings and some of the Emperor’s own officials grew to resent 
Teodros’s tyranny and looked for an opportunity to overthrow 
him. It came in 1867 when the Emperor, by imprisoning two 
British diplomats, provoked a prompt military reaction. A 
force was despatched from England. It landed at Zula (south 
of Massawa) and made its way into the mountains. Had 
Teodros been able to rely on the loyalty of his people the 
British might have been massacred before they had marched 
many days, but they were helped on their way to Magdala. 
There in March 1868 Teodros committed suicide rather than 
fall into the hands of his enemies. The British released the 
prisoners and withdrew.

After the short reign of Tekle Giyorgis (1868-72) two great 
men confronted each other for control of Ethiopia—Kasa of 
Tigre and Menelik of Shoa. Kasa managed to get himself 
crowned as Emperor Yohannis (or John) IV but his rivalry 
with Menelik continued until an uneasy peace was made 
between the two men in 1882.

Yohannis needed internal peace because his country was 
now faced by a major threat. The Khedive Ismail of Egypt 
was planning a full-scale invasion of Ethiopia and the coast. 
Naval expeditions captured Zeila and Berbera in 1875. 
Another force succeeded in overwhelming Brava and Kismayu 
far down the Somali coast but was forced to withdraw when the 
protests of the Sultan of Zanzibar were supported by European
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When we come to consider the peoples of the Sahara we find 
that, though nomadic, they tend to be concentrated along the 
ancient caravan routes. Controlling the western trade route 
from Morocco through the salt lands of Taghaza and Taodeni, 
through southern Mauretania to Timbuktu were the Moors, a 
mixture of Arabs, Berbers and Negroes. In the centre, a 
Berber group called the Tuaregs or the ‘People of the Veil’ (a 
name given to them because they wore a veil which consisted 
of a long strip of cloth wound round the head so as to form a 
hood, covering the mouth and nose) controlled the Tim- 
buktu-In Salah-Gadames-Tunis or Tripoli route as well as 
the Hausa-Tripoli route through Ghat. The eastern route, 
the Chad-Tripoli route through the Fezzan was in the hands 
of the Tibu, the people of Tibesti.

None of these peoples was organized into states. In the 
desert, we can talk only of bands consisting mostly of the 
members of a clan with their dependants and slaves who, faced 
with a climate that made agriculture difficult, tried the best 
means of conserving what little they could obtain to live. 
Because they were in the lines of communication between

powers. From Zeila an Egyptian army marched inland and 
seized Harar. Ismail hoped to benefit from the conflict between 
Yohannis and Menelik. He ordered a force to march from 
Tajoura to Shoa, there to link up with Menelik’s men for an 
onslaught on the Emperor’s strongholds. However, the 
expedition was ambushed by the Somali and massacred. 
Nevertheless, Ismail was determined to subdue Ethiopia. A 
small but well-equipped army was despatched from Massawa. 
In November 1875 it encountered the main Ethiopian force at 
Gundet and was destroyed. The Khedive’s reaction was to send 
a larger army. This came face to face with Yohannis’s troops at 
Gura in March 1876. The ensuing battle lasted for three days 
but then the Egyptians were forced to withdraw. Egypt made 
no more attempts to conquer the empire of the mountains.

Victory strengthened Yohannis’s position at home. He did 
not make Teodros’s mistake of trying to bully all the kings 
into submission. Instead he tried to obtain their co-operation. 
He settled conflicts within the Ethiopian Church. He thus 
brought to Ethiopia a greater degree of unity and stability 
than it had known for a very long time. In so doing he prepared 
the way for his even greater successor, Menelik.



Tuareg tribesmen, Libya

46

North Africa and West Africa and because they knew the 
routes across the desert, they acted as guides. Caravans that 
passed through their territory and refused to obey their 
commercial conditions were pillaged. Sometimes, the gangs 
went to attack other places of commercial promise, such as the 
salt mines of other communities.

This did not mean that there were no settled communities. 
Among the Moors, although there were many such bands, 
there were also communities engaged in the gum trade. 
At the end of the eighteenth century, two powerful Moorish 
states of Trarza and Brakna had been firmly established. 
Among the Tuaregs, Air had a sultan who lived in the large 
town of Agades. Among the Tibu, those who lived round the 
areas of large salt deposits such as Bilma had developed a 
state system.
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Since these people lived mostly in the oases which needed 
to be defended against intruders, much importance was 
attached to the warrior class which often formed the highest 
rank of the nobility. The Moors were a mixture of Arabs, 
Berbers and the indigenous black community. The Arabs, or 
those who could claim Arab ancestry, formed the warrior class. 
The Berbers in the Moorish territories who had been forced 
to submit to the Arab invaders, became second-class citizens. 
The Tuaregs, who were themselves Berbers, were not pre­
pared to accept Arab domination, so there were conflicts 
between the two racial groups. The Tibu were also con­
fronted with the Arab threat, to which was added that of the 
Tuaregs. When they were invaded, they took refuge in 
mountain fortresses.

Among the Moors, just below the warrior class was the 
priestly class of marabouts, which was responsible for the 
religious affairs of the state, burying the dead, arranging 
marriages and engaging in commerce. There were marabouts 
among the Tuaregs and the Tibu, but they were not so 
prominent a group. This is mainly because most of the 
Tuaregs and Tibu were animists. The marabouts and the 
warriors in the Moorish settlements were often different clans 
and the training of each group followed different lines. Since 
Islam was a strong force, the marabouts played an important 
part in the state.

Apart from the nobility, from whom the rulers were 
chosen, there were the common people or vassals. The Zenague 
or Berbers formed the bulk of this class among the Moors. 
They paid tribute and were allowed to follow the higher classes 
to collect gum. For this, however, they had special permission 
and they were given some of the gum they collected. They 
joined the army as volunteers with the hope of plunder. As 
soon as the waters receded, they went to the banks of the 
rivers to sow millet. They had flocks of sheep which provided 
them with milk and meat, and with their agricultural products 
they paid their tribute. Although they had few rights, they 
were free men.

At the lowest social level were the slaves, most of whom 
were captured in war. The slave was the property of his lord. 
Once a slave had been accepted into a household, he was 
rarely sold again. He did most of the work, collecting gum and 
planting crops for his overlord, whether Arab, Zenague, 
Tuareg or Tibu. Slaves did the mining in the terrible desert
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salt mines where they were sometimes allowed to starve to 
death before provisions came.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century there were 
already in existence powerful Moorish emirates in Ardrar, 
Trarza, Brakna and Tagant. Of these the most important were 
Trarza and Brakna. The rivalry between the two began in the 
eighteenth century when one of the greatest of the Moorish 
rulers, Mohammed Mokhtar (1766-1800), was on the Brakna 
throne. In a famous battle against the Trarza king, Eli Kouri, 
he not only successfully routed the Trarza forces, but killed 
Eli Kouri (1786).

The Moors of Trarza and Brakna were thus fairly settled in 
1800 when our story begins. Mohammed Mokhtar’s son, 
Sidi Eli I (1800-18), was not as forceful a character as his 
father. He was particularly noted for his friendship with the 
French, with whom his father had signed a treaty in 1786. 
Through his efforts, the conflict between the Tukolor State 
of Futa Toro and the French was settled and a treaty signed 
in 1806. Sidi Eli, however, did not live long enough to make 
any real difference to the welfare of his people. He was 
succeeded by Ahmeddou (1818-41) who was the first emir of 
Brakna to experience French ambition in the Senegal area 
after Colonel Schmaltz, Governor of Senegal, had explored 
the left bank of the Futa Toro and had followed that in 1818 
by moving to Galam and establishing commercial and 
military outposts along the river. When in May of the following 
year the French bought the lower basin of the river Senegal 
from Amar Boye, King of Walo, it was clear that war with 
France was inevitable (see pages 80-82).

The Moorish Emir of Trarza was the overlord of Walo and, 
naturally, he could not accept French sovereignty over Walo 
territory. But Trarza was not in a position to fight at this stage 
because she was engaged in one of those dynastic disputes that 
often followed the death of an African ruler. Mohammed 
Mokhtar had been appointed as regent to take charge of the 
country while his nephew, Sidi Ali, was a minor. Mohammed 
Mokhtar was a wise and brave man and by bribing the people, 
especially the chiefs of the tribe, he obtained power for him­
self. In this he probably had the support of the French.

Sidi Ali was not prepared to allow this. At the age of thirty, 
he claimed the throne and when this was refused, he decided 
to fight for it. In the first encounter, he was successful and 
this increased the number of his supporters. Mokhtar now
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pursued him with fury and obtained the help of the Braknas. 
He already had 400 princes or great vassals and 800 tributaries 
or slaves. The King of the Braknas sent him 2,000 foot soldiers 
and with this force, despite the fighting ability of Sidi Ali, the 
legitimate ruler was defeated, captured and put to death.

If Mohammed Mokhtar thought that the struggle was over, 
he was wrong. Sidi Ali’s son, M’Hammet Quid Eli Kouri, 
continued the struggle. This time, the usurper had the support 
of the French Governor of Senegal, Colonel Schmaltz. With 
comparative peace restored, especially after the end of 
hostilities between Trarza and Wolof, Mohammed Mokhtar 
was in a position to stop the French from acquiring the Walo 
territory. In this enterprise he had the support of the Brakna 
Emir Ahmeddou. In 1819, the Trarza crossed the Senegal, 
pillaged Walo and burnt down many villages, carrying away 
a hundred prisoners. The French sent forces after them to 
put a stop to such raids. But this policy of fighting against the 
Moors disrupted the gum trade, so the French looked for 
other ways to restore peace to the area. By 1820, the French 
government was no longer prepared to tolerate the policy of 
expansion which Governor Schmaltz was introducing at very 
great expense and he was recalled.

One reason why the French authorities in Senegal were 
anxious to have control of Walo was that they were interested 
in setting up cotton, indigo and groundnut plantations so that 
they would not have to depend wholely on the gum trade. It 
was for this reason that Louis XVIII, King of France, had 
entrusted the colonial administration to a Bordeaux ship­
builder, Pierre Barthelemy Portal, who worked out the plan 
for developing and expanding the French possessions. Portal 
chose Schmaltz for the Senegal post because of the Colonel’s 
experience in Java. The hope was that if the plantation experi­
ment succeeded, French farmers would begin to settle in the 
area.

There were many reasons why the experiment failed. The 
first was that the sandy shores of the Senegal were not suitable 
for cotton and indigo; it was semi-arid and suitable only for 
groundnuts, which the Africans themselves were already 
growing. The Senegalese trading community was not 
interested in taking up agriculture; nor were the Africans 
interested in the scheme. For cotton to succeed, the price in 
France would have to be doubled. Apart from all this, Baron 
Jacques Francois Roger who succeeded Schmaltz soon found
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that harassment by the Moors was increasing and that the 
treaties signed withjhem to safeguard the plantations were 
never respected. The position of the Moors was clear: no 
foreign establishment was to be allowed in the hinterland to 
interfere with the sovereign rights of the people over their land. 
The establishment of plantations by the French would disturb 
the gum trade on which the Moors depended. Foreigners 
were to be allowed to trade and nothing else. By 1826, the 
whole experiment had come to an end and Baron Roger 
resigned as Governor of Senegal.

In 1827 Ahmeddou I was still the ruler of Brakna. All the 
treaties he had signed with the French were of no avail. Before 
Baron Roger left, he made clear his distrust for this Moorish 
leader when, on 28 August 1824, he had stated that Ahmeddou, 
the chief of the Brakna, was greedy and untrustworthy. He 
advised that the Moorish chief should be listened to and that 
all his proposals should be accepted with a promise of rich 
compensation in case of success. He warned that nothing 
should ever be given to him in advance. It was clear that the 
French were so blinded by their own interests that they did 
not see the logic in the action of the Moors who were being 
expected to sell their sovereignty for trifling gifts.

In 1827 the French were confronted by a new leader in 
Trarza—Muhammad le-Hbib. His priority was regaining of 
the Walo territory. To strengthen his claim, in 1833 he 
married a Walo heiress, Princess Diombot. He signed new 
treaties, aware of the military and naval strength of the 
French, he agreed treaties which he knew he would not keep.

In a treaty of 1817 between Britain and France the latter 
had been given the whole of the Senegal area. The French 
now imposed strict controls on trade. The 1817 treaty had 
been signed without consulting the local rulers who were 
determined to trade with whatever nation they wished. They 
resented the French monopoly which enabled the foreigners 
to fix the price they would pay for the gum brought to the 
coast by the Moors. The easy way of breaking this monopoly 
was to open the trading post of Portendick and trade with the 
British. When they tried to do this the French reacted 
immediately by blockading the port. The Trarza fought back 
by raiding French positions in Senegal. Attacks and counter­
attacks marked the relationship between the French and the 
Moors until Louis Faidherbe was appointed Governor in 
1854. In 1858 he inflicted a heavy defeat upon the Trarza.



Chapter 3West African societies I: 
peoples of the savannah

Most of the people of West Africa are Negroes. They have, 
however, been joined in the northern part by immigrants from 
the north, especially the Berbers and Arabs brought either by 
persecution or by trade along the trade routes to produce a 
mixed people, the Fulani, who are to be found all over West 
Africa today. Some Arabs who have preserved their racial 
characteristics are still to be found. The Berbers, the Tuaregs 
and the Fulani represent the Hamitic group. In Equatorial 
Africa, most of the people are Bantu. We shall only be able 
to deal here with those groups that had the greatest influence 
on the history of West Africa as a whole.
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The Senegambian peoples 
and states

Fulani

There had been peoples living between the Senegal and the 
Gambia long before 1800 who had been faced with the pressure 
from Moors in the north, from Europeans in their settlements 
along the Atlantic seaboard and in the east from waves of 
Mandes. In the north, some of them had been absorbed into 
the Moorish states. We have seen how the Moors claimed 
control of Walo, south of the Senegal. Walo was one of the 
states that formed part of the Wolof peoples. South of the 
Wolof peoples were the Serer and in the east of the Wolof 
territory lay the Futa Toro, the country of the Tukolor. The 
largest single group was the Mande. In all these lands we also 
find Fulani groups which like the Tukolor played an important 
part in the history of West Africa in the nineteenth century.

We have grouped all these peoples together because they had 
a similar form of government. They were all ruled by kings



Senegambian peoples

53

who, even though their powers were limited, were greatly 
respected by their subjects. The kings were chosen from 
among a group of ruling families, the heads of which were 
territorial lords or provincial governors who had the powers in 
the provinces that the king had over the whole of the country. 
In the states where Islam had not taken over, the king had 
ritual functions to perform, mainly concerned with ancestor 
worship.

Although the king and his important chiefs and ministers 
were responsible for the legislative, executive and judicial 
functions of the state, local government was in the hands of 
district officials called alkalis who were appointed by the 
kings. These collected tribute, levied duties on travellers and 
merchants, presided over the local assemblies in which the 
king consulted his people, assigned rights to land, recruited
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age-groups for public works and performed local judicial 
functions. They were also responsible for ritual duties con­
nected with the ancestors.

Along the western Atlantic coast, well watered by the rivers 
that have their sources in the Futa Jallon hills, are several 
peoples who have for centuries occupied the banks of these 
rivers, some fishing and others farming. First are the Wolofs 
who live along the Senegal. They produced salt which was in 
great demand in the interior. They were the first group of 
African peoples to have contact with Europeans and, at the 
same time, they were well placed to gain from Arab and 
Berber influences. There were five Wolof states virtually 
independent of each other: Walo, Salum, Kayor, Baol and 
Joloff. Of these, Kayor, which was situated on the Atlantic, 
had, under the rule of Darnel Amari Ngene-Ndela-Jumba 
(1790-1809), become one of the most powerful states among 
the Wolofs. He resisted Islam even though he allowed Muslim



A marabout

55

priests (marabouts) to remain in the state. He put down a 
marabout revolt in Kayor and he was so powerful that when 
his country was in vaded by the Tukolor of the Fu ta T oro under 
Almamy Abd-al-Qadir, he successfully routed the Tukolor 
forces and captured the Almamy himself. He left a prosperous 
country to his nephew, Birayma Faatma-Tyuub (1809-32), 
who began a process of territorial expansion after he had beaten 
off another marabout revolt. Soon after this, the King ordered 
an attack on the Wolof state of Baol which he conquered and 
incorporated in his own kingdom.

South of the Wolof peoples and occupying the territory 
between the rivers Salum and Gambia was the largest group 
of the West Atlantic peoples, the Serer, a mixed group having 
Mandinka and Wolof connections. Probably Mandinka 
migrants had set up states in the area and had extended their 
influence over the Serer peoples. There were two Serer states, 
Sine and Saloum. Sine was smaller and more centralized. In 
Saloum, there was a larger community of Wolof and Tukolor 
peoples. Saloum was therefore stronger than Sine even though 
the power of its king (bur) was far more restricted than that 
of Sine. Because for some time Saloum was under the power 
of Joloff, there came to be established four Joloff chiefdoms 
over which the Bur Saloum had only partial control. After the 
people had thrown off the Joloff yoke, they were able, 
because of their advantageous economic position, to establish 
a buoyant economy and then gain control as far south as the 
Mandinka state of Niumi from which they took tribute until 
the end of the eighteenth century. The extent of Saloum 
jurisdiction could be seen in a map of Mungo Park, the British 
explorer, which placed the whole area along the mouth of the 
Gambia under the Bur Saloum. So powerful was the Bur 
Saloum in the eighteenth century that he was always able to 
send messages to the foreign factors resident and trading in 
the Niumi ports of Albreda and Jellifry.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, therefore, the 
Serer, taking advantage of their economic position, were 
powerful enough to act as buffer states between the spreading 
Wolof peoples in the north and the equally spreading 
Mandinka peoples from the south.
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The Mande peoples and 
states

Of all the peoples who have exercised great influence on the 
whole of West Africa, there is none more important than the 
Mande who originated from Manding and expanded in all 
directions. As early as the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
some Mande groups had taken Islam to Hausaland in present- 
day northern Nigeria. Why were the Mande peoples so adven­
turous? The most important reason was the need for salt. 
The earliest movement was probably the Soninke (a Mande 
group) thrust to the north, where they met Berber and Arab
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groups (the Moors) who brought salt from the mines of 
Taghaza, N’Teret in southern Trarza, Sebka d’ljil, and 
Taodeni which they came to exchange for gold obtained in 
Bambuk (Wangara). The quest for salt also led to expansion 
southwards to the shores of the Great and Little Searcies. 
Mande groups, the Susu, the Limba, Korankos and Vais 
occupied present-day Sierra Leone. Another group, the 
Mandinka, occupied the banks of the Gambia and pushed 
northwards to form the aristocracy among the Serer. Salt­
making along the banks of the Gambia and the Senegal 
encouraged migration to the territories. The search for gold 
took the Mande to the banks of the Caramance, dislocating 
life there. They absorbed some of the inhabitants like the 
Banhuns and the Casangas who have now almost lost their 
identity. The Mande probably forced the Papels to find 
refuge in the islands of the Geba estuary while the Balante, 
Manjaco and Brame were driven into the unhealthy coastal 
lands. As the gold in the west became scarcer, new mines had 
to be found and this brought links with the Asante of Ghana 
and other members of the Akan hinterland.

Apart from the search for gold, which took the Mande far 
and wide, there was also a constant search for agricultural land. 
The lands fringing the great rivers Niger, Gambia, Senegal, Mandinkas of Upper Niger 
Caramance, Gorubal, the Great and Little Searcies and the 
Volta were rich. The rivers provided easy communication as 
well as fish. The higher lands and the savannah grass en­
couraged cattle-rearing.

Another factor which caused the Mande to spread over a 
wide area was the frequent religious and political upheavals in 
the western Sudan. Kingdoms rose and fell and Islamic 
revolution followed Islamic revolution. State boundaries 
expanded and contracted and those who lost power were 
constantly on the move. So new Mande communities were 
born. The new settlement would form the nucleus of a city- 
state which expanded to incorporate other settlements.

The Mande states occupied important economic points. 
After the appearance of the Europeans at the coast, the trade 
routes along the Sahara were no longer as important as the 
coastal ports. So the Mande established new commercial 
links with the coastal belt while at the same time retaining 
control of the areas of mineral wealth. The Mande language 
was understood throughout much of the western Sudan and 
Mande merchants could be found arranging the caravans
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The rival Bambara states 
of Segu and Kaarta

The two Bambara states of Segu and Kaarta were at first one 
military state. The divisions of the country occurred in the 
mid-nineteenth century as a result of a dynastic feud. At the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, two powerful kings ruled

; ss
Bambara girls

which traded from one state to another. They established large 
trading communities in different states. There were fourteen 
river kingdoms occupied by the Mande. The most important 
were: Niumi (Barra), which had an excellent economic posi­
tion along a section of the Gambia unchoked by mangrove 
swamps and controlled many trade routes; Baddibu which, 
although lacking the strategic position of Niumi, was a good 
place for the growth of groundnuts and was soon to become a 
flourishing Islamic centre; and Oulli bounded by Walli on 
the west, the Gambia on the south, the river Walli on the 
north-west and Bondou on the north-east, which was rich in 
tobacco, cotton, vegetables and corn, and had an impressive 
capital, Medina.
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The well-watered lands enclosed by the lower Niger, the 
Benue, the Shari, the Logone and Lake Chad felt the influence 
from the north. When the Tuaregs occupied Air, they pushed 
the Hausa people southwards. It is sometimes claimed that 
the Hausa are a mixture of Berber and Negro peoples. There 
were originally seven Hausa states, often called Hausa Bakwai: 
Daura, Kano, Rano, Katsina, Zazzau (Zaria), Gobir and 
Biram. Then the Hausa extended their influence over some 
other southerly and westerly territories of which Kebbi, 
Zamfara and Yauri were important. Gobir was the most 
northerly of the states and formerly occupied the Air territory 
from which they were pushed by the Tuaregs. From early 
times, the different Hausa states were ruled by chiefs (sarki) 
who ruled with the aid of state officials, mostly provincial 
governors and feudal lords, who were bound when called 
upon to provide armies for the defence of the state. The 
nobility (at least those who held high offices of state) could 
depose unpopular rulers. The states were independent of one 
another and there was no guarantee that if one was attacked, 
the others would send help. Yet the wealth of some of the 
states could not but attract the envy of their neighbours.

in these states: Mansong (178.3-1808) in Segu and Dece ou 
Dece-Koro (1789-1802) in Kaarta. Of the two, the more 
determined was Mansong who was jealous of the growing 
prosperity of Kaarta.

Unlike Segu, Kaarta had internal enemies. Prominent 
among these were the Djiavara who took every opportunity to 
revolt against the Kaartans. Externally Kaarta was faced with 
the threat of the Muslim states of Bondu and Futa Toro. In 
1817, the Kaartans attacked Bondu, destroying the capital, 
Fatteconda. From this time, Kaarta went from strength to 
strength until the 1840s when the Djiavara revolted.

Segu also remained powerful even after the death of 
Mansong when his son, Da, took over in 1808. Like Kaarta, 
there were no succession problems and after Da, other sons of 
Mansong came to the throne. Although the Bambara of Segu 
were animists, Islamic influence was already present in the 
state. This was probably because of trade with the Muslim 
centre, Djenne.
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This is one of the oldest kingdoms in West Africa. At the 
beginning of the nineteenth century the capital was N’gazar- 
gamu. There were marked frontiers of the much reduced 
kingdom at the beginning of the nineteenth century. On the 
west, it extended to Zinder in the present-day Niger Republic, 
and Bahr-el-Ghazal was the north-eastern limit. The 
Mandara mountains formed the southern limit while the 
Hausa states lined the western frontier.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Borno was only 
a shadow of its former self. The Mai (king) remained the ruler 
of the kingdom but had to balance the interest of the princes, 
the free nobility and the military officers. All these were 
represented in the council of state. But the most powerful 
force in the country consisted of the three great officers of
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Herd of elephants near Lake Chad

state who formed the bulwark of national defence: there was 
the Kiaghama or ruler of the south who was the commander of 
the army, the Yerima, the Governor of Yeri, who had to defend 
the state against the attacks from the north (especially from 
the Tuaregs), and the Galadima with his capital at Nguru, 
who defended the state against the Hausa in the west. Of 
all these wardens, the Galadima, who lived outside the capital, 
easily became an overmighty subject. We shall return to the 
history of Borno-Kanem when we come to consider the 
jihadist movement in the central Sudan (see page 70).

East of Borno lay the equally important kingdom of Wadai. 
Wadai had been an Islamic state ever since the overthrow of 
the Tunjur dynasty in the seventeenth century. There was, 
however, the constant fear that either Darfur or Borno would 
bring back the Tunjur and as a result of this, the new rulers of 
Wadai continued to pay tribute to these two states.

One of the most powerful kings of this Islamic state was 
Abd al-Karim (1803-13). During the reign of his father, 
Islam had suffered a reverse because the King had put to 
death many of the clerical class. Urged by the need to recover 
the state for Islam, and at the same time punish his father for
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The Tukolor and Fulani 
jihads

ill-treating his mother, Abd al-Karim had taken the oppor­
tunity of his father’s absence on campaign outside the kingdom 
to revolt. He killed his father in 1803 and seized power.

Abd al-Karim has been acclaimed the wisest king in this part 
of Africa. He quickly consolidated his position. So powerful 
did he become that soon he was invited to aid Borno in her 
encounter with Baghimi and enriched himself by the act, 
acquiring clothes, coral and silver which he carried away in 
five camel loads (equal to about eight thousand kilograms). 
Instead of helping Borno, he helped himself to the territories 
of Baghimi which he made a tributary state to Wadai.

Until the reign of Abd al-Karim, there was no direct route 
from North Africa to his country that did not pass through the 
Fezzan. Whenever there was trouble in the Fezzan, Wadai, 
like many of the states in the Chad basin, starved. What Abd 
al-Karim did was to turn his attention to direct trade with 
Egypt through Benghazi. This meant access to the Nilotic 
Sudan and a new awakening of Islam in his country.

Understandably, Borno was deeply hurt by the action of 
the Wadai king who was aware of this. He collected a large 
army to attack Borno before he could be attacked himself, and 
it was during this preparation that he suddenly collapsed and 
died in the tenth year of his reign, leaving the throne to his son 
Yusuf Kharifain (1814-29).

Many rulers who were unable to bring the remote parts of 
their kingdoms under control believed that spiritual power 
could be supplied by the marabouts. The marabouts were 
learned men who understood the techniques of government 
and could use their knowledge to the advantage of the ruler. 
Since they were regarded as holy men whose charms could 
preserve the ruler from harm, they were allowed to travel 
freely from place to place.

Although there were marabout groups among the Moors 
and among the Mande and Hausa and Kanuri-Kanembu 
peoples, marabout revolutionaries seemed more dominant 
among two racial groups in West Africa, the Tukolor and the 
Fulani. The rulers of these peoples often found themselves 
accepting some of the religious practices of the peoples over 
whom they ruled. Strict marabouts taught that a Muslim 
state must be kept pure. A ruler who refused to rule in 
accordance with the Koran should be overthrown. In the case 
of the Tukolor rulers, it had been found by 1776 that the



63

Denianke dynasty was unable to give effective leadership to 
stop the constant invasion of their territory by the Moors of 
Trarza. The Fulani living in Mande, Hausa, Kanuri and 
Adamawa were also discontented.

In Hausaland and Borno, they were forced to pay taxes 
and tribute which they regarded as unfair. To this was added 
the fact that the Fulani tended to think themselves superior 
to those by whom they were held in subjection. Fulani mara­
bouts who were attached to the courts tried to get the rulers 
to introduce Islamic reforms. If they failed, they found that 
their movements among the people were restricted, so they 
considered themselves justified in raising the standard of 
religious revolt. Obviously, the leaders of those movements 
were deeply religious men, but it could not be said that their 
followers had the same religious zeal. The love of plunder and 
wealth, the desire for political power went hand in hand with 
racial and political issues.

In the eighteenth century, there were Islamic revolutions 
in the Tukolor country, Futa Toro, in the Mande country of 
Bondu and in the Mande country of Futa Djallon. At the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, the Islamic states of 
Futa Toro, Futa Djallon and Bondu seem to have lost their 
original zeal for spreading Islam. Mungo Park reported that 
the Almamy of Bondu, although head of a Muslim state, was 
not himself a Muslim. At the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, only Tukolor still had an effective leader, Abd-al- 
Qadir, who ruled the country firmly. The main reason why 
these Islamic governments failed to be effective was that no 
clear rules governed the succession to the throne.

While the Muslim states of the western Sudan were facing 
their succession problems the Fulani of Hausaland were pro­
ducing an ardent scholar called Shehu (sheikh) Uthman dan 
Fodio who, while he was in the service of the ruler of the 
Hausa state of Gobir, had formulated in his mind an idea of 
what a true Islamic state should be. He believed that power 
should never be given to anybody who seeks it. He believed in 
consultation in government. He was against tyranny and 
commended justice and good works. All these he believed 
were not to be found in the Hausa states, where orphans and 
widows were denied justice. There should be four ministers 
in every government, a ipaziri or chief adviser to the monarch, 
a qadi enforcing Islamic law, a chief of police for the main­
tenance of law and order and a collector of taxes.
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had established 
i Bello and his

In about 1781 he was appointed tutor to the son of Bawa, 
the Sarki (king) of Gobir. Fortunately for him, Bawa was 
prepared to accept criticism, but when he died (1801) his 
son Nafata realized that Uthman had more prestige and 
following than himself. So although he had once been a 
student of Uthman he passed a series of laws to make further 
conversion to Islam difficult. Uthman could not tolerate these 
laws. He preached against taxes and impositions and this 
brought him the support of cattle-owners who hated the 
jangali or imposition on cattle. As a scholar he had the support 
of many of the learned men, both Fulani and Hausa. Nafata 
could not take effective steps to stop the mounting support 
of the Shehu before he died in 1802.

He was succeeded by Yunfa, Nafata’s son and another of 
the Shehu’s former pupils. But teacher and former pupil 
soon found themselves in opposing camps. Yunfa did not 
want to take directions from the clerical class. He threw one 
of the Shehu’s disciples into prison. The Shehu released 
him without the ruler’s authority. In anger, the Sarki decided 
to stop the Muslim movement. He arranged to kill Uthman 
secretly, but the plan leaked out, thus increasing the sympathy 
that many people had for the great teacher. In 1804 Uthman 
withdrew from Gobir to Gudu. Shortly afterwards he declared 
a jihad (holy war) against the Habe rulers.

Shehu Uthman dan Fodio was a holy man and he confined 
himself to the purification of religion. He established himself 
in a new settlement near Sokoto, from which his supporters, 
who obtained flags from him, marched against the different 
Habe rulers. The main direction of the jihad was left in the 
hands of his equally learned son, Bello. When the Shehu died, 
in 1817, the Fulani Empire that his followers ' 
had already been divided between his son  
brother Abdullahi. Bello from his headquarters of Sokoto had 
the east, while Abdullahi, had the west and established 
himself in Gwandu. When Abdullahi died Bello became sole 
leader as Sultan. The Sultanate of Sokoto was a confederation 
of Islamic emirates acknowledging the spiritual leadership of 
the Sultan. It is sometimes known as the Fulani Empire.

The administration of the Empire followed the old provin­
cial lines of the Habe states. Each successful Fulani leader 
who conquered a territory replaced the Habe sarki, as emir, 
so that there were emirs of Kano, Katsina, Zaria, etc. In the 
beginning these emirs were closely supervised from Sokoto
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and Gwandu. Since they were in charge of the provinces or 
emirates, it was their duty to see that the Maliki laws were 
operated. New offices were created within the emirates, some 
of which were borrowed from Borno. There were the waziris 
who became the chief advisers of the emirs. At the same time, 
judicial officials were appointed called qadis. These manned 
the courts to guarantee fair play and decide civil and criminal 
cases according to the Koran. Certain concessions were made 
to some Hausa practices such as land tenure and taxation. 
Arabic became the language of administration and schools 
were built to teach it.

When Bello was visited by the British explorer, Hugh 
Clapperton, in 1824, he was then, according to Clapperton, 
‘a noble looking man, forty-four years of age, although much 
younger in appearance, five feet ten inches high, portly in 
person, with a short curly black beard, a small mouth, a fine 
forehead, a well-shaped nose, and large black eyes. He was 
dressed in a light blue cotton robe, with white Muslim turban, 
the shawl of which he wore over the nose and mouth in the 
Taurick (Tuareg) fashion.’

Bello was a warrior who was faced with constant revolts 
and incursions by both Arabs and Tuaregs. In order to create 
a more stable empire he ordered guns from Europe. He also 
asked for a British consul to be appointed and a physician 
sent. He was a learned man interested in knowing details of
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the world and he wanted Arabic books and maps to be sent 
to him.

During his reign, therefore, Islamic culture flourished, 
especially literature and politics. Treatises were produced on 
religion, morals and government. The Fulani Empire, because 
it had effective government, began to reap the fruits of trade. 
Kano became the chief centre of trade in the central Sudan, 
taking the place of the former Borno capital N’gazargamu. 
Caravans went to Asante in the west and Tripoli in the north, 
so that the Kano market had every conceivable article. Wealth 
poured into the emirates and, as we shall see later, corrupted 
many of the emirs.

One of the effects of the Fulani take-over in Hausaland was 
the attack on Borno. The main reason for this was that the 
Mai of Borno had always had the title of Amir-el-Muminin, 
Commander of the Faithful, w'hich Shehu Uthman dan Fodio 
had assumed. Some of the Habe rulers had sought the help 
of the Mai of Borno against the Fulani and this had been given 
by Mai Ahmed, the ruler of Borno. During the first engage­
ment, the Fulani were defeated and it then seemed that 
Borno, which claimed to bea Muslim state, had triumphed. But 
the success of the Fulani in the Habe states had opened the 
eyes of the Fulani in Borno to the need for action against their 
Kanuri overlords and they rose in support of their people in 
Hausaland. A second Fulani attack in 1808 brought them to
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the walls of the Borno capital N’gazargamu. At this stage, Mai 
Ahmed sought the help of Mohammed-el-Amin-el- 
Kanemi, one of the greatest of the Kanembu scholars.

El-Kanemi arrived with forces composed of Kanembu and 
Shuwa Arabs but only after the capital had been taken and the 
Mai expelled. He was able to drive away the Fulani from the 
capital and return Mai Ahmed there. Ahmed died soon after 
this and was succeeded by his son, Dunama. Unfortunately, 
Mai Dunama was not a military leader, so when the Fulani 
attacked again, he was driven for the last time from 
N’gazargamu, which was destroyed. Everything now pointed 
to the fact that only El-Kanemi could save Borno and reclaim 
the western frontier states and towns which had been taken 
over by the Fulani to form the emirates of Katagum and 
Hadeija which now owed allegiance to the Sultan of Sokoto. 
People believed that he had seen a vision for liberating the 
people, and his first campaign, in which, with a force of 400 
men, he had defeated the Fulani who had a force of 8,000, was 
believed by his followers to be a miracle.

After El-Kanemi had succeeded in halting the Fulani 
invasion, he was invited by Mai Dunama to settle inside 
western Borno, so he founded a new capital for himself at 
Kukawa, in 1814, while a new but less splendid town, 
Mongonu, was reserved for the Mai who held his court there 
with due ceremony, but without power. El-Kanemi now took 
the title of Shehu. The charges that the Fulani leaders of 
Sokoto had made that Borno was not a Muslim state because 
she practised some pagan rites and that the law gave no pro­
tection to widows and orphans, affected the policy El-Kanemi 
adopted. Strict Muslim law's were observed, judges learned 
in Muslim law' were appointed and the Shehu insisted that a 
strict moral code should be observed. Adultery and fornication 
w'ere punished severely with many lashes of the whip. The 
hands of thieves were cut off.

There was a reorganization of the administration with the 
Mai as head of state, but not head of government. The tradi­
tional offices like those of the four wardens: the Galadima, 
the Kiaghama, the Yerima, and the Meestreema remained, 
even though most of their functions were transferred to 
trusted slaves appointed by the Shehu. The Shehu’s court, 
not the Mai’s, became supreme. Direct supervision of all the 
officials was done by the Digma. The old Council of State 
remained, but the Shehu relied more on the administrative
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officials directly appointed by him. These officials of slave 
origin, the Kachellas, were responsible for military campaigns 
when the Shehu was not leading his army in person.

Mai Dunama was, however, not prepared to have pomp 
without power, so he made arrangements with the Sultan of 
Barghimi for an invasion of Borno. Unfortunately for him, 
the letter with which the Sultan of Barghimi made arrange­
ments for the attack was handed over to the Shehu. In the 
fight that followed, the Sultan of Barghimi, thinking that he 
was attacking the Shehu, killed Mai Dunama before he 
realized the mistake.

Shehu El-Kanemi gained from the succession dispute 
which followed. In 1817 he accepted Ibrahim as the next Mai 
on the condition that he agreed to receive a fixed payment 
from the treasury and allow the rest of the revenue to be used 
by the Shehu for the administration of the country. Kukawa 
became the administrative headquarters of Borno. There a 
palace was built for El-Kanemi and he became king in all but 
name. Soldiers were recruited from all parts to guard the 
town.

El-Kanemi spent most of his time between 1817 and 1830 
suppressing civil disturbance and fighting to regain former 
territories belonging to Borno. In the north-west, the Manga 
people revolted and instead of fighting them to a finish, the 
Shehu cleverly won back the common people from the rebel 
chiefs after showing that he was capable of using force. The 
Warden of the West, the Galadima, rose in rebellion and was 
attacked and fled to seek the protection of Sokoto. He was 
dismissed from his post but when he later came to submit, he 
was pardoned. The wars between Borno and Barghimi lasted 
for many years and eventually the Shehu was forced to obtain 
the help of the Sultan of the Fezzan. Barghimi was defeated 
and raided only to rise again to continue the struggle until, in 
a final battle at Ngala, her army was almost wiped out. The 
fight against the Fulani, however, was not at all successful. 
From Adamawa came Fulani soldiers. A joint expedition by 
Borno and Kandara troops was defeated. In the west where 
the Galadima had found support from the Fulani, the Shehu 
himself led an expedition against Hadeija and Katagum and 
this was successful. But when he threatened Kano, the ruler 
of Bauchi collected an army and severely defeated the Borno 
forces, the Shehu onlv just managing to escape. He died in 
1837.
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El-Kancmi was succeeded by his son, Umar, who was forced 
to continue the double regency for some time. It was he who 
completed the elimination of the old Borno dynasty when 
Mai Ibrahim arranged with the Sultan of Wadai to invade 
Borno. The plan was discovered by the Shehu who had the 
Mai executed. The invasion came in 1846 and the Shehu’s 
forces were routed at Kusseri. Borno seemed threatened on 
all sides. In the north, the rising power of Zinder under 
Ibrahim had remained unchecked. The raiding of the Tuaregs 
continued and the Shehu had been forced to obtain the help 
of a contingent of Hadeija cavalry in the encounter with 
Zinder. This was the opportunity taken by Mai Ibrahim to 
seek the help of the Sultan of Wadai. It was only a bribe that 
stopped the Sultan of Wadai from taking over Borno. The 
Sultan of Wadai had put Mai Ibrahim’s brother, Ali, on the 
throne. He was defeated and killed and the Sefuwa dynasty
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came to an end. Shehu Umar now became undisputed ruler 
of Borno.

Once on the throne, he rebuilt the capital, Kukawa, as a 
twin city which was surrounded with a white clay wall. Inside 
and near the main gate was the daily market, a high street 
lined by the houses of the important personalities and flanked 
by a mosque, built in clay with a tower at its north-west 
comer. The Shehu himself had his palace in the eastern city.

As soon as he was rid of the Sefuwa dynasty, he appointed 
his own officials from among the supporters and slaves who 
had distinguished themselves. The post of waziri was firmly 
established as chief minister, and the holder of the post, Haj 
Beshir, was a trusted man whose father had lost his life in the 
battle of Kusseri. He was responsible for many of the appoint­
ments to high offices. One of such important appointments 
was to the military post at Biriri for the control of the western 
frontier. A slave who had distinguished himself at Kusseri, 
Kachella Kher-Alla, had the duty of defending the country 
from the attacks of the Tuaregs.

In 1853, a dispute arose between Umar and his brother, 
Abdurrahman, about the right to the throne. From Gujba, 
Abdurrahman raised an army and defeated Umar and his 
Waziri, Haj Beshir. Umar was exiled to Dikwa while the 
Waziri was tricked into returning, only to be executed. 
Abdurrahman ruled tyrannically for almost two years and in 
1854 a counter-coup was staged which returned Umar to 
power. He remained on the throne until 1881.

The rest of his reign was noted for the military activities of 
his son, Yerima Bukar, who tried to gain back the pagan 
peoples of Nzirim and obtain the submission of the Musgu. 
He attacked Adamawa, marched against the Beddes, attacked 
Fika and Bauchi and tried to punish the people of Kusseri 
who had aided the Sultan of Wadai.

While Shehu Uthman dan Fodio was turning the scattered 
Hausa states into the one vast Fulani Empire, the area of 
Masina where there were many people of different tribes was 
beginning to come under the influence of another Fulani 
preacher, Seku Ahmadu. Masina itself and the surrounding 
districts were inhabited by Muslim Fulani, Soninkes, 
Bambaras and Bozos, a w'hole collection of Islamized and 
animist peoples. Already, the influence of Uthman dan
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Fodio’s jihad had been felt in the important trading posts of 
Djenne, Timbuktu and Segu and there was communication 
between the Fulani of Masina and Sultan Bello. Seku Ahmadu 
was himself inspired by the jihad of Uthman dan Fodio and 
he may have had the ambition of forming the different 
societies occupying the area into one large Fulani state in the 
way Uthman dan Fodio had done. He gathered round him 
many students. Soon the size of his movement frightened the 
Arma of Djenne and the ruler of the Bambara Kingdom of 
Segu. He was therefore expelled from the small village near 
Djenne, where he lived. When one of his scholars killed the 
son of the Ardo ruler of Masina, it was seen by the authorities 
as the beginning of an attack on the dynasty. This action pro­
vided the opportunity for the ruler to destroy the new move­
ment. The number of Seku Ahmadu’s followers had so 
increased that the Ardo ruler of Masina could not do this 
alone. He appealed to the ruler of the Bambara Kingdom of 
Segu for joint action. Seku Ahmadu, expecting this move, 
obtained a flag from Uthman dan Fodio who gave him 
authority to seize the Masina state and proclaim a jihad.

Between 1810 and 1815, Seku Ahmadu’s military success 
was rapid and led to the establishment of a Fulani Empire 
which covered an area similar to that formerly covered by the
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Songhai Empire and controlled the bend of the Niger and its 
tributaries. During the early stages of his bid for power, Seku 
Ahmadu had allied himself with one of the most powerful 
chiefs of Masina called Mohammed Galaijo who himself was 
a Muslim and with this chief, he had spread his conquests far 
and wide. After the initial successes, however, Seku Ahmadu, 
claiming that he had obtained a flag from Uthman dan Fodio 
and that this empowered him to create a state in which he 
could exact tribute, insisted that Mohammed Galaijo should 
pay him tribute. Mohammed Galaijo refused. For three years 
the war between the two was fought furiously until Galaijo 
was overcome and fled from his home to find refuge at the 
court of Abdullahi of Gwandu.

Although Seku Ahmadu obtained a flag from Uthman dan 
Fodio, he did not submit his empire to rule from Sokoto. In 
fact, he soon began to regard his own movement as purer than 
that accepted by the heirs of Uthman dan Fodio, Abdullahi 
and Bello. He sent them messages threatening to punish them 
if they did not reduce the number of their wives to two and 
renounce their effeminate dress.

Seku Ahmadu founded a new capital which was called 
Hamdallahi. Djenne, the great Muslim cultural centre, also 
came under his control. Djenne was also an important port to
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which Moors, Mandinka, Bambaras and Fulani came to 
trade. Gold was sent there from the Kong country and from 
Boure and in early times Djenne had been described as the 
land of gold. Slaves were bought in the Djenne market at the 
rate of 25, 30, or 40 thousand cowries each, according to their 
age. Calabashes and pots were made and sent to Timbuktu 
for sale. At first, Seku Ahmadu made Djenne his capital but 
he soon found that as a zealous disciple of the Prophet 
Muhammad, the great trade of the town interfered with his
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religious duties and this was 
settlement of Hamdallahi.

Ahmadu then waged a relentless but unsuccessful war 
against the Bambaras of Segu, whom he wished to bring under 
his control. This series of invasions of Segu by the Fulani 
affected the commerce of Djenne because it interrupted 
communications with Yamina, Sansanding, Bamako and 
Boure from where gold was brought and circulated in the 
interior. Trade was thus diverted to the entrepots of Yamina, 
Sansanding and Bamako.

The Fulani leader also had to deal with the Tuaregs who 
extended their power to Timbuktu and forced the Fulani to 
pay customs duties. Matters came to a head in 1826 when 
Gueladyo, his old enemy, took refuge in Timbuktu. This pro­
vided Ahmadu with a good excuse to bring under his control 
the great commercial centre of the western Sudan. The attack 
of 1826 was sudden and brought Timbuktu into the Fulani 
Empire of Seku Ahmadu.

Having acquired a vast empire spreading from Djenne to 
Timbuktu, Seku Ahmadu imposed a centralized administra­
tion using the village as the basic unit. The village heads, 
either directly or indirectly, became his representatives. 
Villages were grouped into units controlled by men who had 
been loyal to him from the beginning. Most of the important 
towns like Masina and Djenne were placed under the
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administration of his relatives. The chief responsible for the 
administration of a town, a group of villages, or even a village 
head, had the duty of collecting taxes, organizing recruitment 
for military service, keeping the highways in good repair, 
spreading Islam and administering justice. In the adminis­
tration of justice, the chiefs were under the supervision of the 
qadis who had the power to review cases according to the 
practices of Muslim law.

State revenue was derived from tribute and from the booty 
acquired in war. Since there was a standing army, most of the 
booty belonged to the state. This was gathered as soon as the 
war was over. Seku Ahmadu received one-fifth, then two 
equal shares were granted: one went to the commander of the 
expedition and the other was allotted for buying back 
prisoners of war and helping some of the people to pay their 
debts. The rest was shared among the soldiers, the cavalry 
having twice the share of the foot soldiers. Other revenue 
came from fines, confiscations, estate duties, etc.

Seku Ahmadu was not a complete dictator: he had a legis­
lative council of learned men and administrators who dis­
cussed all the issues that arose about the state and debated 
new laws before they were put into effect.

Seku Ahmadu was succeeded by his son Ahmadu II who 
reigned from 1844 to 1853. When Ahmadu II died there was a 
succession dispute which resulted in Ahmadu Ahmadu 
becoming the Imam. He could do nothing without the 
sanction of the forty-man Grand Council of the marabouts 
and was the representative of an assembly of Muslims whose 
interests he was bound to guard.

By now Timbuktu had become almost independent. There 
were many influential groups in the city. There was still the old 
family of the Moorish invaders, the arma. There were the 
Tuaregs. In 1831 the Kunta Arabs arrived under the leader­
ship of the great Muslim scholar, Sheikh el Mukhtar. The 
Kunta Arabs and the Tuaregs worked together against the 
Fulani rulers of Masina so that in the year that Seku Ahmadu 
died, they succeeded in driving away the Fulani from 
Timbuktu. This was the beginning of a long conflict which 
threatened to destroy the commercial importance of the town. 
The walls of the city had been destroyed during the Fulani 
invasion of 1826, so its defences were weak.

The Fulani were, however, not interested in storming the 
city. They imposed a blockade instead. The city depended
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for its supplies and trade on the more fertile lands under the 
control of the Fulani. The supplies from Djenne were cut off 
and the town was short of corn. As a result of the constant 
intervention of the much respected Sheikh el Mukhtar, 
Seku Ahmadu had begun to relax the blockade when he died. 
His death was tactlessly greeted with joy by the Tuaregs and 
the Kunta, and this brought a sharp reaction from the Fulani 
Grand Council which at once tightened the blockade. 
Sheikh el Mukhtar appealed to the new Imam, Ahmadu II, 
but he was told that the Imam had no personal responsibility 
for the affair and that he would refer the matter to the Grand 
Council which refused to hear anything from the Kunta rebels.

The death of Sheikh Mukhtar in 1847 could not have come 
at a worse time for Timbuktu because it removed the one 
man who had international respect and who could con­
tinue to bargain with the Fulani. A succession dispute for the 
leadership of the Kunta Arabs began between Sheikh Sidi el 
Bekkay Ahmed who claimed to be the nearest relative, and the 
more legitimate claimant, Sheikh Sidi Hammada, a hermit. 
The struggle that followed was long and bitter and led to a state 
of anarchy which hastened the downfall of the city.

The fact that the choice of Sheikh el Bekkay was not 
acceptable to the Fulani leaders of Masina made them tighten 
their measures against Timbuktu. The city, which had been 
blockaded for three years already, was now in such a position 
that it was prepared to surrender to the Fulani unconditionally. 
The Tuaregs found that they were unable to go to the pastures 
on the left bank of the Niger so their herds perished. 
Many people began to doubt whether they were right to give 
Sheikh el Bekkay their support. Hunger made many decide to 
reject the leadership of Bekkay who, realizing that he was 
losing support, decided to go personally to the Fulani Imam, 
Ahmadu II. When he made a request to the Imam for an 
interview, the request was put to the Grand Council who 
refused it. Bekkay was not to be stopped by this and stealing 
secretly out of Timbuktu, he made his way to Hamdallahi. 
Informants had told the Fulani leaders what had happened 
and so, as he was about to enter the capital, Bekkay was met 
by thousands of cavalry waiting to lead him in.

All his requests, including permission to abandon his 
nomadic life and settle finally in Timbuktu, were turned 
down. He refused to swear an oath of allegiance to the Imam 
in the great mosque of Hamdallahi or send him soldiers. The



77

The Tijani Brotherhood and 
the Empire of Al Hajj ’Umar

A certain Muslim scholar, Ahmad al-Tijani, founded the 
Tijani order, or the Tijaniyya, in Fez about 1780. To this 
place, scholars and pilgrims went and were inspired. This 
movement reached the western Sudan through a Tukolor 
cleric from Futa Toro born in 1797, Al Hajj ’Umar ibn Salid. 
He travelled extensively and when he reached Mecca in 1825 
he was given the leadership of the Tijani movement in the 
western Sudan. When ’Umar arrived in Sokoto, he married 
the daughter of Sultan Bello. Then he left to settle at Diagouku 
in the Futa Djallon from where he began to emphasize the 
need for reforms in the Fulani state of Futa Djallon, where the 
force of the earlier movement of the eighteenth century was 
spent. His movement became popular and attracted able and

political situation following this approach by Bekkay to the 
Fulani leaders was a compromise between the different 
parties :

to the effect that Timbuktu should be dependent on the 
Fulbe (Fulani) without being garrisoned by a military force, 
the tribute being collected by two Kadis, one Pullo (Fulani) 
and the other Songhai, who would themselves decide all 
cases of minor importance, the more important ones being 
referred to the capital. But nevertheless, the government of 
the town, or rather the police, as far as it goes, is in the hands 
of one of the two Songhay Mayors, with the title of Emir, 
but who have scarcely any effective power, placed as they 
are between the Fulbe on the one side and the Tawarek 
(Tuareg) on the other, and holding their ground against the 
former through the two Kadis, and against the latter by 
means of the Sheikh el Bakay (Bekkay). Such is the dis­
tracted state of this town, which cannot be remedied before 
a strong and intelligent power is again established on this 
upper course of the Niger, so eminently favourable to 
commence.
We have seen that after the death of Ahmadu II on 27 

February 1853 the Grand Council granted the succession 
to Ahmadu Ahmadu. The new Imam was unable to stop the 
decline at a time when the new Tukolor power under Al Hajj 
’Umar was rising. Hamdallahi was invaded in 1862 and 
Ahmadu Ahmadu himself put to death. From this time on, 
the Tijani Brotherhood took over.



78

ambitious young men from the different groups and from all 
walks of life. For that reason he was expelled. He settled in 
Dinguiray and his reform movement became a jihad.

In his preparations against the forces opposing him, ’Umar 
was anxious to have the support of the European nations and to 
control the trade routes. While he had been at Diagouku he 
had made his followers work the land and trade for gold dust at 
Boure. He used the gold to buy arms. He was thus in a position 
of economic and military strength to undertake his military 
campaigns, which began in 1852. He campaigned down the 
river Baling where traditional religions were still believed 
despite centuries of Muslim contacts. The Mande principali­
ties of Bambuk and Boure, the centre of gold production in 
the western Sudan, fell and then, in 1854, he marched against 
Nioro, the capital of the Bambara state of Kaarta, which he 
placed under the administration of his faithful slave Mustafa. 
His movements further north were stopped when he came in 
conflict with the French. There were four reasons why he had 
to fight the French: they refused him arms and military 
support in his campaign against Futa Toro; they refused to 
pay tribute; French missionaries and traders were making 
converts for Christianity not only along the coast but also 
gradually in the interior; and they were arming some of the 
chiefs and had put them under their protection.

He had to destroy the French if he was to become overlord 
of the whole territory. He attacked the French fort at Medina 
in 1857. The French forces were strong and easily repulsed 
those of ’Umar. Having failed in the west ’Umar turned 
eastwards. There were two important pagan states which he 
planned to attack, Masina and the Bambara Kingdom of Segu.

At first, he tried to gain the support of the Kingdom of 
Masina. He appealed to Ahmadu III who, he thought, would 
willingly respond because he was a Muslim. He was surprised 
that Ahmadu showed no interest. ’Umar thus had to attack 
and capture Segu unaided. His victory spurred him to a more 
daring enterprise. He decided that Ahmadu III, by his failure 
to aid a fellow Muslim against a pagan state, had forfeited his 
right to the throne of Masina. If he could conquer Masina 
and build an African empire this might also stop the activities 
of the European powers which were beginning to dominate the 
coast. He therefore laid siege to the Masina capital, Ham- 
dullahi. He captured it eventually in 1862 and in the same year 
he attacked and conquered Timbuktu.
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’Umar did not depend on local risings. He wanted to create a 
vast, centralized, Muslim state. He liked to employ people who 
had had some form of European education. He therefore 
employed men from Sierra Leone and Senegal, who already 
had experience of European ideas and technology to employ 
their energies and skills in the creation of a modern African 
state. He encouraged traders of different nationalities. He 
established a class of civil servants, the Talibes, and these gave 
both military and administrative leadership. From his Tukolor 
supporters he appointed governors of provinces. The state 
was created on Islamic lines and he wanted to introduce strict 
Tijani principles. He prohibited alcohol and tobacco. This 
was probably what dampened the interest of the coastal edu­
cated classes who had seen in him the only hope of establishing a 
strong, modern state.

There were, however, conditions already making for decline 
in the empire. It was too large for any centralized administra­
tion at a time when communications were very poor. Some of 
the people hated the Tukolor governors who had been set over
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General Faidherbe

them and most of the people disliked the new administrative 
and military classes. At the same time, the conflict with the 
French complicated matters for ’Umar. He had trouble with 
people living on the western frontiers and discovered that 
his new capital of Segu was too far inland for him to be able to 
control these areas fully.

Of all the things that could possibly bring conflicts with 
the French, the most important was the navigation of the 
Niger. French interests were expanding and the newcomers 
did not like the idea of a great African power controlling the 
major economic centres. The French Governor of Senegal, 
Louis Faidherbe, realized that ’Umar was too strong to be 
overthrown and tried to reach an agreement with him to make 
the caravan routes free from the Niger to the Senegal and to 
gain the concession of free navigation on the Niger up to 
Bamako. But before negotiations could start ’Umar faced a 
revolt of the Fulani of Masina aided by the Bambaras. His 
attempts'at imposing the Tijani doctrine on a people who 
had accepted the Qadiri doctrine had met with strong opposi­
tion from the Fulani Muslims. In 1864 ’Umar led his forces in 
person to quell the revolt, but in the fighting he lost his own 
life. His state was divided amongst his children.

The son who succeeded to the largest slice of the empire, 
including the capital, was Ahmadu. It took him ten years to 
put down rebellion led by his relatives and subordinates. He 
then turned his attention to the problems of expanding trade. 
He planned to open negotiations with the French so as to trade 
directly with Senegal. But between Senegal and Segu were 
the chiefs of Kaarta whose powers had increased since the 
various revolts. They made it difficult for traders to move 
through their territory to Senegal. Ahmadu had no alternative 
but to make arrangements with the British in the Gambia and 
Sierra Leone. These negotiations with the British offended 
the French, who were afraid of the British moving into the 
western Sudan. Colonel de L’Isle, Governor of Senegal, took 
action. In 1878 he decided to give military support to one of 
the great enemies of Ahmadu’s government. This loyal 
supporter of the French, Dyouka Sambala of Khasso, 
attacked Niamodi, a ruler of a district called Logo which had 
thrown off Sambala’s authority.

Ahmadu still did not seek a clash with the French. He 
sent his chief minister, Seydou Djeylia, to the French with 
the proposal that if they gave him aid in his fight to consolidate
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his empire, he would throw his markets open to them. Un­
fortunately for Ahmadu, this offer coincided with the French 
government’s decision to build a Senegal railway. France’s 
plans for internal penetration now definitely clashed with 
Ahmadu’s interests. French aggression really began in 1879 
when they built a fort at Bafoulabe in Ahmadu’s territory. 
They began to look for territorial concessions which Ahmadu 
was not prepared to grant. He was not even prepared to 
accept a French resident ambassador unless he was an 
African Muslim. He emphasized the fact that the French must 
respect Tukolor sovereignty and independence. He was not 
interested in the railway project from the Senegal to the Niger. 
He detested the idea of the French introducing steamships 
on the Niger. He was afraid of French influence as it threatened 
the security of his realm. By 1880 war was inevitable.

While Ahmadu was struggling with the French, there was 
another brotherhood active in the Mandinka country. Unlike 
the empires of Uthman dan Fodio, Seku Ahmadu and ’Umar, 
the motives for the creation of the empire by Samori ibn 
Lafiya Toure were not purely religious. Samori was not a 
Muslim scholar or teacher, although he established an empire 
in which the only religion that was allowed was Islam. Probably 
his motives for establishing one religion were political and 
administrative, since Islam alone in the various regions of the 
western Sudan gave a concrete foundation for government. 
When he decided to take the title of Al-Mani in 1874, which 
made him both religious and political leader of a Muslim 
community, he was representing the Fulani national religion, 
which was always a contributing factor in Fulani relations. 
Samori ibn Lafiya Toure, however, was an efficient profes­
sional soldier who probably saw the weaknesses of the 
surrounding territories of the upper Niger and believed that 
it was possible to create from them a centralized and efficiently 
administered state which would be respected by and, if 
possible, work hand in hand with the other great Fulani 
empire. In 1873 he began a process that was to lead to the 
formation of a vast empire. This was the year in which he 
attacked and defeated Fa Modu, the chief of Kumadugu, and 
made his capital at Bissandugu. His initial success gave him 
confidence and within a short time he gained control over 
Toron, Konia and Wasulonke. Then in 1873 he gained a signal
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victory over Kankan. Samori had thus established a military 
state which continued to expand, as each provincial military 
unit had the function of guarding the empire from external 
attack as well as undertaking wars for territorial expansion. He 
had a disciplined and well-equipped army. By 1880 he control­
led an area extending from the upper Niger to the upper Volta. 
As well as power he had popularity. In the following years he 
was to prove himself a determined opponent to French 
expansion.
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West African societies II: 
peoples of the coast and forests

In the forest regions of West Africa, there had grown up for 
centuries before 1800 powerful states such as the Mende and 
Susu of Sierra Leone, the Kru and the Kpelle of Liberia, the 
Akan states of Ghana, Dahomey, and, in the area of modern 
Nigeria, Oyo, Benin, Warri and the Niger Delta states. Mande 
influence was strong among the Sierra Leone states and those of 
Ivory Coast and Liberia. Among the Akan states, although
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Asantc was a forest state with its own rich culture, there were 
Mande and Hausa influences in the capital, Kumasi. This 
arose from the trading connections between Asante and the 
more northerly peoples. South of Borgu was the Kingdom 
of Dahomey, often faced with invasion from the Yoruba 
Kingdom of Oyo, which in turn was under constant threat of 
Nupe and Benin raids. In the area of the Niger Delta, some 
states had been formed by immigrants from inland who took 
advantage of trade with European merchants to increase their 
hold as middlemen between the interior peoples and the 
Europeans. For instance, the Kingdom of Warri was estab­
lished by an immigrant Benin aristocracy and Yoruba coastal 
settlers. The Efik states were created by immigrants from 
the north-east who moved into Iboland where they met the 
Ibos, left to settle among the Ibibio, and finally settled in the 
Calabar area, and from there their culture spread across the 
land between the Niger and the Cameroon mountains. The 
Oil Rivers states of Bonny, Kalahari and, later, Opobo were 
formed by the Ijaw and increased by Ibo and Efik immigrants.

One important feature of the forest states is that they were all 
monarchies. Each had a capital with outlying districts which 
formed the nucleus of the kingdom. Here the king and many 
of his influential chiefs lived. As other states were conquered, 
these were incorporated into the kingdom either as tributary 
states or as directly administered states with royal officials 
appointed by the central government. The king did not usually 
have unlimited powers. Apart from Dahomey, where there 
was an absolute monarch, most of the forest kingdoms such as 
Asante, Oyo and Benin had constitutions which contained 
careful checks and balances. The king could not be tyrannical 
because he was limited by his chief subjects and by age-old 
traditions.

In Asante, Dahomey and Benin, once the king had been 
installed as the symbol of the whole kingdom and the embodi­
ment of the royal dynasty he could not be removed. There was 
no question of abdication. In Oyo, however, there was a 
provision in the constitution which ensured that the Oyomesi 
had the ultimate power of life and death over the king (Alafin). 
The chief minister (Baser tin) had the duty of going once a year 
to the palace to divine whether or not the king was still on 
good terms with his spirit double (Or tin) who was in heaven 
watching over the affairs of the kingdom. This was probably 
another way of asking whether or not public opinion was still
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favourable to the continuation of the reign. When the basorun 
concluded that the king was bad, he had the right to force the 
king to commit suicide.

The constitutions provided for councils of state composed 
of important traditional chiefs. In Dahomey the government 
was different because the state was founded to resist attacks 
from Oyo. Oyo, like other forest kingdoms, had tended to 
accept that father-son relationship which existed between the 
reigning king who was thus the occupant of the throne of the 
original ancestor and the major chiefs. In resisting the tradi­
tional links between the homeland of Allada and Oyo, the early 
Dahomey kings had created a new political pattern based on 
military rather than traditional force, and, since the king was 
himself a military leader, his power and personal prestige 
gave him greater respect than was enjoyed by the kings of the 
other kingdoms where the ruler did not play any personal 
military role. Thus it became possible to accommodate 
adventurers as citizens and establish a centralized adminis­
tration.

The control of the army was always important during times 
of crisis. A successful military leader, because of the booty 
that he obtained during campaigns, could become very 
wealthy and by giving generous rewards could retain the 
loyalty of the troops. The Oyo constitution devised a means of 
checking the powers of the military leader, the Are-ona- 
Kakanfo, who had to go on a campaign at least once a year at 
the request of the king. The king (Alafiti) could set him an 
impossible task as soon as he found that the military leader 
was becoming an over-mighty subject. The Benin kingdom 
did not concentrate all the military power in the hands of one 
leader. Military leadership was shared by the Ezomo, a 
hereditary Uzama chief who guarded the gateway from the 
Benin port into the city (he was also responsible for seeing to 
the ritual washing of foreigners’ feet before they were allowed 
to enter the capital); the Ologbosere, the only hereditary town 
chief; and the Imaran, a palace chief. The kings of Dahomey 
were also military leaders and appointed their own generals, 
often from among the male descendants of previous kings. 
Sometimes military leadership was temporarily given to a 
powerful territorial chief whose support the king needed 
badly.

In most of the kingdoms there existed cults or secret 
societies which could make ritual demands of the king, the
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Whether the secret societies had inter-state rights, we do not 
know, but there was nothing to prevent the leaders of the 
societies in different states where the same cults existed from 
discussing matters of common interest. The members worked

council of state, and the important chiefs. The cult discussed 
all the social and political problems of each reign and their 
meetings were secret. Although the kings had their representa­
tives in some of the cults, they were themselves not always 
present at the meetings. Although the representatives of the 
council of state were members of the societies, they did not 
hold posts in them. All the cults also had important religious 
and judicial functions and dealt with such serious criminal 
offences as the shedding of blood, incest and arson. In their 
special groves the cults performed rites for the king and the 
community. The societies controlled law and order, provided 
a police force and public executioners.
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with the diviners. When any issue arose, the opinions of these 
diviners were sought and if it was considered that the omens 
did not favour a particular policy, that policy had to be 
dropped. Decisions did not need to be unanimous, but once 
taken, they were enforced strictly by the priesthood.

The area covered by modern Sierra Leone was the home of 
many peoples, prominent among whom by 1800 were the 
Mende and Temne. Most of the kings who had access to the 
coast were involved in the slave trade with European merchants 
and captains. But the establishment of the freed-slave colony 
of Freetowm was to change the situation drastically. In 1787 
the first attempt was made to found a settlement for British 
ex-slaves on land bought from coastal chiefs. The first attempt 
was a failure but the originators of the scheme persisted and by 
1800 several thousand negroes from Britain and the United 
States of America were living and working at Freetown 
despite the opposition of local rulers and European slavers’ 
agents.

Though the settlement survived it did not prosper and in 
1808 the British government proclaimed Sierra Leone a crown 
colony. Freetown became the centre of government and also 
an important base for British anti-slave trade patrols. The 
British government obtained reciprocal search treaties with 
Portugal, France and Spain which gave her navy the right

Freetown in 1792
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to search ships of these powers. Captains found in West 
African waters carrying slaves or slaving equipment were 
brought to Freetown for trial before a Court of Mixed Com­
mission. Over the years thousands of slaves freed in this way 
were settled in Sierra Leone.

Sierra Leone and Liberia, the other freed-slave settlements 
(see page 91), were unique in that they were not true West 
African states. From the beginning European influences were 
strong and European ideas profoundly affected the political 
development of these countries. Christian missionaries were 
active among the Creoles of Freetown (the descendants of the 
freed slaves) and their neighbours. Primary schools were 
established and in 1827 the Church Missionary Society built 
the famous Fourah Bay College. (It began as a college for 
training African clergy but later became a university college.) 
Gradually there grew up a class of educated Africans, an elite 
who spoke good English and were literate in it.
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Freetown during second half of the nineteenth century

Under the colony’s constitution, administration was in the 
hands of the Governor and the Executive Council who were 
responsible to the Secretary of State in England. For a long 
time educated West Indians were brought into the service but 
it was generally found that the Creoles preferred English to 
West Indian administrators. The West Indians who had come 
into the colony as professionals helped to rouse nationalist 
sentiments among the Sierra Leonians. Most of them were 
lawyers who wanted the people of Sierra Leone to share 
democratically in their government. In 1853 a Committee of 
Correspondence was formed in order to force the hand of 
Britain to grant representation. Since campaigns against 
colonial administration could not be effective without press 
support, one of the West Indian lawyers started his private 
newspaper, The New Era, which attacked the character of 
British administration in Sierra Leone.

These nationalist activities made it possible for the colony to 
start on the road towards democracy. In October 1863 a new 
constitution was granted. Although the Governor still had 
supreme powers and the Executive Council still consisted 
mainly of officials appointed by the Crown, there was a new 
Legislative Council comprising the members of the Executive
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Council and a representative of the Sierra Leone people. 
Besides the Governor, who was President of the Legislative 
Council, the other members included the Chief Justice, the 
officer commanding the troops, the Colonial Secretary and the 
Queen’s Advocate (all members of the Executive Council) 
plus three or four members nominated by the Governor, 
subject to the approval of the Colonial Office in London. 
It was mainly in order to gain both African and European 
merchant opinion that Charles Heddle came to represent the 
European trading community and a prominent liberated 
African merchant, John Ezzido, came to represent the 
African trading and the Sierra Leone community. Ezzido had 
come originally from Nupe and at an early age had been sold 
as a slave in Yoruba country. He was lucky: while he was 
being shipped to Brazil he was rescued and brought to Sierra 
Leone. He became a Methodist preacher and lay reader and 
as a result of the Methodist connection, in 1842 he was taken to 
England by the Reverend Thomas Dove, General Super­
intendent of the Wesleyan Mission. The good man of God 
introduced his liberated African to wholesale firms in England 
who then agreed to send him their articles for sale from his 
shop in Freetown. He was thus able to compete on a 
footing of equality with the Europeans. In 1844 he became 
an aiderman in the Corporate Municipality of Freetown and 
in the next year was nominated mayor. When therefore 
Governor Blackhall, who himself had been a Member of 
Parliament, recommended the constitutional changes which 
brought in the amendment of the constitution in 1863, he 
arranged for the inactive Mercantile Association to be 
revived and elect a representative. At a meeting held on 
8 December 1863 there were present fourteen Europeans, one 
Afro-West Indian and twenty Africans. Ezzido was elected 
by twenty-three votes.

In 1865 the Select Committee in urging a policy of with­
drawal had emphasized the fact that the Africans should be 
taught to govern themselves. As a result of this, in 1872 there 
were in the Legislative Council, apart from the Governor and 
the Executive Council ex-officio members, only one nominated 
official (the Colonial Treasurer) and three unofficial African 
nominated members. The Legislative Council, however, was 
just an advisory body for discussing the actions of a powerful 
Governor. The unofficial African members could regard 
themselves as the voice of public opinion to criticize the actions



Liberia

91

of the colonial administration and to give support only to 
measures that were in the interest of the colony. One of the 
more active unofficial nominated members was Samuel 
Lewis who, in 1893, worked in and outside the Council for 
municipal reforms in the Municipality of Freetown. He 
continued to demand the spread of effective rule in the 
interior so that Sierra Leone would not remain a mere strip of 
coast, and he sought closer association with Liberia. It did 
seem that the road towards Liberia itself was open because the 
nationalists of the two countries could meet and influence 
each other. The most prominent of Liberian scholars, Dr 
Edward Wilmot Blyden, came to Freetown and wrote a series 
of nationalist articles in Sierra Leone newspapers. As educa­
tion was increasing because of the activities of the missionaries, 
there was the need for a university since not all parents could 
afford to send their children to England. This was how 
Fourah Bay College came to be refounded in 1876 as an affilia­
ted institution to Durham University in the United Kingdom. 
This institution became the training ground for West African 
educationalists and missionaries like Samuel Ajayi Crowther 
as well as administrators, politicians and lawyers.

The state of Liberia was founded in 1822 by the American 
Colonization Society. It was begun for the same reason that 
Sierra Leone was begun: to provide a home in Africa for freed 
slaves, in this case from the United States of America. It 
began as the small settlement of Monrovia built on land bought 
from local Kru chiefs.

Its problems were similar to those faced by Sierra Leone. It 
had to fight for existence against neighbouring rulers and 
foreign merchants with a stake in the slave trade. Its people 
had to work out a constitution for themselves. Political deve­
lopment was more rapid than in Sierra Leone, largely because 
of the strong traditions of democracy and freedom established 
in the land from which the Liberians had come, the United 
States of America. In its infancy the new state was administered 
by agents of the American Colonization Society but when the 
settlement ran into difficulties there was no question of the 
United States taking it over as a colony, for the American 
people were profoundly anti-colonial. The white officials of the 
Society tried to maintain their authority in the faceof mounting 
opposition from the settlers. The settlers won the right to
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The Asante nation at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
was a strong, centralized state covering a wide area. There 
were, however, challenges to her sovereignty from all direc­
tions, especially from the coastal peoples and the northern 
states of Gonja. The Asantehene (paramount king) of Asante 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century was Osei Bonsu 
(1800-24). Youthful and warlike, Osei Bonsu seemed fitted for

The Asante Kingdom

elect the members of the Governor’s Advisory Council in 1828 
and in 1841 the first black Governor, Joseph Roberts, was 
sworn in.

Liberia was now in a unique constitutional position. It was 
neither a colony nor an independent state. This fact enabled 
sea captains to avoid paying harbour dues and customs tolls. 
It encouraged criminals and outlaws to seek haven there. It 
invited foreign countries not to take the new state seriously. 
The British rulers of Sierra Leone were particularly contemp­
tuous of Liberia and took every opportunity to ‘put the 
Liberians in their place’. It was partly to rectify this situation 
that Roberts and many of his supporters agitated for inde­
pendence. At the Monrovia Convention of 1847 a new 
constitution was agreed and the following year the independent 
Republic of Liberia came into existence.
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Assin village

a military career. He was aware of the cost of wars and, where 
possible, he preferred negotiated settlements, but was 
always prepared to accept challenges and was never known 
to falter in his determination to keep the nation one by putting 
down revolts. Asante prosperity depended on trade with the 
Mande and Hausa states and any threats to the trade routes 
brought out the Asante forces. The slave trade was a source of 
national wealth and, to this end, military expeditions to un­
friendly states were designed to provide the country with 
human beings for sale. The Asantehene was only a few months 
on the throne when he decided to end the semi-independence 
of Gofan. The Gofan army was defeated, the King, a Muslim, 
was captured and died in the Asante camp having lost 
thousands of warriors dead or captured.

This victory over Gofan and the suppression later of a civil 
revolt in Gyaman showed that in Osei Bonsu, Asante had a 
king of great military stature. The result was that ambassadors 
came from neighbouring territories, including Abomey, 
Gonja and Dagomba, bearing presents and congratulatory 
messages. There might have been peace after this, but for 
the action of some Assin chiefs who drew Asante into conflict
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with the peoples of the coast and, through this, in 1805 with 
the British, who held several trading forts, or castles, at the 
coast. Assin was a tributary state and therefore subject to the 
decision of the Asante Council acting as the supreme court 
of the realm. In a dispute that came to the court, an Assin 
chief not only refused to abide by the decision of the 
Asantehene, but afterwards put some of the King’s messengers 
to death before escaping to seek the protection of the Fante. 
Bonsu fought against the Fante, defeated them and pursued 
them to Anomabu where they placed themselves under the 
protection of the British Governor. An indecisive battle with 
the British and their allies followed, after which the Governor 
handed over one of the fugitives and confirmed Bonsu’s rule 
over the Fante by right of conquest.

From this time until his death, Osei Bonsu came more and 
more into conflict with both the coastal peoples and the 
British. He kept his state well prepared for war. He launched 
many military expeditions to protect Asante’s vital trade 
routes. He did all in his power to strengthen his control of the 
Akan states. Trusted chiefs were placed in Gyaman, Akwamu, 
Akim and Akwapim. Apart from Gonja and Dagomba 
which did not belong to the Akan group and so did not parti­
cipate directly in the Asante wars, the greater part of present- 
day Ghana was under one form or another of political relation­
ship with Asante. The different regions were either provinces, 
protectorates or tributaries.

But the Asantehene did not find it so easy to make good his 
claim to be ruler of the Fante. He launched three campaigns 
(1811, 1814, 1823) against the troublesome inhabitants of 
the coast and on each occasion he found himself in conflict 
with the British. On 21 January 1824 his warriors killed the 
British Governor, Sir Charles McCarthy, in battle. This led 
to severe reprisals in 1826 and the defeat of the Asante army at 
the battle of Dodowa.

Although the British forces had defeated the Asante, there 
was no peace, and trade continued to suffer. The British 
government wanted to abandon its Gold Coast forts altogether, 
but neither the merchants nor the Fante wished to see this part 
of West Africa handed over to the Asante. The British then 
decided to put the administration of the forts in the hands of a 
committee of three London merchants. The Charter of the 
Company carefully limited the areas to be administered; the 
Governor and the elected Council was to have jurisdiction of
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'the forts, roadsteads and harbours thereunto adjoining, as 
well as the persons residing therein’.

It was under this Charter and in the disturbed situation on 
the Gold Coast that George Maclean came as Governor. He 
realized more than anybody else the necessity of reaching an 
agreement with the Asante who also were interested in the 
maintenance of peace. A treaty was therefore signed in 1831 
which made Asante deposit 17 kg of gold as security and hand 
over two princes as hostages. The trade routes were to remain 
open and some evil practices like panyarring,* denouncing 
and swearing were to be discontinued. All the territories like 
Denkyera, Assin, and the coastal peoples which owed allegi­
ance to Asante were to be given their independence. The 
British Governor was to be arbitrator in any inter-tribal 
dispute. This treaty kept the Asante and Fante at peace for 
over fifteen years.

As soon as Maclean assumed office, he saw that although he 
was a company agent and, therefore, that it was his main duty 
to make profits for the directors, he could not achieve this 
unless law and order were maintained. He knew that many of 
the troubles on the Gold Coast stemmed from the fact that 
most of the people could not get justice. He therefore estab­
lished a court at Cape Coast Castle, his headquarters. His 
impartiality and the promptness with which he gave judgment 
appealed to the different peoples so that they brought their cases 
for settlement in his court. He thus expanded his jurisdiction 
over a people who were not British subjects. He got some of 
the chiefs to sit with him and he became familiar with native 
laws and customs. While Maclean was interested in stopping 
the slave trade, he was careful not to take any drastic measure 
against slavery.

In 1843, as a result of Maclean’s work, another constitutional 
change occurred on the Gold Coast. The British government 
agreed to take over control of the Gold Coast from the 
Company. Commander Hill came over as Governor, while 
Maclean became a judicial assessor. Both British and African 
law came together in the legal system of the Gold Coast. 
The Africans did not realize that their states were losing their 
sovereignty. Maclean had ingeniously cleared the way

* Panyarring was the practice of seizing a relative or friend of a 
debtor and keeping him in prison until the debt was paid.
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for British colonization without the African chiefs realizing it. 
His friendship with the chiefs disarmed them, and they were 
prepared to accept all British visitors in the same spirit in 
which they had accepted Maclean. Britain was establishing a 
virtual protectorate over the Gold Coast.

Commander Hill reached an agreement called the Bond with 
the Fante in 1844 which formalized the relationship between 
the Fante and the British. The position of the British made it 
easy for them to stop the slave trade and increase legitimate 
trade. The abolition of the slave trade made the position of 
the Danes on the Gold Coast unprofitable. They therefore 
agreed to sell their forts to the British, leaving Britain and 
Holland the only remaining European nations on the Gold 
Coast.

In 1852 a further step towards turning the Gold Coast into a 
protectorate was tried. The Governor summoned a ‘Legisla­
tive Assembly’ of chiefs empowered to vote taxes and make 
laws. The new body, which had no roots in tradition, only 
lasted until 1861.

The Asante were getting worried about the part the British 
were playing at the coast. They had lost the revenue that 
formerly came to them from the European forts as well as the 
traditional tribute from the coastal peoples. Their loss of 
Assin, Akim and Denkyera did not please them and they 
wanted an opportunity' to strike back. The opportunity came 
in 1862, when a certain Kwasi Gyani found a gold nugget and 
kept it. This was a breach of Asante law and Kwasi Gyani 
fled to Cape Coast and there claimed British protection. 
Governor Richard Pine refused to send the fugitive back for 
trial. So the Asante army set out for the coast in March 1863 
and defeated the combined African and British forces under 
the command of Major Cochrane. As the rainy season was 
approaching they retired.

The British had suffered a moral as well as a military disaster 
and had lost prestige among the coastal peoples, who found 
that their soldiers, who died in thousands from malaria, 
could not adequately protect them from the Asante. Worse 
was to follow; in 1864-5 a severe famine brought unprece­
dented suffering which the British could not relieve.

The British government, alarmed at the rising cost of 
administration on the Gold Coast, again decided to withdraw. 
They reduced their presence there by placing the Gold Coast 
under the jurisdiction of the Governor-General at Freetown.
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By now some of the Fante chiefs were disillusioned with 
British protection and resentful of British power. They 
demanded a return to full independence. The move itself was 
led by John Aggrey, King of Cape Coast. He made it known 
that the British had at no time conquered the coastal peoples, 
who had only agreed to partnership with the British, and that 
the British could not exercise any rights, either political or 
judicial, without the consent of the people. The land, which in 
fact was stool land (i.e. land belonging to the nation), could 
not be alienated and so the British claim to the ownership of 
the land round the forts had no legal validity. He then insisted 
that the land round Cape Coast Castle belonged to the people 
and he was going to have it. To strengthen his position, he 
organized the chiefs on the coast to resist any attempt to 
persuade them to sign a treaty. King John Aggrey then called 
a meeting of the chiefs to draw up a strong protest on 5 
September 1866. With their support he threatened rebellion. 
For this threat, the King was summoned by the administrator 
to appear before him at Cape Coast Castle. When he refused, 
Aggrey was seized and deported to Sierra Leone. The attempt 
to overthrow British jurisdiction quickly spread to other parts 
of the Gold Coast, especially Anamabu which did not want to 
abandon its local customs and traditions. The chiefs 
supported their king who wanted to maintain his judicial 
independence (the British Colonel Conran had recently 
released a criminal who had been imprisoned by the King).

Even in Accra, the leaders decided to find a solution to their 
problems without relying on the British. Frequent wars and 
disturbances had destroyed the importance of Accra and its 
trade, and the chiefs, urged on by the educated classes, wanted
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to organize united resistance against the Asante. As a result 
the Accra Native Confederation was formed.

But the great institution that sprang up to take concerted 
action against the British and the Dutch was the Fante Con­
federation. This was created at a meeting in Mankessim in 
January 1868. The main aim of the Confederation was to 
achieve independence on the Gold Coast in line with the 
constitution which the Sierra Leonian Dr J. Africanus B. 
Horton had designed in his Great principle of establishing 
independent African nationalities. He wanted the Gold Coast to 
be divided into the Kingdom of Fante and the Republic of 
Accra. But tribal jealousies made it impossible for the idealist 
plan of the Confederation to work. The schemes of the Fante 
Confederation failed because of fresh conflict with the Asante 
which showed clearly how much the coastal peoples still 
needed British protection.

Many raids were made on Fante and Denkyera territories 
by the Asante during the reign of the Asantehene, Kofi
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Karikari. When it became known in 1872 that the British had 
bought the Dutch forts, the Asante saw their only route to 
the coast blocked. They had always sold their slaves to the 
Dutch who transported them or used them as soldiers. This 
market had now ended. What particularly angered the 
Asante was the way in which Elmina Castle was traded by 
the Europeans without the consent of the Asantehene, for the 
land on which the castle stood belonged to Asante. At the 
same time, Asante had lost control of all the coastal peoples 
who had gained their independence through the military 
services of the British. Kofi Karikari now felt that the Asante 
must take the offensive to right all the wrongs they had suffered 
since the beginning of the century.

In 1873 at the beginning of their onslaught they met with 
little resistance. But even if Britain wanted to leave the 
Gold Coast, she could not condescend to be driven out by the 
Asante, so General Sir Garnet Wolseley was appointed 
military commander to deal with the Asante whose more than 
20,000 fighting men threatened Elmina and Cape Coast 
Castle. He was completely successful in destroying Asante 
ascendancy, and in 1874 he decided to attack Kumasi itself. 
He occupied and destroyed the Asante capital. The Asantehene 
was made to sign the Treaty of Fomena. Representatives from 
Juaben, Bekwai, Kokoju, Kuntanase, Nsuta, Mampong and 
five smaller states also signed this treaty on 14 March 1874. 
In this treaty the Asantehene agreed to pay a war indemnity 
of 14,000 kg of gold, to renounce all allegiance from Denkyera, 
Assin, Akim and Adansi, to renounce all claims to Elmina and 
all payments made as a result of the lease of the ground on 
which the forts were built, and to withdraw all his forces 
from the south-west. The Asantehene also promised to keep 
the trade routes open and to keep a clear passage for traders 
from Kumasi to the river Pra. He was also requested to stop 
all human sacrifices in his domain. The Asantehene had no 
alternative but to agree to these humiliating terms.

This was the beginning of the break-up of the Asante 
Confederacy. Many of its tributary states now refused to 
take orders from a humiliated central government and began 
to feel themselves free to administer their own territories, 
since Asante did not seem to have the force to bring them back 
to their allegiance. It was only after the deposition of Kofi 
Karikari in September 1874 and the accession of Mensa 
Bonsu that the Asante people again had enough life in them
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to force back one of these states, Juaben, to its traditional 
allegiance. Apart from getting the Asantehene to sign the 
Treaty of Fomena, the British took no steps to administer the 
territory, but the policy of withdrawal was no longer possible. 
The British government had to increase its jurisdiction over 
the coastal peoples in order to protect them from Asante. The 
power of the British government had to be increased and 
firmly exercised.

By Letters Patent issued on 24 July 1874 the Gold Coast 
forts and settlements were separated from the government 
of Sierra Leone and created into a colony. A Legislative 
Council was established on 6 August, and this body had the 
power to legislate for the whole of the Protected Territories 
which covered the territories between the rivers Pra and Volta. 
There was also an Executive Council to advise the Governor. 
Elements of English law were enforced by the Supreme Court 
Ordinance which introduced the English Common Law 
doctrines of equity and statutes of general application, 
although the courts of the chiefs were still allowed to operate 
under specified conditions. Arrangements were made for the 
collection of customs duties and it was accepted that taxes 
would have to be levied on the colony. On 12 September 
1874 the British government proclaimed the Gold Coast a 
crown colony and, in 1876, they made Accra the capital.

Relations with Asante were not as harmonious as could have 
been expected after the destoolment of Kofi Karikari and the 
accession of Mensa Bonsu, whose position had been greatly 
strengthened by putting down the Juaben revolt. Because 
Britain could not afford to annex the whole of the Asante 
territory, she could not undertake measures calculated to 
destroy the only power that could maintain some order in the 
interior. Kumasi was rebuilt but the very fact that it had been 
burnt down before increased British prestige among the 
African tribes which, like Juaben, began to seek to be included 
in the protectorate that had been proclaimed over the coast. 
Mensa Bonsu on the other hand wanted to maintain the soli­
darity of the state. Asante was a military confederacy which 
could survive only if its military strength was pre­
served. He had brought back Juaben to its traditional allegi­
ance and he next decided to reconquer Adansi, whose king 
Kwadwo Oben died in 1875. The Adansis in their attempt to 
remain independent of Asante control appealed to the British 
for protection. The Asantehene was told to respect the
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The Yoruba States

Treaty of Fomena and he quickly stopped his military pre­
parations.

The Asante could not keep the peace for long. Many of the 
chiefs were determined to regain the territorial strength and 
military glory of the Confederation. The Asante had not 
accepted defeat and continued to prepare for a final conflict 
with the British. When a refugee of the royal family of Gyaman 
called Owusu Tasiamandi fled to the Protectorate, the Asante- 
hene sent messengers to bring him back. The British Governor 
refused to give up Tasiamandi. Many of the Asante chiefs 
wanted some drastic action taken, but the Asantehene kept 
the peace as he had done in the Adansi issue. He promised to 
pay an indemnity of about 560 kg of gold because he had received 
information of the vast military preparations on the coast. 
This was another Asante national humiliation. The war party 
became impatient. They tried to bring back Banda and 
Gyaman under Asante rule but were stopped by the Asante- 
hene’s submission to the arbitrations of the British Governor. 
British power was on the increase while that of Asante was in 
decline. People became disgusted with the ‘peace at any price’ 
methods of Mensa Bonsu and this coupled with his licentious 
temperament brought his deposition in February 1883. 
The war party was now in control of the state. But there for 
the moment we must leave the Asante story and look at the 
situation in some of the states to the east of the Volta.

The most important event in the West African forest kingdoms 
during the early nineteenth century was the collapse of the 
Oyo Kingdom. Its capital Oyo (now known as ‘Old Oyo’), 
lying in the savannah, was favourably located for trade with the 
Hausa states. However, it was faced by the rising Nupe 
Kingdom and for some time Oyo kings were forced to find 
refuge in Borgu. A northerly frontier town was founded. This 
was Ilorin which became a garrison town in which the chief 
military officer of the kingdom, the Are-ona-Kakanfo, was 
stationed. In the east, the Kingdom continued to accept the 
river Ottun as its boundary with Benin, while westwards the 
kings of Oyo regarded the Allada king as a subordinate. 
Badagry was an Oyo port. When, therefore, Gezo, King of 
Dahomey, conquered Allada and began to expand his frontiers 
he refused to pay tribute to Oyo. Under the efficient financial 
administration of Da Souza, a European, trade increased and
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the coastal towns like Whydah began to do very well. The 
slave trade was very important to Dahomey and it has been 
calculated that during the reign of Gezo, the crown made as 
much as £60,000 a year from this trade alone. Da Souza 
became his financial adviser and customs agent at the port of 
Whydah with the title of Chacha. In 1818 Gezo declared 
Dahomey independent of Oyo.

The Dahomey capital, Abomey, became the centre of the 
political and ritual life of a community which was divided 
into three classes: the royals, the free citizens, and the slaves. 
The royals consisted of the descendants of the present and past 
kings of Dahomey who did no useful work and yet were main­
tained at the state’s expense. The bulk of the people were free 
citizens who provided the state with civil, military and 
religious officials. Foreigners, such as Da Souza, could be 
recruited into the service of the state. The free citizens as 
well as the royals had slaves who did most of their work for 
them. Most of these slaves were foreigners as Dahomeyans 
could not be held as slaves. Those who became slaves because 
the}' were condemned for major crimes were sold and exported.

Since Whydah was the port with direct communication 
with the outside world, it had many markets which were 
supervised by the agents of the Yovogan (the port governor). 
It was easy from the proceeds of trade to know what amount 
each of the king’s subjects, whether slave or free, should pay 
into the royal coffers. Taxes were fairly high; even one of Da 
Souza’s slaves paid a large annual tax. This was a tax assessed 
on reputation, rank and income. Heavy duty was imposed on 
exports of palm oil and ivory and these were paid by the 
Dahomeyan merchants. All these dues were collected by the 
Yovogan, who was entitled to keep a proportion of all 
payments.

Da Souza became the middleman between Europeans and 
the Yovogan and between Europeans and King Gezo at a time 
when the British were trying to stop the slave trade. He did the 
supervision of trade for the Yovogan, while at the same time 
he gave personal advice to the King whom he supplied with 
European goods, especially firearms. In return for these 
services, he obtained trading privileges. Requests were made 
to him for goods and money during times of shortage. He died 
in May 1849.

Gezo, unlike the other rulers of the forest region, was the 
effective commander-in-chief of the armed forces even



Whydah, the sea port of Dahomey

104

■ i.
, ' ' •. ,5;..; '’’2’;

though the actual direction of the campaigns was left to two 
important military officers, the A'ligan and the Mett. Gezo had 
usurped the throne, so needed a loyal bodyguard. He could not 
leave the whole military establishment in the hands of men 
who could not be trusted to defend him in time of need. This 
was why he reorganized the army, taking in more women than 
other kings had done. These were the famous Amazons who 
were led by military equivalents of the Migan and Meu, the 
She-migan or Gundetne and the She-meu or Ye we.

By the 1840s the Dahomey army was said to be 12,000 
strong. Of this number 5,000 were women. There were 
24,000 reserves who could be called up in an emergency. 
Muskets and cannons were provided and, without doubt, 
this was a fighting force sufficient to strike terror into the 
hearts of an enemy.

While King Gezo and his troops were raiding the towns 
eastwards and creating a vast kingdom which extended from 
Porto Novo and Savi in the east to Atakpame in the west, 
Dahomey was confronted by the rising power of Abeokuta. 
Under the leadership of Sodeke, the Egbas of Abeokuta 
were making a firm stand against the two Yoruba states of
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Ibadan and Ijebu. In the famous Owiwi war of 1832, the 
Egba, with the support of Ologun Adele of Lagos, had 
succeeded in routing Ijebu forces and thus opening a road to 
the port of Lagos which was becoming an important slave 
exporting centre. The Otta people who lived between Lagos 
and Abeokuta were defeated. The next Egba move was to 
attack and incorporate the Egbado towns into their kingdom 
in order to hold the Oyo caravan route to Badagry, a port that 
had become important to the Egba. Ijana and Haro were taken 
and the Egba moved westwards.

Sodeke took another step that was destined greatly to 
affect the history of the Bight of Benin: he invited missionaries 
and allowed the settlement of liberated slaves from Sierra 
Leone. The result was that Methodist and Anglican missionary 
societies set up churches in Abeokuta.

The growing power of the Egba and their alliance with the 
British greatly alarmed Gezo. In 1851 he sent an army of 
12,000 under the leadership of General Akati to capture 
Abeokuta. Akati planned to surround the Abeokuta wall and
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take the town bv storm but he met with fierce resistance from 
the Egba soldiers behind the walls. Then the front row of the 
Dahomeyan army foolishly tried to climb the walls. The attack 
was repulsed with heavy losses. In the ditches alone, the 
Egba counted about 1,200 dead bodies.

The Dahomey attack gave the missionaries an excuse for 
propaganda against both Dahomey and Lagos. The Church 
Missionary Society’s African missionary, Samuel Crowther, 
made a personal appeal in Britain. As a result arms worth about 
£300 were given to the Egba and Commander Forbes, a 
British naval officer, was sent to Abeokuta to teach the 
people the best means of defence. Already John Beecroft, 
the British Consul for the Bights of Benin and Biafra, had an 
excuse for attacking Lagos: in 1845 Kosoko had deposed his 
uncle, Akitoye, as King of Lagos. The ex-king had appealed 
to the British to recover his throne. Kosoko realized the 
danger he was in. He obtained aid from Brazilian merchants 
for the defence of his town. On 7 December 1851 in order to 
force the kings of Porto Novo, Dahomey and Lagos to sign an 
anti-slave treaty, British warships commanded by Com­
modore Bruce blockaded all ports and places along the Bight 
of Benin except Badagry. Then Beecroft sent word to Kosoko 
that he was coming to Lagos for a conference with him. 
He thought that a show of force would make the king change 
his mind. He was wrong: Kosoko fought back. In the first 
encounter, the British navy suffered a set-back and was 
forced to withdraw. However, a strong British military and 
naval offensive soon conquered Lagos and on 
Day 1852 Akitoye was reinstated and signed : 
trade treaty.

In 1853 a British Consul was appointed in Lagos. Missiona­
ries began their activities and immigrants from Sierra Leone 
found their way to the town. In that year King Akitoye died 
and was succeeded by his son Dosunmu. Regarded as a British 
tool by many of his subjects, Dosunmu found it difficult to 
exercise any real authority. In 1854 the British agreed to 
recognize Kosoko as ruler of Palma and Lekki in return for his 
abandonment to all claims over Lagos. British trade increased 
in Lagos. It was soon obvious that Dosunmu had neither the 
power nor the will to protect British trade. He and his chiefs 
in fact opposed British control of affairs and the granting of 
land to foreigners, especially Sierra Leone immigrants. In 
September 1861 the British dropped the pretence of indirect
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rule in Lagos and they forced Dosunmu to sign a treaty of 
session granting the island of Lagos to the British Crown.

The British now had the problem of administering their 
new possession. There were still many people in England who 
were against the government’s expansionist policy. Then 
there were also the problems of Lagos itself which was to 
be a new experiment in colonial administration. Domestic 
slavery still existed and had to be discouraged. The frontiers 
of Lagos were undefined. One of the reasons for the acquisition 
was French enterprise at Porto Novo, so it was necessary for 
the British to try to insulate Lagos from French penetration. 
At the same time the Yoruba wars in the interior posed their 
problems. Trade could only be carried on in an atmosphere of 
calm in the interior. There were people like the explorers 
Dr William Baikie and John Glover who had hoped that Lagos 
would become a great British base of operations for the interior. 
This meant that Lagos was to be the beginning of further
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expansion. The British administration also had to find out how 
best to incorporate the native institutions into the new govern­
ment. With all these problems went also that of finance. The 
expense of administering this small but undefined territory 
was rising each year.

The men who had to face these problems were Governor 
Henry Stanhope Freeman and his assistant, Lieutenant John 
Hawley Glover. Slavery was dealt with by a series of com­
promise measures which ended the worse excesses of the 
system while avoiding the social chaos which would have 
resulted from total abolition. From the beginning both 
Freeman and Glover had to study the state of the finances. 
Since the cost of administration was rising, opportunities for 
more revenue had to be sought. There was only one obvious 
way of doing this; customs duties had to be imposed. But to 
what extent could they be imposed effectively ? If the new tax 
was imposed in Lagos alone, the traders from the interior 
would use nearby ports. In order to obtain revenue Freeman 
annexed Palma and Lekki from Kosoko, as well as Badagry, 
and imposed a tw'o per cent customs duty at Lagos, Palma, 
Badagry and Lekki. In order to guarantee trade with Lagos, 
the administration had to go to the length of granting protec­
tion to Ikorodu and bombarding Epe, in 1863. The ruler of 
Epe, Posso, suspicious of British intentions once Lagos had 
been taken over, may have been horrified by the secession of 
Palma and Lekki, so he got the support of Kosoko’s followers 
in order to maintain a strong front against the British danger.
In this, however, he fought a losing battle. The bombardment 
of his town was effective.

The extension of British jurisdiction to cover Epe, Lekki 
and Palma made the French realize that the British were 
trying to squeeze them out of the Bight of Benin and intended 
to annex the coast from Lagos to Cape St Paul. In July 1862 
the agents of the French firm Victor Regis were able to get the 
ruler of Porto Novo to place his territory under French 
protection for fear of British invasion. The rivalry continued: 
the French extended their sphere to Appa to the west of 
Badagry; the British responded by incorporating Addo, 
Ipokid, Okeodan and Badagry. On 1 August 1863 the two 
European governments signed a convention to stabilize the 
situation at the coast. It lapsed when the French were forced 
by the local ruler to abandon Porto Nox'o. Glover now tried 
to take over the area from the French but he received no
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official backing. Indeed, he was ordered to confine his activi­
ties to Lagos and Iddo islands, the towns of Badagry, Palma 
and Lekki. He should maintain friendly relations with 
Okeodan, Addo and Igbessa but was not to seek protectorates 
over these territories.

Difficulties were, however, arising which were to have far- 
reaching effects on the administration of Lagos. The Yoruba 
wars of the interior had begun again. The trouble started in 
1858, when Oba Atiba, the Alafin of Oyo, died. He was 
succeeded by his son, the Aremu Adelu. This was unconstitu­
tional because the Aremu was expected to die with his father; 
so the Are of Ijaye refused to recognize him as Alafin. The 
traditional hostility between Ibadan, which had the Bashorun 
or Prime Minister, and Ijaye, which had the Are-ona-Kakanfo 
or Commander-in-Chief, made Ibadan support the Alafin. 
The immediate cause of the war was the refusal of a widow of 
Sake to pay tax to the Are, who sent for her to be arrested. 
She was defended by the Alafin who got the support of Ibadan. 
Ijaye was supported by Abeokuta. The Ijebu states, probably 
jealous of the new strategic position of Abeokuta, sided with 
Oyo and Ibadan and thus created a road for Ibadan to Lagos. 
Ibadan also sought the aid of Dahomey for this important 
encounter.

But there were deeper reasons for the civil war and they 
were so strong that the conflict lasted for nearly fifty years. 
Ibadan was ambitious to lead a new Yoruba empire. Ijaye 
resented the growing power of Ibadan. The Egba wanted to 
maintain their independence and their control of trade routes 
to the coast. The British needed peace in the interior if their 
new coastal colony was to prosper. Dahomey and Ilorin were 
always ready to intervene to extend their own territory. The 
situation was so complicated and the feelings on all sides so 
bitter that Consul Brand’s attempt to make peace in 1860 
failed. When Dahomey entered the war the British bombarded 
Porto Novo and planned to give military aid to the Egba. But 
at the same time British merchants were smuggling arms to 
Ibadan. With this help Ibadan was able to conquer Ijaye, in 
1862. Ijaye’s friends, the Egba, now turned against the British 
and their trading partners, the Ijebu.

In March 1865 Governor Glover intervened. He led an 
expedition into Egba territory and routed the Egba army 
before Ikorodu. This brought him immediate criticism from 
London, where the government complained that he had no
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reason to involve British men and money in ‘native wars’. 
They ordered that the separate administration of Lagos 
should cease; it was to be administered from Sierre Leone as 
a first step to the restoration of independence.

But British withdrawal was no more possible here than on 
the Gold Coast. Trade could hardly expand unless there was 
peace. Once he had become committed and involved in the 
Y oruba war, Glover had to bring it to a satisfactory conclusion. 
Since the Egba were not cowed by their defeat this would be 
difficult. A group of educated Sierra Leone emigrants had 
formed the Egba United Board of Management in order to 
promote a European style African government in which both 
chiefs and educated Egba would be represented. This new 
move was headed by George W. Johnson who is generally 
known as Mr Secretary Johnson. Glover was intolerant of 
these self-appointed leaders of the Egba. The main reason 
for this was that in their attempt at increasing Egba revenues 
they had decided to establish customs posts for the collection 
of duties on articles between Lagos and Abeokuta. They were 
thus claiming sovereign rights which had to be respected by 
the Lagos colonial administration. This claim Glover was not 
prepared to accept. His intervention in their internal affairs 
annoyed the Egba and may have been one of the factors 
which contributed to the attack against Europeans (the Ifole) 
at Abeokuta on 13 October 1867, which was followed a year 
later by the expulsion of European merchants and missionaries.
The whole Egba situation was further complicated by the 
death in 1868 of Regent Somoye, the Bashorun, and the 
succession dispute which followed. Sir Arthur Kennedy, the 
Governor of Sierra Leone, urged Glover, who was the 
administrator of Lagos, not to interfere.

But Glover was a determined imperialist. He believed it 
would be possible to turn Lagos into the main port of this part 
of Africa, handling a vastly increased amount of trade. In 
order to achieve this he had first to deal with the warlike 
surrounding states. First he tried, unsuccessfully, to open 
some of the trade routes by force. Having failed, he decided 
to attack the Egba source of arms, Porto Novo, and annex it. 
He placed an embargo on the arms trade with Abeokuta. He 
even attempted to close all the roads and forbid exports 
through Lagos. This roused the opposition of the British 
merchants, who complained about Glover to the Governor of 
Sierra Leone, who was already very concerned about the cost
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of Lagos politics. As a result, in 1870, Glover was sent home 
and thus was ended the period of unauthorized British 
expansion.

Meanwhile, the struggle in the interior continued. In 1877 
Egba, Ijebu and Ilorin combined in an invasion of Ibadan and 
began another phase of the civil war which lasted for sixteen 
years.

Although Benin was in decline, it was still powerful enough 
to be respected. Like many of the West African states, Benin 
was weakened by succession disputes. In 1804, when Oba 
Obanosa died, there was a dispute between two claimants, 
Osemwede and Ogbebo. A bloody civil war followed which 
Ogbebo lost, but he did not want to be caught alive, so he 
hanged himself and burnt down the palace. The weakness in 
the capital brought revolt in the provinces. Osemwede, how­
ever, succeeded in bringing the various peoples under sub­
jection. There was another succession dispute after the death 
of Oba Osemwede in 1848. At last Oba Adolo gained the 
upper hand but for a long time he was troubled by the raids 
of his rival’s forces operating from Ishan. This was also the 
time when the rising power of Nupe, carrying the Fulani 
jihad southwards, and that of Ibadan, were beginning to be 
felt. The Niger-Ibo states were throwing off their allegiance, 
especially Abo and Onitsha which were growing as a result 
of the opening of the lower Niger to trade.

Benin was an inland kingdom with a port that had steadily 
declined in importance. Trade into Benin had to pass along 
the Benin River which was controlled by the Itsekiris of 
Warri who at the beginning of the nineteenth century were 
ruled by a powerful and tyrannical king, Olu Akengbuwa. 
Two ports had been opened by the Benin River for the 
collection of customs duties and there all European traders 
had to trade. Chief customs officials were appointed at Bobi 
and Eghoro and, in order to watch the traffic into the Benin 
port of Eghoro, the King built a small town called Reggio 
Town at the junction between the Ughoton Creek and the 
Benin River.

The frontiers of Warri and Benin were not well defined and 
commerce on the Benin River was so important to both that 
whenever a European merchant came, his wares were disputed 
by the two kingdoms. Warri did not have succession disputes Ebony head of Oba of Benin
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Creek leading to Big Warn, capital of Warn Kingdom

The slave trade had led to the migration of inland peoples to 
the Niger Delta. The competition for trade was keen and 
involved them in wars. Despite their different racial origins 
they all developed the same kind of state. The capital was at 
the mouth of a river and the state controlled a strip of territory 
running inland along the river. Canoes patrolled the rivers

like Benin, but Olu Akengbuwa’s harsh policies angered his 
chiefs. One of them, Uwangwe Uwakun, fled from the capital, 
Ode Itsekiri, to put himself under the protection of Oba 
Osemwede who later helped in installing him in Jakpa on the 
Benin River. Other chiefs left the capital also and settled 
along the Benin River where they founded small city-states.

Olu Akengbuwa gave one of his daughters to the King of 
Bonny in marriage, and the treaty led to an increase of trade 
between the two states. The dispute between him and Oba 
Osemwede continued. Although he had many children, at the 
end of his reign there was so much ritual murder involving 
his sons that it was difficult to decide who should succeed him. 
Constitutionally, his eldest son should have been king after 
him. Many of the chiefs were against his children because 
they feared a continuance of Akengbuwa’s policies. Akeng­
buwa died in June 1848 and his tw'o possible successors died 
within a few weeks. Thus the two great kings of Warri and 
Benin died in the same year.
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bringing slaves and oil down from inland markets. These 
goods were then sold by the rulers and leading men to foreign 
traders. Each state was ruled by the ‘House’ system. These 
Houses were political as well as economic units each com­
prising a head, his children, his extended family and his slaves. 
The House had its own plantations worked by slaves. It had 
its trade connections. The status of the House depended on 
the ability of the head to bargain with the Europeans. The 
king of the state was always the head of one of the great 
Houses.
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The same kind of administration existed in all the Niger 
Delta states. These were Elem Kalahari, which controlled the 
trade of the river Sambreiro; Brass, which controlled the 
trade of the Middleton and other rivers; Bonny on the river 
Bonny; and Calabar on the Cross River. Trade was the major 
concern of these city-states. Although formerly noble birth 
had been essential for election to the headship of a House in 
Bonny and Brass, this was not always the case in the nine­
teenth century. In Elem Kalahari and Calabar many of the 
minor Houses had slaves who usurped power. The main 
reason for this change was that the nobles had tended to leave 
their trade in the hands of their slaves who gradually became 
wealthy and were able to buy their own trade canoes which 
were armed with cannons. The ability to trade and protect the 
members of the House against those of rival Houses became 
important qualifications.

Bonny had become the most important commercial centre 
before the beginning of the nineteenth century. In fact, so 
powerful had this city-state become by the end of the eighteenth 
century, that the King was able (c. 1790) to attack and destroy 
Kalahari on two occasions. He compelled the inhabitants 
who were not put to death to take their merchandise to 
Bonny for sale. The Bonny King who did this was Perekule 
whom Europeans have called Pepple, a name that has stuck 
to the family, and the Kalahari ruler who was killed during 
the last raid was Amakiri. The result of this trial of strength 
was that Bonny was able to export as many as 20,000 slaves a 
year, about 16,000 of these slaves coming from the heart of 
Iboland where there were organized slave fairs. Bonny trade 
canoes, each of which was capable of carrying 120 persons, 
sailed for these fairs accompanied by drummers. Bonny war 
canoes were capable of carrying 140 persons each and often 
had a gun of large calibre mounted on the bow. At the time 
King Pepple died, it has been estimated that Bonny had as 
many as 20,000 inhabitants most of whom were traders.

Every favourable opportunity was taken by Pepple’s grand­
son, King Opubo (1792-1830), to exhibit his wealth in pomp 
and pageantry. Trading relations with other states were made 
through dynastic marriages w'hich provided the setting for the 
exhibition of wealth. Most of the King’s wealth was derived 
from the slave trade. A great quantity of palm oil could be
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A chief m his state canoe in Bonny during the nineteenth century 

obtained in Bonny and the town was also one of the centres 
of salt production in the Niger Delta. Europeans paid for 
slaves, salt and palm oil with guns, powder, Manchester 
cloths, iron, crockery and other smaller articles.

Much of the trading was done, not by individuals, but by 
the House, the head of which had to ensure that there were 
enough large fleets of war and trade canoes. Since he was in 
charge of the finances and property of the House, he organized 
all its trade. He obtained credit in the form of an advance of 
goods which were sent for sale in the interior. The proceeds 
were used for buying the slaves, palm oil and ivory which the 
European merchants wanted. Houses could become bankrupt 
through mismanagement and the European merchants devised 
a system of certificates to ascertain the credit-worthiness of 
the heads of the Houses. These certificates the Bonny mer­
chants always carried in wooden boxes hung round their



116

necks, lest they should be lost in the event of the canoes 
capsizing. They were shown to captains with whom the Bonny 
traders wished to do business. As soon as the European 
merchants were satisfied with the credentials, they gave goods 
on trust. During the reign of Opubo, the palm oil which filled 
each cask did not cost more than two pounds in Bonny, but 
sold for ten times that in Britain to which about eight to ten 
thousand tons were sent annually from Bonny alone.

Although the export of palm oil was increasing, both King 
Opubo and his rivals preferred the trade in slaves to that of 
palm oil because trade in palm oil required much more capital 
than the trade in slaves. Huge trading canoes for transporting 
the oil to the coast had to be bought and manned by slaves. 
War canoes were also needed to protect the trade canoes. Palm 
oil trade was rather cumbersome as it involved the loading and 
unloading of casks. The Bonny people had made a lot of 
money from the slave trade and did not want to stop it. Opubo 
strongly resented British activity against the slave trade. He 
claimed that Bonny as an independent state was fit to dispose 
of her criminals and her prisoners of war as she thought fit and 
only people with ambitions to take over the jurisdiction of 
other states would behave in the way Britain was behaving.

Opubo was succeeded by a minor. His son Dappa Pepple 
was only thirteen years old at the time of the King’s death in 
1830. A minor could not rule Bonny, so a regent was appointed 
to take charge of the state until the boy came of age. Sur­
prisingly, the next man in rank to this minor was an Ibo 
slave, Chief Madu, who had become the head of the House and 
who by his clever commercial policy had brought wealth to 
the House. Madu died in 1833 when the young prince was 
still a minor and he was succeeded by his son Alali.

Did Alali want to usurp the throne of Bonny which the 
constitution of the state denied to a slave? Whether he wanted 
to or not, his actions suggested it and Prince Dappa feared it. 
Alali treated the Prince with contempt. Soon he was involved 
in a conflict with the British over the slave trade. Britain had 
signed a treaty with Spain in 1835 which gave the British 
the right to search Spanish vessels for slaves and equipment 
used for the slave trade. When four Spanish ships were found 
in the port of Bonny, collecting slaves, without seeking the 
permission of the Bonny authorities, the British navy seized 
the Spanish ships. Alali regarded this action in Bonny’s 
territorial waters as illegal, since Bonny was not a party to the
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Anglo-Spanish treaty. Orders were given at once for the arrest 
of British merchants trading in Bonny. The British navy then 
intervened with the threat of force and Alali, under duress, 
signed a treaty, released the prisoners and guaranteed 
protection to British merchants.

Understandably, such a treaty signed with the naval guns 
pointing at the town of Bonny was unacceptable since Alali’s 
claim that his policy was to protect the shipping of all foreign 
nationalities trading in his country was a legitimate one. The 
supposed treaty was not worth the paper on which it was 
signed. The slave trade continued in earnest.

In 1835 Dappa Pepple had come of age and was duly 
crowned even though the real power in the state was still held 
by Alali. The British action in 1836 drove Alali, who wanted 
to combine the slave trade with the trade in palm oil, into 
closer alliance with the Portuguese and the Spaniards. 
British merchants complained of ill-treatment. There is no 
doubt that Alali showed a commercial preference for other 
foreign traders rather than the British. Dappa Pepple saw in the 
continuing clash between the Regent and the British, an oppor­
tunity to overthrow his rival, so he intrigued with the British 
naval officers who overthrew the Regent in 1837. Dappa Pepple 
did not realize that by allowing a foreign power to interfere in 
the domestic affairs of his country, he was signing the death­
warrant of independent Bonny.

It would be wrong to think that by his action Dappa Pepple 
had sold his country to the British. What he wanted was to 
adopt diplomatic tactics to seize power and bring back to the 
monarchy its former prestige. In this he was not successful. As 
the price of their support the British exacted from Bonny a 
treaty abolishing the slave trade.

But Dappa Pepple’s position was far from secure. He dared 
not upset his British supporters, and his rival, Alali, con­
tinued to prosper. He maintained his authority until 1854. 
Then Alali took advantage of a dispute between the King and 
some British merchants to demand Dappa’s deposition. He 
was successful and for several years the King and his family 
lived in exile in England. Even when, in 1861, Dappa was 
allowed to return he had little real authority. Power rested 
with the British Consul and the Bonny citizens he chose to 
support. After Dappa Pepple’s death (1866) George Pepple 
became king.
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At the same time Alali died and was succeeded by another Ibo 
slave, Jaja, as head of the Anna Pepple House. Jaja was an 
extremely shrewd trader and judge of men. When, in 1868, 
rivalry between the Manilla Pepple and Anna Pepple Houses 
flared up into armed conflict, he made a momentous decision. 
He decided to leave Bonny. As he was not a Pepple, his chances 
of becoming King of Bonny were remote. At a time when 
ships were being built to sail in shallow waters, there was 
no need for European vessels to stop at Bonny. He decided 
that it would be better for him to go and found a kingdom for 
himself near to the markets so that he could divert the trade 
from its traditional channels. He therefore established a new 
town, Opobo. Oko Jumbo, the head of Manilla Pepple House, 
made every attempt to bring him back to Bonny, but he was too 
late. Jaja had been able to persuade some of the European 
traders to shift their trading business from Bonny to his own 
territory. Jaja concentrated his activities on the Eboe and Qua 
markets while Oko Jumbo in Bonny now had the Okrika 
markets. The Anna Pepple House then settled in Opobo 
leaving Bonny to the Manilla House, and Opobo under Jaja 
replaced Bonny as the centre of trade along the Oil Rivers.

While the conflict in the canoe Houses in Bonny had resulted 
in the evacuation of one of them, in Kalahari, George Amakiri 
of Amakiri House was successful in establishing a position of 
pre-eminence in the Kalahari state over Will Braid and the 
Barboy House. Will Braid had tried to follow Jaja’s example by 
taking a position in a fortified site at Ewofa in the Okpo-mbu- 
tolu area but he had not the power of Jaja and was forced to 
sign an agreement to return to Kalahari. But even then there 
was no peace. At last Will Braid moved and settled in Bakana. 
The Barboy group which did not support him founded 
Abonnema while the Amakari group settled first at Degema and 
later at Buguma. For a long time Bonny and Kalahari fought 
a series of wars over the acquisition of markets. European 
traders moved as members of the different towns also moved. 
The position of the European merchants became exceedingly 
difficult as matters were so unsettled. It was only with diffi­
culty that the Consul was able to allocate spheres of activity 
to the different warring groups, and this was the time when 
French and German activity in the area was increasing. A 
halt would have to be put to these skirmishes if each group
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was not to gain the support of a different European power 
which would extort trading concessions from its ally.

It was already too late to stop the extension of British power. 
Britain was gradually consolidating her position in many 
areas of present-day Nigeria. Her commerce had expanded to 
such an extent on the Niger and in the Bight of Biafra that it 
was estimated that it had exceeded one million pounds 
annually. British commercial enterprise continued even when 
the government decided, because of the high cost involved, 
to stop naval escorts for vessels that sailed on the Niger. 
Occasional naval expeditions were in fact launched on the 
lower Niger to support the merchants and control native rulers 
who were forced to accept a virtual British monopoly of 
trade. In 1872 it was found necessary to transfer the British 
consulate from Fernando Po, which the Spaniards refused to 
sell, to Old Calabar, which now became the centre of British
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administration along the Bight of Biafra. The very fact that 
the consulate was brought to Old Calabar made it possible for 
the consuls to be around when minor reports came from the 
different states. This increased consular interference in 
native affairs. When the courts of equity were opened in 
Bonny, Kalahari and the other states, the only powers they 
had were to settle differences between the chiefs and the 
merchants. Gradually the function of the courts changed 
until they were exercising political authority over the kings 
who could not go to war without consulting the merchants in 
the courts. In 1873 the British regularized the sanctions of the 
courts by an Order in Council which empowered the Consul to 
inflict fines of up to £200 or twenty-one days imprisonment. 
The Consul also now had the power to banish any African 
rulers who went against the conventions of trade which they 
had signed. These powers were used by the consuls from 
time to time.
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The Mfecane

Shaka, King of the Zulus

Shaka and the Zulus
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Shaka was born about 1787, an illegitimate son of the Zulu 
Chief Senzengakona. The Zulus at this time numbered only 
about 2,000 people and they soon came under the control of the 
powerful Mthethwa ruler, Dingiswayo. Shaka and his mother 
were rejected by Senzengakona and the young man became 
one of Dingiswayo’s warriors. He soon distinguished himself

In the vast area south of the Congo forest three important 
events dominated the years 1800 to 1880, the Mfecane, the 
decline of the Lunda empires, and the spread of European 
settlement from the south.

Mfecane is an Nguni word meaning ‘the time of trouble’ or 
‘havoc’ and it describes an upheaval that began among the 
Nguni peoples of south-east Africa and spread over about one 
fifth of the continent between 1820 and 1850. Its basic cause 
was over-population in the south-east. As we have seen, one 
characteristic of Bantu migration had been a south-eastward 
drift from the Congo watershed. Wave upon wave of migrants 
had filled up the area on both sides of the Drakensbergs with 
Sotho and Nguni peoples. The southward move had been 
finally stopped by Europeans spreading north-eastwards 
from the Cape. The result was increasing competition for 
control of land and water supplies. Then, in the early years of 
the nineteenth century a remarkable man, Shaka, the leader 
of a tiny Nguni group, the Zulus, made his people into a great 
fighting force. He conquered his neighbours and extended his 
territory ever farther. Other Nguni and Sotho leaders either 
had to become Shaka’s subjects or lead their people in search 
of new lands to conquer. Thus Zulu expansion led to a 
sequence of conquests which extended thousands of miles into 
central and eastern Africa. It is this upheaval that is known as 
the Mfecane.
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Zulu expansion and the Mfecane

as a brave and clever fighter and was made leader of a Mthethwa 
impi (regiment). Shaka won the friendship of Dingiswayo, 
who allowed him to return home after the death of his father, 
overthrow his half-brother and make himself the Zulu chief. 
Now he began to put into practice his own ideas about the 
training of soldiers and the waging of war. Each impi was 
trained, in its own separate camp, to high standards of bravery 
and loyalty. Shaka introduced the short, stabbing spear 
instead of the throwing spear and expected his men to engage 
in fierce, hand-to-hand fighting. He used spies and smoke­
signals. In war he was a master of surprise, winning battle after
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battle by new and unexpected manoeuvres. He was ruthless in 
his dealings with conquered peoples, murdering their leaders, 
making them obey him completely and placing his own men as 
chiefs over them. In 1816 or 1817 Dingiswayo was killed in 
battle. Shaka murdered his successor and became ruler of the 
Mthethwa Empire, which he transformed into a Zulu Empire 
by forcing Dingiswayo’s allies to swear support to himself and 
by placing his own supporters in all positions of authority.

The new state began to expand quickly. By 1820 Shaka con­
trolled all the land east of the Drakensbergs between the 
Tugela and Pongola rivers. His armies raided still farther 
afield in search of cattle. The results were terrible. Groups of 
homeless people wandered the countryside. Some were taken 
into other communities. Some gave their allegiance to war 
leaders—dispossessed chiefs and princes who built up personal 
followings and trekked away from their conquered homelands 
in search of fresh territory. We are going to stud}' the careers 
of seven of these leaders.

Zwangendaba was an officer in the army of Zwide, a powerful Zwangendaba and the Nguni 
northern Nguni chief. In 1819 Shaka defeated Zwide and the 
latter’s empire collapsed. Zwangendaba fled northwards with 
some of his warriors. For a while he lived with his people 
(who gradually increased in number as refugees from the 
south joined them) north of Delagoa Bay. In 1831 he was 
driven out by Soshangane, another Mfecane leader. He led 
his people and their herds north-westwards into the ancient 
empire of the Rozwi, whose capital was at Great Zim­
babwe. Zwangendaba’s followers were known as Nguni, 
though as time went by so many captives were added to 
Zwangendaba’s horde that only a minority were real Ngunis. 
Peace and prosperity based on the gold trade reigned 
throughout the Rozwi Empire. The Shona were unused to the 
new style of warfare. They were swiftly defeated by the 
Nguni, and their leader, the Changamire, was killed. Great 
Zimbabwe and other towns were laid in ruins and one of 
Africa’s great civilizations almost completely disappeared. 
Having completed their devastation, the Nguni moved 
northwards, crossing the Zambezi in 1835.

In what is now Zambia, Zwangendaba encountered 
peoples such as Kazembe’s East Lunda and the Bemba, who 
could not be so easily conquered. He therefore concentrated
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on attacking smaller and less warlike groups, and moving stil 
northwards. At last he reached Ufipa between Lake Tangan 
yika and Lake Rukwa. Here, after defeating the Fipa 
Zwangendaba died some time between 1845 and 1849.

The Nguni now split into five groups. Two of them, th 
Tuta and the Gwangwara, will be dealt with in chapter six 
The others turned southwards and conquered parts of wha 
are now eastern Zambia and Malawi. Mpezeni, one c 
Zwangendaba’s sons, established control over a large part c 
the Nsenga who lived to the north of the middle Zambez:
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Soshangane’s people are known as the Shangana, although Soshangane and the Gaza 
the state founded by this great leader is called the Gaza Empire
Empire. As we have seen Soshangane settled to the north of
Delagoa Bay in the 1820s. The ranks of his followers were 
swelled by refugees fleeing from the Zulus and it was the need 
for more territory that caused Soshangane to force out the 
Nguni. At the same time Soshangane was easily conquering

Before we go on to discuss the career of the next great Mfecane The Maseko Nguni 
leader we must say something about another Nguni group, 
the Maseko. Like Zwangendaba’s people, they too moved 
northwards out of Nguniland and stayed for a while in 
Soshangane’s territory. Like Zwangendaba’s Nguni, thej' too 
were driven out in the early 1830s. Led by Ngware they 
crossed the lower Zambezi and entered the Shire valley.
Having terrorized the people of this area, they moved north­
wards passing to the east of Lake Nyasa. They battled with 
several Yao and Makua groups and finally settled around 
Songea in southern Tanzania in the early 1840s. A few years 
later they were joined by the Gwangwara from Ufipa. But the 
two groups fought and some of the Gwangwara murdered the 
new Maseko leader, Maputo. Most of the Maseko fled south­
wards, once more devastating the area east of Lake Nyasa. 
In the 1860s they settled in the Shire Highlands. For many 
years they terrorized the settlements of this area and disrupted 
the trade of the lower Zambezi.

where he continued to rule until the last years of the nine­
teenth century. Another of Zwangendaba’s sons, Mombera, 
overthrew the Kamanga kingdom of northern Malawi 
(r. 1855). There he settled but his power declined over the 
years as various sections of his people attempted to break away 
from Nguni control. The third group was led by Ciwere 
Ndhlovu, a Nsenga warrior who had been highly favoured by 
Zwangendaba. He led his followers to the southern end of Lake 
Nyasa. Here he established control of the Cewa living in the 
area. The wanderings of Zwangendaba and his successors 
form one of the more remarkable episodes in the whole 
history of Africa. The wanderings and conquests of the 
Nguni took some of them over five thousand kilometres before 
they reached new lands where they could settle.



Dunce of Zulus collecting tribute from Portuguese

126

the small decentralized societies of what is now Mozambique 
and overrunning the eastern parts of the Rozwi Empire. In 
1833 he attacked the Portuguese town of Lauren?o Marques. 
The following year he defeated a Portuguese army neat 
Inhambane. In 1836 he destroyed the Sofala garrison and 
followed this up by bringing the Zambezi trading posts of 
Sena and Tete under his control. He controlled the rich 
trading life of this part of east-central Africa and his empire 
stretched from the Zambezi to the Limpopo. After 
Soshangane’s death in the late 1850s the empire declined. The 
chiefs successor, Mawewe, was deposed by another son, 
Mzila. Mawewe gained the help of the Swazi in a bid to regain 
the throne while Mzila employed Portuguese forces. Civil war 
and foreign interference continued for many years, and



Mzilikazi has gained the reputation of being the most ruthless Mzilikazi and the Ndebele 
and tyrannical of all the Mfecane leaders. He began his career 
as leader of one of Shaka’s impis but in 1822 he quarrelled with 
his overlord and had to flee from Shaka’s wrath. He took with

though Mzila continued to reign until his death in 1855 his 
land was not the strong, united empire he had inherited from 
his father.



Mzilikazi receiving successful lion hunters

128

him two or three hundred warriors and moved into the eastern 
Transvaal. By conquest and by giving refuge to others fleeing 
from the Zulus, Mzilikazi soon built up a large following of 
Nguni and Sotho people, who came to be known as Ndebele. 
But he was always having to move further and further in order 
to stay out of range of the Zulus. In 1832 the Ndebele settled 
near the source of the Marico and soon dominated some 80,000 
square kilometres of the Transvaal. Four years later Boer 
farmers trekking inland from the Cape made alliances with 
some of Mzilikazi’s enemies in the hope of driving the 
Ndebele out and taking their grazing lands. Mzilikazi struck 
the first blow, defeating the invaders at the battle of Vegkop 
(October 1836) and capturing their sheep and cattle. The 
following year the Boers struck back. In two battles at Maseko 
and by the Marico river, they inflicted heavy losses on the 
Ndebele. These defeats and fresh Zulu raids forced Mzilikazi 
to move again.

The Ndebele moved northwards and eventually settled in 
the region round modern Bulawayo in what had been the 
heart of the Rozwi Empire. Mzilikazi’s warriors conquered
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the peoples of the area, which came to be known as Matabele- 
land. The Ndebele’s impis raided over a wide area and soon 
Mzilikazi ruled over a large territory between the Limpopo 
and the Zambezi, bordered only by the more powerful Boer 
and Griqua states, the Gaza Empire and the Kololo Empire. 
The Ndebele were always greatly feared but they became less 
warlike with the passing of time. Trade and agriculture 
flourished. European explorers and missionaries were wel­
comed. Many of them met and were impressed by Mzilikazi 
and were protected while in his territory. This remarkable 
leader died, an old man of more than seventy, in 1868.

The King’s death was followed by a period of succession 
disputes and civil war. Eventually Lobengula won his father’s 
throne. He reunited his people and ruled in peace for some 
years. He had to face the problem of increasing European 
interest in central Africa. More and more traders, mission­
aries and hunters came to his land and, though he continued 
his father’s policy of hospitality, he grew more and more 
anxious about the real intentions of the white men.

Another remarkable Mfecane leader was Sebitwane. He Sebitwane and the Kololo 
belonged to a Sotho group called the Fokeng who lived west 
of the Drakensbergs. In 1822 his people were forced out of 
their homeland and Sebitwane led one of the groups which 
fled northwards across the Vaal. The Kololo, as the group 
came to be called, soon conflicted with Griqua and Ndebele 
forces and wandered back and forth for many years in an 
unsuccessful search for new lands. They journeyed via the 
Kalahari desert and Lake Ngami to the Zambezi. They crossed, 
and settled for a while near the river Kafue. Then they were 
challenged by an Ndebele force and Sebitwane decided to 
move again. Now he attacked the powerful Lozi kingdom 
which occupied the Barotseland flood plain. Here Sebitwane 
showed his great military skill. The Lozi expected to trap and 
destroy the Kololo in the low-lying, waterlogged land, but 
Sebitwane lured them away from their boats and it was their 
army that was destroyed. Eventually the Kololo were able to 
settle in a fertile land.

Sebitwane made a point of encouraging good relations be­
tween his people and the conquered Lozi. Peace and security 
settled on the land under his wise leadership. Two major 
Ndebele raids were driven off in the 1840s and thereafter
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Mzilikazi ceased to trouble his old enemy. In 1851 Sebitwane 
received a visit from the most famous of all European ex­
plorers, David Livingstone, who later described him as 
‘decidedly the best specimen of a native chief I ever met’. 
Sebitwane died during the missionary’s visit to his capital. 
Wise government died with him. His successor, Sekeletu, 
turned against the Lozi section of the population. In 1860 
many Lozi left the kingdom to join their royal family in exile. 
Meanwhile, the Kololo were seriously weakened and their
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There were other great leaders whose wanderings did not take Moshweshwe and the Basuto 
them as far as the warlords we have already considered. Such 
a man was Moshweshwe, the founder of modern Lesotho. 
When the Zulu storm burst, Moshweshwe was a young warrior, 
the son of a headman in the upper Caledon region. He was 
already famed for his bravery and wisdom, so that he was an 
obvious leader for many of the dispossessed Sotho of the early 
1820s. Instead of wandering hundreds of miles in search of 
easy conquest and fertile land, Moshweshwe led his people 
into the mountains and at Thaba Bosiu found an impregnable 
natural fortress. By wise diplomacy rather than by warfare 
Moshweshwe extended his rule over neighbouring peoples and 
welded them into a nation which became known as the Basuto.
When more powerful groups attacked his subjects he with­
drew to Thaba Bosiu where they were safe. The hill fortress 
was never conquered; even raids by the mighty Zulus and 
Ndebele were driven off. Moshwcshwe’s wisdom is legendary. 
One example of it can be quoted. In 1831 the Basuto strong­
hold was attacked by the Ndebele. The invaders were success­
fully driven off. As they retreated Moshweshwe sent men 
after them with a present of cattle and the following message: 
‘Our master assumes that you must have been hungry to have 
attacked his people. He sends you these cattle so that you may 
eat and go in peace.’ The Ndebele never raided Basutoland 
again.

numbers reduced by malaria, a disease which flourished in the 
marshy lowlands. After Sekeletu’s death in 1865 the Kololo 
were split by a succession dispute. The Lozi seized their 
opportunity. Under the leadership of their king, Sepopa, 
they invaded and reconquered Barotseland. Thousands of 
Kololo were massacred, many more were dispersed and 
Sebitwane’s empire disappeared without trace. However, a 
small Kololo state did survive on the banks of the Shire (in 
what is now southern Malawi). During his visit to Scbitwane 
Dr Livingstone hired some porters to assist him on his 
exploration of the Zambezi. In 1860 sixteen of these men 
decided to stay in the Shire valley. They married local women 
and became the leaders of a small but powerful community 
which played an important part in the history of the region.



Thaba Bosiu, the stronghold of Moshweshwe in 1834

Sobhuza and the Swazi

132

By this time Moshweshwe had become the most important 
man in the area between the Caledon and Orange rivers. Soon 
he had to deal not only with brother African rulers but 
immigrant Europeans. To the newcomers he behaved with 
hospitality and wisdom. In 1833 he allowed Christian 
missionaries to begin work among his people. In 1835 he 
granted temporary grazing rights in his land to Boers trekking 
northwards. This, as we shall see later in this chapter, involved 
him and his people in a long conflict with the British and the 
Boers which ended in 1884 with Basutoland becoming a 
British colony.

The last Mfecane leader we shall consider is Sobhuza, founder 
of Swaziland. In about 1815 he inherited a small northern 
Nguni chieftaincy which lay right in the path of Zulu expan­
sion. In order to protect his people against more powerful 
neighbours Sobhuza expanded his state by conquest and 
reorganized his army. But this did not save him from serious 
defeats at the hands of his enemies. In 1817 he led his people 
into the mountains beyond the Pongolo river and there 
established a stronghold similar to Moshweshwe’s. Many 
refugees fled to him for protection, and from these mixed 
origins was created the Swazi nation, which took its name 
from Sobhuza’s successor, Mswazi (1836-75). By the middle
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Until the middle years of the nineteenth century the grasslands 
to the south of the Congo forest continued to be dominated by 
the two great Lunda states: the Lunda Empire of Mwata 
Yamvo and the East Lunda Empire of Mwata Kazembe. Then, 
in the next thirty years, these states collapsed completely. 
There were three main reasons for this: succession disputes, 
the emergence of powerful neighbours and the growth of 
trans-continental trade. The last two reasons were inter­
woven, for it was largely as a result of commercial development 
that powerful new states appeared.

of the century the Swazi had become one of the most power­
ful Bantu groups in southern Africa. They were able, as we 
have seen, to interfere in the affairs of the Gaza Empire. They 
forced the Portuguese of southern Mozambique to respect 
them. They allied with the trek Boers who began arriving in 
the area in about 1845. In 1875 Mswazi’s death was followed 
by a succession dispute and from about this time British and 
Boer agents began to compete for control of Swaziland.

The decline of the Lunda 
Empires

For almost a century the Lunda Empire had the advantage of Mwata Yamvo's Empire 
having only two rulers. Yaav ya Mbany reigned from 1760 to 
1810 and Naweej II from 1810 to 1852. Both were strong and 
ruthless tyrants. They successfully enforced the obedience of 
their own people and of subject states. Their armies raided over 
a wide area. During the reign of Naweej II, Imbangala and 
Ovimbundu traders made frequent visits to the Lunda capital, 
bringing firearms in exchange for ivory and slaves (Naweej 
gave the traders permission to raid for slaves in parts of his 
empire, and this made him very unpopular with many of his 
own people).

Meanwhile changing trade patterns further west were creat­
ing new political and military forces. The quest for ivory and 
slaves for the Portuguese market carried the leading Angolan 
traders—the Imbangala and the Ovimbundu—ever further 
into the continent. Rivalry between the two groups also 
encouraged them to seek fresh sources far in the interior. By 
the mid-century the Ovimbundu had gained the upper hand. 
(About 1852 the first known trans-continental expedition was 
completed by a party of Ovimbundu traders who reached 
Mozambique.) At the same time Afro-Portuguese commerce
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was affected by the declining demand for slaves. In 1822 the 
Portuguese coastal settlements were plunged by a revolution 
into eighteen years of political chaos. In the same year Brazil 
gained its independence. This meant that Angola no longer 
had a legal right to send slaves to Brazil (by an international 
agreement of 1815 Portugal limited the slave trade to her own 
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These facts, coupled with the mounting international anti­
slavery pressure, led to a steady decline of dealings in human 
beings.
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The Portuguese had to find new ways to make a profit out 
of Angola. They tried to develop new crops, with little 
success. They tried to compete directly with the Imbangala 
and take over some of their markets but were driven out by 
the African traders. They tried to increase their supplies of 
ivory (for which there was a growing world demand). It was 
in order to obtain more ivory for the Europeans that the r 
Imbangala made a fateful alliance with the Cokwe. The Cokwe J, 
were a small community with a reputation as fine hunters. 
They made ideal trading partners for the Imbangala: in 
return for ivory they required guns, which the Imbangala 
could obtain from the Portuguese, and female slaves, which 
the Imbangala now found it difficult to dispose of elsewhere. 
So the Cokwe began to wander over a wide area far from their 
homeland. They came into contact—and conflict—with other 
people. They had guns, which made them a powerful enemy. 
By the acquisition of slave women—and children by these 
slave women—their numbers increased rapidly. All this 
amounted to the appearance of a large and warlike people. 
By the 1870s they had closed many trade routes to the Imban­
gala and Ovimbundu. They conquered most of the peoples 
who lived on their trade routes. By 1875 they were ready to 
challenge the mighty empire of Mwata Yamvo.

The Lunda state was in no condition to offer serious 
resistance. For one thing its position in the very centre of 
the continent was a disadvantage. It lay at the end of trade 
routes from the east and west coasts so that its leaders could 
not easily acquire the guns and other important goods that 
brought wealth, power and prestige to African rulers. Better 
armed traders raided parts of the empire for slaves and ivory. 
As well as the Cokwe, Imbangala and Ovimbundu from the 
west there were Arabs from the north-east and Yeke and Bemba 
from the east. With strangers raiding freely in many areas it 
was difficult for the Mwata Yamvo to maintain the loyalty of 
his more distant subjects. Internal divisions further weakened 
the state. After the death of Naweej II rivals competed for the 
throne. Depositions, rebellions, assassinations and civil wars 
became common. Between 1857 and 1887 there were ten 
successive rulers.

In 1875 a contender for the Lunda throne, Mbumba, hired 
Cokwe warriors to help him overthrow Mbala II. From then 
on the Cokwe frequently interfered in Lunda affairs. In 1886 
they drove the ruling Mwata Yamvo from his capital and sold

Bn

Cokwe ceremonial mask
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the people of the town into slavery. For the next twelve years 
the empire was in Cokwe hands. When they were eventually 
overthrown their place was soon taken by the new colonial 
invaders. There were no more independent Mwata Yamvos.

Mwata Kazembe’s Empire The situation was much the same in the East Lunda Empire. 
From 1805 to about 1850 the state was ruled by Kibangu 
Keleka, a powerful and enlightened king, who continued to 
expand the frontiers by conquest and who established import­
ant commercial links with the east coast. Kazembe dominated 
the Bisa who lived to the south-east of Lake Bangweulu. The 
Bisa were the most important link in Kazembe’s trade chain. 
They brought imported goods from the peoples of the 
Zambezi valley and from the Yao who dominated most of the 
land east of Lake Nyasa. Kibangu Keleka was the first 
Kazembe to welcome Nyamwezi traders from beyond Lake 
Tanganyika and visitors from Angola. All these merchants 
brought him guns and other essentials in return for ivory and 
copper.

But Kazembe’s trade routes could easily be disrupted. 
The expansion of the Bemba and the Nguni migrations 
seriously disturbed the area east of Kazembe’s kingdom. By 
the middle of the century the Bemba had made themselves 
masters of the plateau. They controlled the Bisa, and goods 
that had once gone to Kazembe were now taken by the 
Chitimukulu (the Bemba paramount) and other Bemba 
chiefs. The Bemba also profited from trade with the Nyamwezi 
and the Arabs. We shall be thinking more about these 
merchants from the north-east later. They entered Central 
Africa in search of ivory, Katangan copper and slaves. Their 
routes to the south of Lake Tanganyika passed through 
Bemba territory and the Chitimukulu could impose his own 
terms on the passing caravans. He obtained guns from the 
traders which enabled him to fight off Nguni raids and 
maintain firm control of the plateau. Some Nyamwezi and 
Arab traders entered Lunda territory from the north. The two 
most important as far as the fate of Kazembe’s empire was 
concerned were Msiri and Tippu Tip.

In 1856, when Kazembe VI, Cinyanta Mussona, had been 
two years on the throne, a Nyamwezi trader called Msiri 
arrived at the East Lunda capital and was given permission to 
settle in Katanga. There, he and his followers, the Yeke,
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Before we leave the story of nineteenth century Central Africa 
we must say something about one of the leading trading peoples 
of the area, the Yao. They controlled much of the land between 
Lake Nyasa and the coast and were thus well placed to partici-

traded with the local chiefs, and increased their numbers by 
immigration, slave-raiding and intermarriage. Soon Msiri 
had built up a state within a state. By conquest and treaty he 
attracted to himself the allegiance of many ofMwataKazembe’s 
people. He dealt with traders from the west, deflecting them 
from Mwata Kazembe’s court to his own. He became so 
powerful that in 1865 the new ruler, Mwonga Nsemba 
(1862-70), had to seek his aid in suppressing a rebellion.

In the 1860s Arab traders, lured ever further inland by the 
quest for ivory, began trading to the west of Lake Tanganyika. 
They had a good supply of guns. They were ruthless in their 
dealings. They cheated and robbed chiefs of their stores of 
ivory. They destroyed villages. They forced warriors to hunt 
for them and chiefs to pay tribute. They pressed thousands of 
men and women into slavery. The most powerful and 
notorious of them all was Hamed bin Muhammed, better 
known by his nickname, Tippu Tip. In 1867 he travelled 
round the southern end of Lake Tanganyika and defeated the 
powerful Tabwa chief, Nsama. For months he traded and 
raided on the borders of Mwata Kazembe’s kingdom.

Mwonga Nsemba was alarmed at the growing power of 
the Nyamwczi and the Arabs. In 1868 he killed all easterners 
in his territory and forbade traders to enter his dominions. 
Msiri, Tippu Tip and their colleagues responded by waging 
war on the East Lunda. In 1870 Mwonga Nsemba was 
defeated, driven from his capital and, at length, murdered 
by his own people. The East Lunda state now virtually 
collapsed. Rival Kazembes vied for power while Msiri became 
the effective ruler of most of the Empire.

Tippu Tip moved away to the north-west covering an 
enormous area of the eastern Congo up to the edge of the forest 
in his search for ivory. He subdued chiefdoms by force and 
trickery. Many rulers paid him tribute in ivory and he was 
able to send back to the coast enormous caravans laden with 
tusks. Early in the 1870s many of the other Arab traders 
recognized his authority and he became the uncrowned king 
of a vast area between Lake Tanganyika and the river Lomani.
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pate in trade from the interior to Kilwa and to the lower 
Zambezi. With the growing demand for ivory and slaves in 
the nineteenth century the wealth of the Yao increased and 
their way of life changed. Ambitious young men set them­
selves up as traders and by slave-raiding built up large, 
personal followings. They raided other Yao groups as well as 
the communities of the lake shore and the Shire Highlands. 
Some of these new leaders became very powerful indeed. 
The most famous of them was Mataka Nyambi. From his 
headquarters at Mwembe he ruled over an enormous area of
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southern Yaoland. He is said to have had 600 wives and 
thousands of children.

Yao raids and the clashes between the Yao and the Maseko 
Nguni devastated almost the whole of the region between the 
Lake and the coast. Villages were deserted and farmland left 
unplanted. Men and women preferred to live in or near the 
fortified towns of the great chiefs where they were protected 
from raiders. Few traders, even the well-armed Arabs and 
Swahili, dared to cross Yaoland, because the local warriors 
were so fierce. One of the early European visitors described 
the Lake Nyasa region as ‘one of the dark places of the earth, 
full of abominations and cruelty’. It has been estimated that 
over 20,000 men, women and children a year were taken from 
this area as slaves. The Yao were responsible for most of this 
traffic.

The spread of European 
settlement from the south

As a result of warfare on the continent of Europe Holland lost 
some of her overseas territories at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. In 1806 Britain took over the small 
Dutch settlement of Cape Colony in order to protect her trade 
routes to the East and provide stores for passing ships. 
The new rulers found that they had inherited two kinds of 
subjects. There were the Africans who had lived in the Cape 
region for generations. These were mostly Saan hunters 
(Bushmen) and Khoi herdsmen (Hottentots) but the south­
ward drift of Nguni and Sotho agriculturalists was soon to 
complicate the situation. There were also the Dutch settlers, 
or Boers. Many of them had been there for generations. They 
called themselves ‘Afrikaners’ and thought of themselves as 
independent from European control. They held beliefs that 
were quite opposed to the more modern political and religious 
ideals held by most Europeans. Their religion, represented by 
the Dutch Reformed Church, was a strict, puritanical faith 
based largely on the Old Testament. They believed that all 
coloured people were made by God inferior to whites. Black 
men were meant to serve white men. They could be enslaved, 
ill-treated, punished, even killed by their masters, for, being 
inferior creatures, the normal rules applying to relationships 
between human beings did not apply in dealings with Africans. 
There thus came to exist in South Africa three groups of 
people—Africans, British, Boers—and between them there 
was from the beginning a great deal of misunderstanding and
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First Xhosa War 
Second Xhosa War 
Third Xhosa War 
Fourth Xhosa War 
Fifth Xhosa War 
Sixth Xhosa War 
Seventh Xhosa War 
Eighth Xhosa War 
Ninth Xhosa War

hatred. The situation became worse after 1811 when British 
settlers began to arrive in the colony. There were many clashes 
between these three groups during the nineteenth century.

1779
1789
1799
1811-12
1819
1834-5
1846-7 (The War of the Axe)
1850-3
1877-8

The Xhosa IVars The longest series of conflicts was the Xhosa Wars (sometimes 
called the ‘Kaffir Wars’ —kaffir is derived from an Arabic word 
meaning ‘unbeliever’ and was widely used for many years as a 
contemptuous term referring to Africans). There were nine 
Xhosa Wars in a hundred years. The dates are:

The wars were basically border disputes between Boers, 
moving north-eastwards, and Xhosa, forced southwards by 
land hunger and population pressure. The first two wars 
were no more than clashes along the Fish river, the boundary 
between the colony and Xhosaland. The Dutch government at 
the Cape tried to remain impartial and refused to send large 
bodies of troops to crush the Africans. In 1799 the Boers at 
Graaff-Reinet rebelled against the newly established British 
government and tried to establish a tiny independent republic. 
While the Europeans were fighting among themselves the 
Xhosa chief, Ndlambe, united behind him all the other local 
rulers and tried to throw the Boers out of the border area. 
A government force was sent to restore order but there was no 
attempt at a permanent settlement of the border issue.

The new British government took a different attitude. It 
wanted to establish the Fish as a defensible frontier, and to 
settle British farmers on the western side of the river. In 1811 a 
sizeable force was sent to push Ndlambe and his people back 
into an already overcrowded Xhosaland and to fortify the 
boundary and leave it permanently garrisoned. This led to 
trouble in Xhosaland. Ndlambe made war upon his overlord,
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Ngqrika, and seized much land and cattle. Ngqrika called 
upon theTBritish for help and this led to the Fifth Xhosa War 
of 1819. For months British forces ranged Xhosaland until 
famine forced Ndlambe to go into hiding. The settlement 
reached after the war included two unworkable provisions: 
all Xhosa were to recognize Ngqrika as paramount chief and 
the land between the Fish and Keiskamma rivers (known as the 
Ceded Territory) was to be ‘neutral ground’, settled by neither 
black nor white farmers. The pressures resulting from the 
Mfecane now made the situation in Xhosaland worse. Little 
attention was paid to the provisions of the 1819 treaty. Many 
Xhosa leaders did not recognize Ngqrika’s right to grant away 
their land. There were frequent clashes between black and 
white occupants of the Ceded Territory.
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It was not until 1834 that this running warfare flared up 
into another major conflict. Two Xhosa leaders, Tyali and 
Macomo, gathered a force of 12,000 men in an attempt to 
restore the Fish river boundary. They raided successfully 
deep into British territory before reinforcements arrived. 
Faced with superior weapons and well-disciplined troops the 
Xhosa were inevitably driven back. The Cape government 
now tried a new solution to the frontier problem. As well as 
imposing a huge fine in cattle, it annexed the entire territory 
between the Fish and Kei rivers under the name Queen 
Adelaide Province (1835). But the Cape Town politicians had 
gone too far; the British government refused to approve the 
annexation and in October 1836 Queen Adelaide Province was 
abandoned. The frontier returned to its usual chaos.

As time passed and the ownership of border territory was 
not decided tension increased. British and Boer settlers were 
clamouring for farmland in the Ceded Territory and for 
revenge against the Xhosa for cattle raids. Land pressures 
brought more hardship to the Africans. In this situation groups 
of young Xhosa men began to urge their elders to take up arms 
again against the white men. Witch doctors and prophets also 
appeared promising magical assistance for a new war. Christian 
missionaries preached peace and tried to break down the 
divisions between black and white but often they only 
succeeded in creating divisions within Xhosa society. Then, 
in the early 1840s, the situation was made worse by a natural 
disaster. For three years the rains failed. Black and white 
farmers were desperate for grazing; clashes became frequent.

The situation was now so tense that a minor incident sparked 
off the seventh and worst of the Xhosa Wars (sometimes known 
asthe ‘War of the Axe’). In January 1846 surveyors siting a new 
British border post on the Keiskamma began work, by mistake, 
on the Xhosa side of the river. Immediately rumours of a 
military advance began to spread. Shortly after this a young 
Xhosa living inside the Cape boundary was accused of stealing 
an axe and was arrested. A police escort taking the accused to 
Grahamstown was attacked by a band of Xhosa warriors and 
the prisoner was freed. Colonel Hare, Lieutenant-Governor 
of the Eastern Cape, used this as an excuse to teach the ‘Kaffirs’ 
a final lesson. He invaded Xhosaland on 1 April.

Soon the ill-equipped Africans were facing a force of 14,000 
colonial troops. Despite defeats, loss of men and confiscation 
of cattle, the Xhosa, knowing what was at stake, fought on
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desperately’. The war dragged on through 1846 and 1847 
until it seemed that the Xhosa as a people would disappear. 
In December 1847 the Cape Governor, Sir Harry Smith, 
forced a settlement on the remaining Xhosa leaders which 
involved the annexation of all land as far as the river Kei 
which was in future to be known as British Kaffraria. Within 
the new' colony the Xhosa were herded into reservations while 
the best land was given to white settlers. Some chose 
independence beyond the Kei. Others worked for European 
farmers, thus becoming servants on their own land.
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Long before the final conflict with the Xhosa, thousands of The Great Trek 
Dutch settlers had decided to move away from the British- 
ruled Cape to create independent states where there would be 
no challenge to their beliefs and their way of life. Most of the 
Boers moved between 1834 and 1839 in large groups with 
their belongings packed on ox carts. This is still known by the 
descendants of the settlers as the Great Trek.

The Boers did not like being under the rule of a foreign 
power but what forced them to leave Cape Colony was basic 
differencesofbeliefand practice between them and theBritish.

But Xhosa sufferings were not over. Two more wars were 
fought by bold chiefs anxious to regain their independence. 
In 1850 the British deposed Chief Sandile of the Ngqrika 
Xhosa. Thousands of warriors on both sides of the Kei, 
spurred on by the war-doctor Mlanjeni, rose in support of 
their leader. This war dragged on until 1853 and resulted in 
more deaths and stock confiscations for the Africans. Having 
failed by force to throw out the British the Xhosa turned to 
the spirits of their ancestors for supernatural support. 
Mhlakaza, a prophet, persuaded the majority of his people 
that if they would destroy all their cattle and crops as a 
sacrifice to the ancestors the land would be freed of white men. 
Thus began the terrible cattle-killing of 1856-7. Over 200,000 
animals were slaughtered and crops were not planted. The 
people starved but the white men stayed. Death and migration 
reduced the population of British Kaffraria from 105,000 
to 37,600. It was this tragedy rather than government action 
which finally forced the majority of the Xhosa to submit.

There was still one more Xhosa War to be fought, however. 
In the Transkei the leading independent Xhosa chief was 
Kreli. Cape police drove him out of his land (although they 
had no rights in the Transkei) to stop him making trouble on 
the border. When Kreli returned to his homeland in 1877 he 
found that some of the Fingo had been allowed by the British 
to settle there. When he turned the newcomers out they 
appealed to their white protectors, and the Ninth Xhosa War 
began. Conflict soon spread into Kaffraria. By June 1878 
many warriors and chiefs had been killed. The remaining 
leaders made peace with their conquerors. British control was 
strengthened in Kaffraria, and the Transkei was annexed as 
Fingoland.
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For the government and the increasing number of British 
settlers did not share the Afrikaners attitude of racial superio­
rity. Though the British often treated Africans badly they 
believed, in theory, that all men were equal and they opposed 
slavery. (Slavery was, however, still permitted throughout 
the British Empire until 1834, although ft had been stopped 
in Britain.) Special courts were set up to protect slaves from 
their masters. These ‘black circuits’ were bitterly resented 
by the Boers. Regulations regarding the treatment of 
slaves were introduced during the 1820s. Other important 
changes were also taking place: British settlers were growing in 
numbers and influence; the legal system was changed; 
English replaced Dutch as the official language; land became 
scarce as the number of farmers increased; Christian missiona­
ries were continually complaining to the government about 
the behaviour of the Boers. Then, in 1833 the British Parlia­
ment passed an Act for the total abolition of slavery throughout 
the Empire. This Act and the problems that arose afterwards 
about the payment of compensation to ex-slave owners 
proved too much for many Boers to bear.

The map on page 147 shows the main lines of the Boer 
advance. Most Boers placed themselves under chosen trek
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leaders. In 1835 a party led by Janse van Rensburg left the 
Cape and travelled in the general direction of Delagoa Bay 
but was too reduced in numbers to set up a new settlement. 
The survivors sailed to Natal.

In 1836 a party under the leadership of Sarel Cilliers and 
Andries Potgeiter trekked due north, crossed the Vaal and 
entered Ndebele country. As we have already seen (page 129), 
they successfully drove out Mzilikazi’s people after a series of 
battles. Two Boer states were established: Potchefstroom in 
conquered Ndebele country and Winburg south of the Vaal. 
Things did not go well in Potchefstroom and Potgeiter was 
soon leading a new trek. For another ten years his people 
sought an area of good farming land away from powerful, 
hostile neighbours. In 1848 they settled in the Soutpansberg, 
near the Limpopo. For a while all went well but then Boer 
raids on the Sotho, Venda, Tsonga and Pedi for cattle and
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slaves soon created a typical frontier situation. Years of inter­
mittent warfare with neighbouring peoples followed and 
eventually, in 1867, the Boers were forced out of Soutpansberg.

Another party led by Piet Retief and Gert Maritz moved 
eastwards across the Drakensbcrgs in 1837. They hoped, with 
the approval of Dingane, the Zulu leader, to settle in what is 
now Natal. Retief took a small advance party into Zululand. 
He was received by Dingane in his capital, Ungundhlovu, 
and negotiations began for the leasing of land to the Boers.

But Dingane was uneasy. He doubtless knew something of Dingane 
events on the Xhosa border and was, understandably, afraid 
that if he let a few Europeans into his territory they would 
take more and more land from his people. When Retief 
threatened Dingane with invasion if he would not let the 
Boers in peacefully Dingane became angry. He had Retief and 
his companions murdered. A Zulu impi was sent to destroy 
the main Boer party and a further 500 trekkers were killed.

But Dingane had not seen the last of the Boers. A few months 
later (November 1838) a party led by Andries Pretorius 
entered Zululand. On 15 December they defeated the Zulus 
on the banks of the Ncome, ever afterwards known as Blood 
River. The Boer Republic of Natal was established with a 
capital at Pietermaritzburg. By 1839, although Boers con­
tinued to travel to the newly acquired lands, the Great Trek 
was over. Three new Afrikaner states existed, free, in theory, 
from British interference. Matters did not stay like that for 
long.

British leaders in London and Cape Town had no wish to Britain and the Baers 1836-80 
pursue the trekkers into the interior or acquire new and 
expensive areas of colonial territory. But they were not able 
to keep themselves detached from the affairs of the trek Boers 
for long. They were urged by missionaries and their political 
supporters to defend various African groups from the Boers.
They were urged by political groups in Britain and South 
Africa to prevent the coastline falling into the hands of 
Afrikaners or other foreigners.

In 1836 the British government made an unsuccessful 
attempt to control the activities of the trek Boers with the 
Cape of Good Hope Punishment Act. This stated that all
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former inhabitants of the Cape living south of the 25th 
parallel were still British subjects and governed by British 
law. In theory men who infringed laws concerning slavery 
and the treatment of Africans could be brought back to Cape 
Colony for trial. In fact the law proved unenforceable and 
merely angered the Boers.

The establishment of the Natal Republic brought an 
immediate reaction from the small British community at 
Durban. For some years they had been unsuccessfully 
urging the Cape government to annex Natal. Now matters 
were more urgent. They did not want to be under Boer rule. 
They stressed the danger for the Cape of allowing the Natal 
coast to fall into Boer hands. Missionaries were quick to point 
out cases of Boer ill-treatment of Africans. The London and 
Cape Town authorities were reluctant to get involved. It was 
when Pretorius began to create African reserves in the southern 
border region—thus creating more population pressure which 
would affect the situation in Xhosaland—that the Cape 
Governor took action. He sent government troops to Durban. 
There were a number of minor clashes as well as protests from 
all the Boer states’ leaders but at last, in 1843, the Afrikaners 
were forced to negotiate with the British. Natal was annexed 
by Britain in 1845 and most of the Boers once again packed 
their belongings onto their ox-waggons.

This settlement did not mark the end of British-Boer 
hostility. There were, as we shall see, further clashes over Boer 
treatment of the Basuto and Griqua (see page 159). The story 
of Boer settlement beyond the Orange river was one of almost 
continuous conflict with the local peoples. Many African 
chiefs looked to the British for protection from their new 
oppressors. In the Cape, opinion was divided on how best to 
deal with the troubled interior. But in 1847 Sir Harry Smith 
arrived as Governor, determined to be firm with the Boers 
and establish, by force if necessary, peaceful British control. 
After a quick tour of the troubled areas Smith proclaimed a 
British colony between the Orange and the Vaal in February 
1848 and defeated the Boers in a battle at Boomplats. For some 
months anti-British Boers trekked northwards across the Vaal 
while others moved in the opposite direction to place them­
selves under British protection.

The new' Orange River Sovereignty was left in the hands of 
an inadequate staff of administrators and police who soon 
proved incapable of keeping the peace between Africans and
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Boers. The Transvaal Boers were determined to reconquer the 
lost trekker lands and the disorganized Sovereignty govern­
ment faced the constant threat of invasion. In London the 
Colonial Office was anxious to get rid of the troublesome new 
colony. Representatives were sent out to South Africa in 1851. 
First they met Pretorius and drew up the Sand River Con­
vention (1852) by which the British renounced all rights over 
the Transvaal Boers. In the Orange River Sovereignty things 
were not quite so easy; the majority of settlers wanted to re­
main under British protection. Not until February 1854 
could a group of republican Boers be found ready to sign the 
Bloemfontein Convention giving the Afrikaners complete 
freedom in what now became the Orange Free State.

For fourteen years the British largely avoided involvement 
with the Boer states. The Boer republics were poor farming 
states whose internal politics were frequently chaotic. As long 
as they did not attempt to expand to the sea British interests 
were not at stake and as long as the republics were reliant on 
Cape Colony for all their supplies they were a source of profit 
to British traders. What changed the situation was the dis­
covery of diamonds on the banks of the Orange near Hope­
town in 1867. Prospectors and adventurers moved into the 
area and soon discovered important diamond deposits around 
modern Kimberley. There now arose a dispute over owner­
ship of the diamondiferous territory between the Free State, 
the South African Republic (Transvaal) and the Griqua 
leader, Waterboer. Negotiations between the interested 
parties broke down in 1870, whereupon the Free State leader, 
J. H. Brand, annexed the area for his country. Waterboer asked 
for help from Cape Colony and his plea was backed by 
British prospectors and settlers in the disputed territory.

The Cape High Commissioner, Sir Henry Barkly, entered 
on a series of negotiations with the Boer governments and 
Waterboer. Waterboer’s territory (which was taken to include 
the Kimberley region) was annexed to the Cape as the province 
of Griqualand West. The Boer states were powerless to do 
more than protest.

The Transvaal in particular was in difficulties. The govern­
ment was almost bankrupt. The economic development of the 
land-locked state was at a standstill. Border warfare drained 
still more money from the exchequer and failure to quell the 
Pedi drained public support from the government. This 
came at a time when British politicians were trying to make a
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positive move towards ending the permanent conflict between 
the two white communities in South Africa. The possibility 
of a federation was put forward but rejected by the Boers. 
By 1877 it was obvious that the South African Republic was 
about to collapse. No one wanted the chaos and warfare that 
would inevitably result, so the British government offered to 
annex the Transvaal. There was, of course, opposition to 
this suggestion but the majority of the Transvaalers were 
prepared to swallow their pride in the interests of peace and 
security. A British protectorate was declared in April.

'The In 1820 the Zulu nation was at the height of its power. Under 
Zulus Shaka’s leadership the borders of Zululand were pushed 

to their greatest limits. The King, himself, was a tyrant who 
forced his will on his people and punished with extreme 
cruelty anyone suspected of disobedience. He was feared by
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all, even by his indunas and close advisers. He extended his 
protection to the small community of white hunters and 
traders who settled at Port Natal (Durban) in 1824. About 
this time Zulu power reached its limits. The warriors were 
tired after years of ceaseless warfare. They fought with less 
fervour far from home. Their enemies began to learn how to 
combat Zulu tactics. Shaka’s impis began to experience 
defeat (and were usually punished for it by their enraged King). 
Discontented people began to plot against Shaka. In 1828 he 
was murdered by two of his half-brothers, one of whom, 
Dingane, became the next ruler.

Dingane was less successful than Shaka in maintaining Zulu 
power and holding together the empire. Subject chiefs broke 
away from his rule and the army had to be used all the time to 
maintain the King’s authority. The settlement at Port Natal 
was another cause of growing concern. More and more 
Europeans were arriving there and travelling throughout 
Dingane’s territory. Disagreements and clashes occurred be­
tween them and the Zulus. To prevent this Dingane tried to 
restrict the freedom of movement Shaka had granted to the 
Europeans. He found it difficult to enforce his will on the 
well-armed foreigners. In 1835 the situation improved; 
Christian missionaries were allowed into Zululand and the 
Natalians promised not to protect Dingane’s enemies. But 
the agreement was broken the following year and the Zulu 
leader forbade white men to cross the river Tugela. Not long 
after this Dingane was faced with a new threat—Retiefs 
trekkers were crossing the Drakensbergs.

Dingane’s defeat at Blood River (see page 149) brought 
complete ruin upon him. His empire began to melt away. His 
half-brother, Mpande, made an alliance with the Natal Boers 
and rebelled against the King. In the ensuing conflict Dingane 
was driven northwards out of Zululand. He was forced to seek 
refuge among some of his traditional enemies, the Swazi. 
They lost little time in murdering the Zulu King (1840).

Mpande began his thirty-three year reign as a puppet chief 
dependent on the support of the Natal Europeans. He re­
established control over most of the rebellious parts of the 
empire and put new heart into the army. He maintained 
peaceful relations with the Europeans who were gradually 
encircling his territory. But this policy became more difficult
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as the Zulu population grew. No longer could the pro em| 
solved by expansion, as in the days of the Mfecane. ow tl 
Zulus’ neighbours were well-armed Europeans.

In 1873 Cetshawayo became king. He soon found himse 
involved in a dispute with the Transvaal leaders over lan 
along Blood River. The dispute was still not resolved whc 
Britain took over the Transvaal in 1877. The following ye; 
a settlement was reached giving Cetshawayo possession of th 
disputed territory but imposing harsh terms in return. Th 
British demanded compensation for dispossessed farmer 
fines as punishment for alleged Zulu cattle raids, the stationin
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of a British Resident in Cetshawayo’s capital and the dis­
banding of the Zulu army. Cetshawayo could not accept these 
terms so the Cape Governor, Sir Bartie Frere, ordered a 
British invasion of Zululand. In January 1879 the two armies 
met at the battle of Isandhlwana and the British force was 
almost completely destroyed. The shock of this defeat pro­
voked the British government into sending reinforcements to 
South Africa. Six months after Isandhlwana a second, success­
ful invasion of Zululand was launched. At Ulundi Cetshawayo 
was defeated and captured and sent into exile. The Zulus <7^ 
were split into thirteen chieftaincies with no paramount chief,
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A British Resident was appointed. Most of the Blood River 
lands were given to Boer farmers.

The result was chaos and anarchy. Traditional authority 
had been taken away and the Resident had no power to 
enforce British rule. There was indiscriminate cattle-raiding 
and small wars between African and African and between 
African and European were common. By 1883, not even 
Cetshawayo, brought back by the worried British, could 
restore order. Finally, in 1887, Britain annexed Zululand.

The Basuto The Basuto were fortunate to have secure mountain strong­
holds and the wise leadership of Moshweshwe. After the 
troubles of the 1820s the King tried to live in peace with all his 
neighbours, black and white. He welcomed to his territory 
refugees such as the Rolong Chief Moroka and his people. 
He allowed the trek Boers temporary grazing rights. He sent 
messages of friendship to the Cape Governor and in 1843 the 
British at the Cape signed a treaty' recognizing Moshweshwe s 
position and independence.

But Basutoland stood in the way of too many land hungry 
peoples. Moroka refused to acknowledge himself a vassal of 
Moshweshwe. The Boers refused to leave their ‘temporary 
grazing lands. The Basuto clashed with the Griqua over 
borders. Frequently Moshweshwe appealed to the British for 
protection only to have his requests turned down by a British 
government unwilling to take on new commitments. But after 
the annexation of the Orange River Sovereignty in 1848 
Basuto-Boer conflicts became matters of direct British con­
cern. In 1849 the British representative, Henry Warden, tried 
to solve Basutoland’s border disputes (the new border was 
known as the Warden Line). When this attempt failed W arden 
tried to impose a settlement by force. He invaded Basutoland 
only to be crushingly defeated at Viervoet.

In 1852 Governor Cathcart of the Cape made another 
unsuccessful show of force against the Basuto. Rather than 
prolong an unnecessary conflict Moshweshwe made peace 
with Cathcart. The following year Britain withdrew from 
Transorangia, and Moshweshwe was left to deal as best he 
could with the Boers and their allies. In 1858 an indecisive war 
was fought. Years of raiding and petty conflict followed until 
1866 when the Boers tried to starve Moshweshwe into 
submission by surrounding his stronghold. The eighty-year-



old King made another desperate appeal to the British and 
this time they came to his aid. In 1868 a British protectorate 
was declared over Basutoland. Now the task of fixing the 
border was once more in British hands. Agreement was 
reached in 1870, shortly after Moshweshwe’s death. The great 
King had founded a nation and preserved it intact despite 
great difficulties for nearly half a century.
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Ever since the early years of European settlement in South 
Africa there had been some racial interbreeding between the 
European, Khoi and Saan peoples. The result was light­
skinned peoples who did not fit happily into either European 
or African society. Many of them stayed in the Colony and 
were eventually known as Cape Coloured people. Others left 
for the borderlands of the white colonies and settled in groups, 
united only by allegiance to their chosen leaders. They lived 
by herding, raiding and trade. Such groups were the Griqua 
and Korana, whose territories are shown on the map below.
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In the 1830s these communities found their position The Griqua and Korana 
challenged by the trek Boers, who tried to oust them from 
their grazing land and water holes. The typical border situa­
tion of raids and counter raids developed. Soon Griqua 
leaders and missionaries were appealing to Cape Town for 
protection. Treaties of recognition (but not protection) were 
signed between the British and Waterboer, leader of the West 
Griqua (1834), and between the British and Adam Kok III, 
leader of the East Griqua (1843). But conflict between the 
Griqua and the Boers continued. The East Griqua were 
within the boundaries of the Orange River Sovereignty when 
it was annexed by Britain (1848-54) and enjoyed a few years 
of protection and peace.

After 1854 the Boers overran most of the smaller Griqua 
and Korana states. In 1861 Adam Kok led his people across the 
Drakensbergs and established a new homeland (still called

Orange
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Griqualand East). Waterboer’s people enjoyed relative peace 
and freedom from attack until the late 1860s, when the diamond 
rush began. Griqualand West contained some of the diamond­
bearing rock and it also lay across the main route from Cape 
Colony to Central Africa. Thus it had economic and political 
importance for both the British and the Boers. As we have 
already seen (page 149) the Free State leaders tried by negotia­
tion and force to gain part of Waterboer’s territory. The 
Griqua Chief responded by calling for British protection and 
Griqualand West was annexed to the Cape in 1871.

The European conquest of southern Africa was a slow and 
piecemeal affair but it was largely complete by 1880. The 
African states that had existed in 1800 had either been con­
quered or were only able to preserve a shaky independence 
based on British protection.

British annexations in South-East Africa
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East Africa is an extremely varied part of the continent. From 
area to area there are considerable differences of soil, climate, 
altitude and vegetation. The ways people live are equally 
varied—settled agriculture among the Baganda and Basoga of 
southern Uganda, settled agriculture of a different kind among 
the Kikuyu and Kamba of the Kenya Highlands, pastoralism 
among the Acholi, Samburu and Maasai, shifting agriculture 
mixed with herding among the Nyamwezi and Gogo of central 
Tanzania, etc. We cannot here describe the history of all these 
peoples. What we shall describe are the most important events 
that occurred in the nineteenth century—and by ‘important 
events’ we mean those that significantly affected the develop­
ment of East Africa as a whole.

The politics of the area north of Lake Victoria were dominated 
by two powerful states, Buganda and Bunyoro. For centuries 
the pastoral Banyoro and the agricultural Baganda had com­
peted for control of this region. Most of the neighbouring 
chieftaincies were tributary to one or other of the great rivals. 
Throughout most of the nineteenth century Buganda had the 
upper hand. Its soil was highly fertile. Work on the land could 
be left to the women so that the menfolk were free for military 
service. Banyoro men on the other hand could only be spared 
at certain seasons from tending the cattle. As they lost more 
and more valuable pastures to the enemy, economic conditions 
deteriorated. The Baganda also benefited from foreign trade. 
Towards the end of the eighteenth century cowries, porcelain 
and cloth began to reach Buganda along the caravan routes 
that extended to the coast around the southern end of Lake 
Victoria. The King (Kabaka) sent out hunters and traders to 
bring back the ivory, copper and slaves that the distant coast 
merchants wanted. In 1844 the first Swahili and Arab traders 
from the east coast reached the court of Kabaka Suna II. This 
was the beginning of a long and profitable relationship
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* When Samuel Baker reached Bunyoro in 1864 he found that the 
ruler, Mukama Kamurasi, had thousands of pounds worth of ivory 
that he had been unable to trade.

between Buganda and the Zanzibaris. The Kabaka obtained 
rare trade goods which enhanced his own prestige and with 
which he could reward faithful service. More important, he 
obtained guns which enabled him to maintain his hold on 
vassal states and maintain his country’s superiority over 
Bunyoro. Bunyoro could not benefit from this trade in the 
same way because the land to the south through which the 
caravan routes passed was controlled by Buganda.*

Though Bunyoro succeeded in obtaining some guns along 
the East African trade routes, the Mukama, the leader of the 
Banyoro, looked increasingly to the north for arms. He made 
contact with Khartoumer slave and ivory dealers who assisted 
him in his wars and provided him with guns in return for 
elephant tusks. The Khartoumers were followed by agents of 
the Khedive of Egypt, who wanted to incorporate the 
interlacustrine kingdoms (the states of the Lake area) into 
Egypt’s Equatoria Province. When Kamurasi died in 1869 
there was a dispute between two rivals for the throne. 
Kabarega and Kabagumire. Kabarega obtained the support of 
Sudanese soldiers from the Equatoria garrisons. Traditional 
opposition to Bunyoro and fear of growing Egyptian power 
prompted Kabaka Mutesa of Buganda to support Kaba­
gumire. But the Baganda warriors were no match for well- 
armed European-trained soldiers.

Buganda’s defeat was followed by a period when it seemed 
that the Khedive must succeed in his aim of conquering Africa 
as far south as the Great Lakes. Khartoumers overran Lango- 
land and Acholiland. In 1872 Kamurasi fell out with his 
Sudanese allies, who then destroyed his capital and killed 
many of his people. The Khedive sent a new Governor of 
Equatoria to set up his headquarters at Gondokoro and 
establish strong administration. It was the Englishman, 
Charles Gordon.

Faced with this threat Mutesa acted with wisdom and 
caution. He had already had experience of English travellers. 
In 1862 John Speke and James Grant had arrived in Buganda 
looking for the source of the White Nile. Though they were 
weary, ill and totally dependent on Mutesa’s hospitality and 
assistance, they had impressed the Kabaka with their weapons,
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their medicines, their skills and their stories of a distant queen 
who ruled a vast empire. Mutesa wanted powerful allies and 
he urged Speke to send more of his countrymen, including 
missionaries, to Buganda. But the white men went away and 
Mutesa forged strong links with other powerful strangers, the 
Zanzibaris. He made a treaty with the Sultan of Zanzibar and 
in 1865 he became a Muslim. In 1874 Mutesa exchanged 
messages with Gordon and, the following year, he received a 
visit from another explorer seeking the Nile source. This was 
Henry Stanley, who arrived at the head of a larger and more 
impressive expedition. From what he saw and heard Mutesa 
decided that the British would make more useful friends than 
the Arabs. He renounced Islam, implored Stanley to send 
missionaries to his land and offered friendship to General 
Gordon. He would like to have remained on good terms with 
both the British and the Arabs but this was impossible because 
most Englishmen in Africa at this time were obsessed with 
one ambition—to stamp out the slave trade.
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The highlands and plains 
of Kenya

From a glance at the map it might appear strange that the 
caravan routes to Uganda from the east coast should pass 
round the southern end of Lake Victoria; the direct route 
across what is now southern Kenya is much shorter (and is the 
route now followed by the railway). But in the nineteenth 
century, few coast dwellers dared to venture across the territory 
of the Kamba, Kikuyu and Maasai.

The Maasai, a Nilotic pastoral people, roamed with their 
cattle over the plains of Kenya and northern Tanzania. Their 
fierce and highly-trained warriors (mor an) were greatly feared

But Gordon was still under orders from the Khedive. In 
1875 he sent an expedition to build forts on the Buganda 
border and to obtain Mutesa’s submission to Egypt. But the 
Kabaka cleverly tricked the expedition’s leaders into coming 
to his court. There he held them as virtual prisoners until 
Gordon agreed to withdraw his garrisons from Buganda’s 
border. Shortly afterwards Egypt was forced to withdraw 
from the southern Sudan and, for the time being, the inter- 
lacustrine kingdoms were safe from foreign interference.

But Arabs and Europeans now knew much more about the 
region and their interest was aroused by it. Buganda’s hold 
over the area to the west of the Lake had weakened and from 
1877 onwards Zanzibaris were able to reach Bunyoro. When 
news reached the coast of the cheap ivory to be obtained in 
Kabarega’s kingdom merchants flocked there, taking guns 
and cloth to exchange for the precious ‘white gold’. This led 
to a revival of Bunyoro’s military fortunes. The Europeans 
had been impressed with Mutesa’s power and the stability of 
his kingdom. Some of them thought Buganda would make a 
good base for beginning missionary work in the interior. In 
1877 the first Christian missionaries arrived. From the 
beginning they made a great impression on Mutesa and his 
people. But they created problems. There was hatred and 
rivalry between them and the Arabs. There was even rivalry 
between different groups of Christians, for Protestant and 
Roman Catholic missions both began work in Buganda. 
Inevitably, as more and more Baganda were converted to the 
new faith their devotion to many traditional beliefs and 
customs waned. All these things created problems for the 
Kabaka and his council (the Lukiiko). But Mutesa was clever 
enough and firm enough to be able to handle the situation.
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by their neighbours. At the coast the reputation of the Maasai 
was exaggerated and very few Zanzibaris dared to venture into 
their territory. All Maasai raiding was carried out with one 
aim—the acquisition of cattle. There were very few com­
munities that had not been raided and the farming peoples of 
the region lived as far as possible outside the range of the tall 
herdsmen. They preferred the hills and forests of areas like 
the Kilimanjaro and Mount Kenya foothills.

But the Maasai were not one united tribe; they were not even 
all pastoralists. They moved about in small groups under the
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leadership of elders. Though they had no chief they did 
acknowledge great ritual experts called laiboni (singular 
laibon). Before the beginning of the nineteenth century some 
Maasai had given up the pastoral life and taken to farming. 
They were despised by the herdsmen, who called them 
kwavi or ilogolala (‘people with hard teeth’). The two groups 
frequently raided each other for cattle but during the 
nineteenth century raiding turned to warfare. There were 
three main conflicts: 1815, 1840-5, 1870-5. At the end of the 
wars the Maasai and the Kwavi were much depleted in 
numbers and military might. The balance of power in the 
region changed. New forces, such as the Nandi, emerged. The 
highland peoples were able to move more freely. Traders 
began to use the short route to Uganda.
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Central and Southern
Tanzania

Inland Tanzania also experienced a long period of disruption 
due mainly to outside pressures. These pressures came from 
two directions. There were the Nguni, who arrived about 
1840, and the Zanzibaris who, about the same time, began to 
penetrate deep into the interior in search of ivory and slaves. 
Many small communities suffered badly as a result of these 
invaders but the eventual result was that many of Tanzania’s 
people reorganized themselves into more powerful groups 
able to resist attack.

Long-distance trade grew in importance during the century. 
The peoples most involved in this were the Nyamwezi and the

The most active and far-ranging traders were the Kamba. It 
was trade that had formed the Kamba people out of groups 
of hunters living in the Kenya Highlands. They began to 
trade ivory for cattle with the coastal Swahili and Nyika. 
When they discovered how highly ivory was prized at the coast 
they organized large hunting and trading caravans to the 
interior. They carried iron weapons and tools, arrow poison, 
meat and grain to other dwellers in the highlands and plains. 
Because of the valuable service they performed the Kamba 
were allowed to cross territory forbidden to other strangers. 
By 1850 Kamba caravans were making regular journeys to 
the Samburu of northern Kenya and they travelled as far 
south as Uzaramo in eastern Tanzania. By this time also the 
Kamba had become involved in the slave trade. They raided 
the Kikuyu and even, sometimes, the Maasai, to obtain slaves 
either to till their fields or to be sold at the coast. This led to 
occasional conflict as in 1851 when Kivoi, the wealthiest of all 
the Kamba merchants, was murdered while leading a caravan 
through the Mount Kenya forest.

The most numerous people of the Kenya Highlands were 
the Kikuyu. These Bantu farmers had for many generations 
been moving into the area from the north-east. From the 
vicinity of Mount Kenya they spread out through the forest, 
clearing places for shifting cultivation and pushing further 
and further southwards. They grew steadily in numbers and 
were able to overthrow all who opposed them. By the 1870s 
they were strong enough to take land from the Maasai in the 
area round modern Nairobi. By 1880 the Kikuyu were a power 
to be reckoned with. They were trading directly with the 
coast and cutting out some of the Kamba middlemen.
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Yao. The word ‘Nyamwezi’ means ‘people of the moon’ and 
was applied to the African traders from the far interior who 
began to arrive at the coast around 1800. Before that time the 
Nyamwezi lived in small scattered communities under the 
leadership of ntemi chiefs, whose power was often more 
ritualistic than political, and who were assisted by lesser 
chiefs. However, as some of the chiefs and caravan leaders 
began to prosper by carrying ivory, copper (from Katanga), 
beeswax, iron hoes, salt, skins and slaves to the coast so they 
built up larger followings. Large chieftaincies such as that of 
Unyanyembe appeared. By 1830 the main trade routes, 
particularly the Ujiji-Unyanyembe-Bagamoyo route, were 
well established and Nyamwezi caravans, sometimes com­
prising more than a thousand men, made frequent journeys to 
the coast. In 1839 the ruler of Zanzibar, Sultan Said, had to
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Nyamwezi porters

make a treaty with Chief Fundikira of Unyanyembe so that 
his Arab and Swahili subjects might be allowed to travel 
through the Chiefs territory.

The Yao had been long-distance traders for generations. 
They occupied much of the area between Lake Nyasa and the 
east coast. From an early date they had been involved in the 
mercantile life of the Zambezi valley and the coast. Within 
their area the Yao dominated trade. Though they were 
friendly with their Zanzibari colleagues, obtained guns and 
trade goods from them, copied their styles of dress and 
building, even adopted their religion, they allowed no Arab or 
Swahili caravans to cross their territory. Through trading and 
raiding, some chiefs grew very powerful and rich. Mataka I, 
who lived until about 1878, lived in great style, ruled over 
thousands of square kilometres, built a large, walled capital 
having Arab-type mosques and houses, and had six hundred 
wives. Much of the merchant princes’ power and wealth came 
from the slave trade. By the time Dr Livingstone crossed 
Yaoland in the 1860s large tracts of country had been 
depopulated, hundreds of villages destroyed, and farmland
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The Nguni invasions

laid waste. Many people voluntarily placed themselves undei 
the protection of great Yao chiefs as this was the only means o 
obtaining security in troubled times.

The main cause of trouble was the Nguni. Two of these 
groups from South Africa arrived in the 1840s. The Maseko 
Nguni settled around Songea, and Zwangendaba s peop e 
occupied Ufipa. As we have seen, Zwangendaba died about 
1848 and his followers split into five groups. Three oft• ese 
groups turned back into Central Africa and have already been 
dealt with (see page 158). The other two sections were the 
Gwangwara and the Tuta. The Gwangwara moved eastwards 
under the leadership of Zulu-Gama and caused havoc among 
the small communities of southern Tanzania. About 18 
they reached Songea and decided to settle there. To do so t ej 
had to drive out the Maseko Nguni. After severe clashes be­
tween the two groups the Gwangwara triumphed an t e
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Maseko split up, Maputo leading the bulk of his people 
southwards to the Shire Highlands. The Gwangwara were 
not for long able to terrorize their neighbours. After a few 
years the Sangu, Bena and Hehe had developed Nguni-type 
battle tactics and regrouped into larger, more powerful units.

Meanwhile the Tuta headed northwards. In battles with 
groups of Holoholo, Kimbu and Nyamwezi they w'ere by no 
means always successful. Not until they reached the south­
west corner of Lake Victoria were they able to settle in reason­
able peace. Even then they could not refrain from attacks on 
Buganda-bound caravans and Nyamwezi settlements.

By this time Zanzibari activity in the interior had grown 
considerably. An entire Arab township had grown up along­
side Fundikira’s capital, Unyanyembe. It was called Tabora. 
Ujiji and Karonga were other places that attracted colonies of 
Zanzibaris. At first the coast men got on wrell with their hosts 
but as their numbers grew the hosts’ attitude changed. They 
tried to monopolize trade. They raided indiscriminately. They 
treated African chiefs with contempt. In Unyamwezi war 
broke out w'hen Mnwa Sele, Fundikira’s successor, tried to 
impose taxes on passing caravans. The Tabora Arabs drove 
the Chief from his capital and placed a puppet ruler, Mkasiw'a, 
on the throne. Mnwa Sele fought on until he was captured 
and murdered by the Zanzibaris in 1865.

Other Nyamwezi chiefs followed his lead in resisting the 
foreigners. The most famous w'ere Mirambo and Nyungu-ya- 
Maw'e. Mirambo inherited the small chieftaincy of Uyowa, 
north-west of Unyanyembe, and established his capital, 
Urambo, about 1860. He immediately set about extending his 
dominion. As a young warrior he had spent some time as a 
captive of the Tuta and learned the secrets of Nguni success in 
warfare. Using Nguni methods he built up an empire which 
covered much of north-western Tanzania. By 1870 Mirambo 
was in a position to control the caravan routes w'est ofTabora. 
When the Arabs refused to pay trade tolls Mirambo did not 
hesitate to close the routes. This led to an indecisive five- 
year conflict during w hich Zanzibari trade came almost to a 
standstill. In the end the coast men had to meet Mirambo’s 
demands.

The Arabs were forced to respect Mirambo, and his fame 
extended to the coast and beyond. Early European travellers 
met him and w'ere impressed by his power. Like his contem­
porary Mutesa, Mirambo encouraged Europeans to come to
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his territory and persuaded the London Missionary Society to 
open a station in his capital because he valued their skills, 
wanted more guns and enjoyed the prestige their presence 
gave him. Through trade and through his foreign contacts 
Mirambo amassed over 20,000 guns. Armed with these 
weapons his mercenaries, the dreaded ruga-ruga, became 
even more terrible. It was only Mirambo’s personality and his 
army that held the empire together but while it lasted 
Mirambo’s kingdom brought unity and security to a large part 
of East Africa.

Nyungu-ya-Mawe’s kingdom was more firmly based. 
Nyungu-ya-Mawe (a praise name meaning ‘pot of stone’) 
was a prince of the ruling house of Unyanyembe. He was 
driven out of the capital by the victorious Arabs when they 
overthrew Mnwa Sele. Nyungu, like Mirambo, was a fearless 
warrior and it did not take him many years to build up a large 
band of devoted followers. His bands of ruga-ruga roamed the 
area south of Tabora conquering the small ntemi chieftaincies 
and dominating the commercial life of a large area. By 1880 
Nyungu’s personal empire extended as far as Lake Rukwa 
and he ruled it firmly through a number of local governors 
who enforced his will and collected regular tribute in ivory 
from local rulers.

Trade played an important part in the formation and pre­
servation of all the inland states of East Africa but the most 
important people involved in commerce were the Zanzibaris. 
They operated from bases in the towns and islands of the 
east coast, where, for many centuries, a distinct Afro-Arab 
culture had flourished. Ever since the end of the seventeenth 
century when their navy had helped to drive the Portuguese 
out of the coast north of Cape Delgado the rulers of Oman 
in south-east Arabia had claimed control of the trading centres 
of the East African coast. However, effective rule depended 
on the loyalty of the sultans’ local representatives. Since 
Muscat (the capital of Oman) was over 3,500 kilometres away 
across the Indian Ocean the local governors were virtually 
free from control. Some took advantage of the situation to 
renounce Omani overlordship. Chief among these were the 
Mazrui governors of Mombasa. By 1807 they had extended 
their personal rule over all the settlements from Pangani to 
Malindi, including the important islands of Pemba and Pate.
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The new ruler of Oman, Sultan Sayid Said, was determined 
to win back control of his East African dominions. He succeed­
ed but only after thirty years of intermittent warfare. Early in 
his career Said realized the commercial importance of East 
Africa. He encouraged trading ventures the interior. He 
established a slave market at Zanziba.. He transformed 
Pemba Island into an agricultural settlement by ordering the 
plantation owners to grow cloves. He made treaties with some 
of the world’s leading commercial nations and brought 
merchant ships from Germany, Britain, France and the 
United States of America to Zanzibar harbour. In 1840 Said 
moved his capital from Muscat to Zanzibar, where he spent 
the remaining sixteen years of his life. Those years saw an 
enormous growth of prosperity. In 1859 Zanzibar’s exports 
(not including slaves, for which no accurate figures are avail­
able) were worth over £310,000. Pemba had become the 
world’s leading supplier of cloves, and ships from all over 
the world called regularly at Zanzibar to take on cargoes of 
ivory and cloves. Zanzibar had also become one of the main 
suppliers of slaves to the Muslim world. Coastal traders under
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the Sultan’s protection had travelled to many parts of eastern 
and central Africa and established a complex commercial 
network. In some areas men like Tippu Tip had established 
themselves as ‘kings’, claiming to rule in the name of the 
Sultan of Zanzibar. Sayid Said was, therefore, overlord of a 
large, though undefined, area of inland Africa as well as his 
coastal possessions.

Sayid Said derived enormous prestige as well as commercial 
advantages from the presence of European consuls and traders 
in his territory but like other African rulers he found the 
presence of Europeans, especially the British, to be a mixed 
blessing. His contact with the British went back to the begin­
ning of his reign. About that time the British established 
naval supremacy in the Indian Ocean, and Said had found them 
to be useful allies in his fight against Arab and Indian pirates 
and also in his struggle with the Mazrui rebels. (At one time 
the Mazrui leaders had actually tricked a British captain into 
establishing a ‘protectorate’ over Mombasa. They promised to 
allow Britain to use the port as an anti-slave trade base. All 
they really wanted was British support against Oman and after 
eighteen months—1824-6—the ‘Mombasa Protectorate’ was 
abandoned.) Said owed his successful reconquest of the East 
African coast to Britain and he continued to rely on his ally's 
navy for help in maintaining control of the coastal settlements.

In British eyes influence in foreign ports carried with it an 
obligation to ‘civilize’. This meant spreading Christianity and 
European culture and abolishing the slave trade. In order to 
keep on good terms with his allies, the Sultan of Zanzibar 
assisted European missionaries (the first to arrive was Johann 
Krapf, who began work at Rabai in 1844), traders and 
explorers. An increasing number of adventurous white men 
penetrated the ‘Dark Continent’ along the east coast trade 
routes between 1850 and 1880. During those years Living­
stone, Burton, Speke, Grant and Stanley solved for the out­
side world the problem of the source of the Nile and accurately 
mapped the African lakes system for the first time. These 
travellers reported their experiences in books, newspaper 
articles and speeches. The more the Western world heard 
about the African interior the more appalled it became about 
the slave trade, the ‘heathenism’ and the ‘backwardness’ of 
these regions. Pressure was placed on missionary societies to 
send teachers and preachers into Africa. Pressure was placed 
on politicians to use their influence with African rulers.
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British attack on a slaving dhow

Sayid Said was frequently asked by British representatives 
to put a stop to the slave trade. This placed him in a difficult 
position: he did not wish to upset his allies yet he knew that 
any decisive move against the slave trade would anger many 
of his subjects, who profited greatly from it, and would prob­
ably drive them to revolt. Said handled the situation with 
political skill. He made promises and half promises and he 
signed treaties which were largely ineffective. By the time of 
his death the slave trade had, in theory, been confined to the 
Sultan’s East African dominions and the British navy was 
empowered to patrol coastal waters and search dhows sus­
pected of carrying slaves to other lands. But the volume of the 
slave trade continued to increase; the slave markets of 
Zanzibar and other towns were busier than ever (much of the 
increased demand is explained by the development of the 
Pemba and Zanzibar clove industry); most slaving dhows 
successfully evaded the British blockade.

. . -”T_'
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Failure only increased the determination of British inter­
ventionists to stamp out the traffic in human bodies. Events 
in Zanzibar helped them to achieve their aim. After the death 
of Sultan Said a succession dispute broke out and it was only 
with the support of the British Consul, Colonel Atkins 
Hamerton, that the rightful heir, Majid, was able to take the 
throne. Even then he had to deal with revolutions and 
attempted revolutions for another five years. In 1870 Sultan 
Barghash ascended the throne. He had spent several years as 
an exile in Bombay, where he had seen for himself the colonial 
might of the British. From the beginning of his reign he found 
himself under pressure from the British Consul, Dr John Kirk, 
to act decisively against the slave trade. In 1872 Zanzibar was 
hit by a terrible hurricane. Faced with the enormous task of 
reconstruction, Barghash found himself more reliant than 
ever on his allies. The following year he reluctantly signed a 
treaty closing all slave markets and abolishing slave trading 
throughout his dominions. From this point onwards the ruler 
of Zanzibar was little more than a client ruler of an unofficial 
British protectorate. His allies encouraged him to make a 
reality of his rule in the interior, but only so that the provisions 
of the anti-slave trade treaty could be enforced there. More 
and more Europeans travelled inland as explorers, mission­
aries, technicians, traders and hunters. Increasingly they 
came into conflict with the Sultan’s subjects who, since their 
coastal outlets were closed to them, became more active as 
slave and ivory traders in the interior. By 1880 the activities 
of Egyptian, Sudanese, Khartoumer and Zanzibari agents 
had established large areas of Islamic control between 
Khartoum and the Zambezi. It seemed quite possible that this 
whole, vast area might be brought into the Muslim world and 
that a series of empires based on slavery might be established 
there.
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For about seventy years most of Africa was under European 
rule. In this section we shall consider how and why this con­
quest was achieved. As we have seen, the Portuguese, Dutch, 
French and British had gained control of some areas but by 
1880 only a small part of the continent was in the hands of 
Europeans. It was not at all clear that the foreigners would 
maintain control in all areas, let alone extend their authority.
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Africans were resisting European control in most places and 
most of the white colonies received little support from their 
governments in Europe. After 1880 this situation changed. 
European powers took part in a ‘scramble’ for African 
territory and within a few years there were few parts of the 
continent that were not ruled from London, Brussels, Lisbon, 
Berlin, Paris, Madrid or Rome.

This enormous change was partly the result of events in 
Africa and partly the result of events in Europe. First, we will 
consider the events in Africa which led up to the ‘scramble’. 
At this time many European people were developing a new 
interest in Africa. Africa had always been an almost unknown 
continent to the rest of the world. Desert, jungle, arid bush­
land, disease-bearing insects, wild animals, inhospitable 
peoples and other real and imaginary difficulties discouraged 
foreigners from travelling into the interior. But in the nine­
teenth century a few brave men—missionaries, explorers and 
adventurers—did travel far from European settlements deep 
into the heart of Africa. Many of them wrote books and news­
paper articles describing their experiences. For the first time 
people in Europe could read about the rivers, mountains, 
animals and peoples of what had always been thought of as 
the ‘Dark Continent’. Some Europeans became interested in 
and concerned for Africans. Others thought Africa would be 
a good place to make money.

The most active and adventurous newcomers were Christian 
missionaries. In Britain and Germany in the late eighteenth 
century there had been great religious revivals and one result 
had been a rapid growth of missionary activity. The movement 
spread to the rest of Europe and to the United States of 
America so that by the mid-nineteenth century there were many 
missionary societies working in parts of the world and obeying 
Christ’s command, ‘Go into all the world and preach the 
gospel.’ As you can see from the map on page 180, many 
mission stations had been set up by the end of the century. 
Because they went far beyond existing white settlement areas 
to reach the ‘heathen’ the missionaries also became explorers, 
discovering and mapping rivers, lakes and mountains pre­
viously unknown to the outside world. Some explorers were 
not inspired by religious zeal. They came to Africa simply to 
find out about it, driven by a curiosity that their African hosts
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frequently found difficult to understand. We have not the 
space to describe the travels of all these pioneer travellers so 
we will consider just two—one missionary and one explorer.
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Lake Nganu is discovered by Oswell, Murray and Livingstone

*The Boers refused to allow the LMS to introduce African 
mission assistants in the areas they controlled. They reacted to 
Livingstone’s rapid penetration with alarm and hostility and in 
1852 attacked and burned down his post at Kolobeng.

The most famous of all the missionaries was Dr David David Livingstone 
Livingstone. He was a great missionary traveller whose 
main concern was to reach new areas and people with the 
Christian gospel. Livingstone was an eager young man of 
twenty-eight intent on extending missionary boundaries when 
he arrived in South Africa in 1841. He devoted the remaining 
thirty-two years of his life to Africa. Livingstone went straight 
to Kuruman, the most northerly of all the existing London 
Missionary Society (LMS) posts. From there he went on into 
the unknown interior. For the next few years he worked 
mainly among the Tswana and founded mission stations. In 
1847 he established a post at Kolobeng, nearly five hundred 
kilometres north of Kuruman. From Kolobeng he made 
expeditions still further afield. He had to head north to avoid 
the Kalahari desert to the west and hostile Boers to the east.* 
He also had a strong desire to meet Sebitwane, the Kololo 
chief. This he achieved in 1851 a few days before Sebitwane’s 
death. On this journey he also reached the Zambezi at 
Sesheke.
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Livingstone’s ideas were becoming more and more unortho­
dox. He did not believe that the missionary’s only task was to 
make converts. He loved all the peoples he met and therefore 
wanted the gospel to be spread rapidly among them.

Livingstone was excited when he realized that the Zambezi 
was a large river which flowed more than half way across 
Africa. He believed the river might prove to be a useful high­
way along which Europeans could travel, bringing Christianity 
and ‘civilization’ right to the heart of the continent. In 1853 
Livingstone set off up river from Sesheke with canoes and men 
provided by Sekeletu, the new Kololo chief. The party 
reached the headwaters of the great Zambezi and crossed part 
of the Congo watershed to reach the coast. This meant crossing 
the area of great commercial activity between the Kasai and 
the Atlantic. Here Livingstone was angered by the slave trade.

At Luanda he refused to return to his family in Britain. 
Instead he went back into the interior to take his Kololo 
porters home. He reached Linyanti, the Kololo capital, in 
September 1855, almost two years after his departure.

Livingstone now decided to journey down the Zambezi to 
explore the country to the east. Several Kololo volunteered 
to accompany the white man and Sekeletu himself even 
travelled with Livingstone as far as the great falls of Mosi-o- 
tunya, which the missionary called Victoria Falls. In May 
1856 Livingstone reached Quelimane and from there made 
his way to Britain.

In his own country' he was recognized as one of the great 
explorers of the age and given a warm welcome. He wrote an 
account of his experiences called Missionary Travels and 
Researches in South Africa, which was very soon sold out. His 
popularity enabled him to travel all over Britain lecturing and 
preaching. He asked for more missionaries to ‘open up’ Africa 
to the civilizing influences of Europe, and many volunteers 
came forward for mission work and exploration. Businessmen 
offered to help set up mission stations and keep them supplied 
with necessary goods. More hunters and adventurers were 
attracted to Africa by the possibility of obtaining valuable 
ivory, skins and hunting trophies. The 1850s and 1860s saw 
many more Europeans travelling into the African interior for 
a variety of motives, several of them using the ‘corridor’ be­
tween Boer territory and the Kalahari which Livingstone had 
done much to ‘open up’.
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In 1858 Livingstone was appointed British Consul at 
Quelimane and also given the leadership of an official expedi­
tion to explore East-Central Africa. He still considered himself 
a missionary but left the LMS in order to put into practice 
his own missionary ideas.

The expedition of 1858-64 met with a series of disasters. 
The lower Zambezi and Shire region which the explorers 
wished to examine was a disturbed area of commercial and 
political rivalry; it was also an area where slave traders were 
very active. Fierce rapids made long stretches of the Zambezi 
and the Shire unnavigable. The steamboat that the expedi­
tion carried in sections gave a great deal of trouble and even­
tually sank in the Zambezi. The hostility of the Yao proved 
dangerous, and the Europeans were depressed by the signs 
of the slave trade. Livingstone argued with other members of 
the expedition, some of whom refused to continue with him. 
The Universities Mission to Central Africa which Livingstone 
helped to establish on Lake Nyasa proved a failure. Many of 
his companions caught tropical diseases and some died. The 
greatest tragedy for Livingstone came in April 1862 when his 
wife died of fever. In the following year the expedition was 
recalled.

But there were some achievements also. Livingstone 
returned home the Kololo who had accompanied him on his 
previous expedition and made fresh contact with Sekeletu. 
A small Kololo community was established in the Shire valley 
where it became an important political factor. Livingstone 
and his companions became the first Europeans to see Lake 
Nyasa and they were able to add a new region to European 
maps of Africa. Although the first UMCA venture was a 
failure, missionary contact was made with the peoples of the 
Lake Nyasa shore and in the 1870s Christian teachers returned 
to the lake.

When Livingstone returned to Britain in 1864 he was able 
to provide his countrymen with yet more information about 
the ‘Dark Continent’. In lectures and in his new book 
Narrative of an Expedition to the Zambezi and its Tributaries 
he described the geography of the newly explored area, but 
more than that he described the activities of African, Arab and 
Portuguese slave traders. Livingstone thought Yao slavers and 
the Arab and Swahili coastal merchants with whom they 
worked closely were the most savage and evil men he had met.
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Two of the women had been shot the day before for 
attempting to untie the thongs. This, the rest were told, 
was to prevent them from attempting to escape. One woman 
had her infant’s brains knocked out, because she could not 
carry her load and it; and a man was despatched with an 
axe because he had broken down with fatigue. Self-interest 
would have set a watch over the whole rather than commit 
murder; but in this traffic we increasingly find self-interest 
overcome by contempt of human life and bloodthirstiness. 
The Yao caravan leaders responsible for these outrages were: 
. . . armed with muskets and bedecked with various articles 

of finery [and] marched jauntily in the front, middle 
and rear of the line, some of them blowing exultant
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an Expedition to the Zambezi and its Tributaries,

notes on long tin horns. They seemed to feel that they 
were doing a very noble thing.*

Yet what appalled the missionary even more was to find 
Portuguese officials, the only representatives in the area of 
so-called European civilization, actively engaged in the evil 
traffic themselves. His reports angrily attacked Portuguese 
policy in eastern Africa. Since the problem was so great and 
the Portuguese obviously unable to tackle it, Livingstone 
believed that the only way to restore peace and prosperity 
to this part of Africa was English colonization:

English races cannot compete in manual labour of any kind 
with the natives, but they can take a leading part in managing 
the land, improving the quality, creating the quantity, and 
extending the varieties of the production of the soil; and by 
taking a lead too in trade and in all public matters the 
Englishman would be an unmixed advantage to everyone 
below and around him; for he would fill a place now practi­
cally vacant.!
But the British government was not interested in spending 

taxpayers’ money on new colonies that would be expensive to 
establish and maintain, that would involve clashes with 
African peoples and, probably, lead to arguments with other 
European nations. But the ideas of pushing out the Portuguese 
and of colonizing East-Central Africa had been spread. Not 
many years later other men, including politicians, took up 
those ideas.

Dr Livingstone’s last African journey began in 1866 when 
he left the east coast, travelling up the river Rovuma towards 
Lake Nyasa, in order to explore Lake Tanganyika and beyond, 
in the hope of discovering the source of the White Nile. 
He took no white companions and his expedition was a small 
one. Again he met difficulties as he crossed the troubled lands 
of the Yao, Cewa, Bemba and Tabwa. Some of his porters 
deserted; his supplies and medicines were lost or stolen; 
the battle-scorched earth could not provide his expedition 
with food; some peoples, whose only experience of non­
Africans had been of ivory and slave traders, regarded

*Narrative of
pp. 356-7.

t Letter of Livingstone quoted in R. Coupland, Kirk on the Zambezi, 
p. 271.
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Livingstone with suspicion or hostility. The explorer wai 
frequently ill and always saddened by further evidence of th 
slave trade. What made matters worse was that he sometime! 
had to rely on the slavers for supplies, hospitality and protec­
tion. For instance, in 1867, Tippu Tip came to Livingstone'' 
assistance when the latter was weak with hunger and disease

Livingstone visited the Kingdom of Kazembe, which ht 
found in a sad state of decline. He moved northwards through 
the lands of the Rua and Manyema, where the Zanzibar 
slayers were now well established. In 1871 he was meta 
Ujiji by H. M. Stanley, a journalist who had been sent to fine 
him. Stanley brought valuable supplies and medicines bu 
failed to persuade Livingstone to leave Central Africa. Aftc 
sailing round Lake Tanganyika with Stanley and saying good 
bye to the journalist at Tabora, Livingstone turned westward 
once more. He explored the Lualaba, which he believed to b 
part of the Nile system. At Chitambo’s village near Lab 
Bangweulu David Livingstone, weakened by illness, fatigU' 
and lack of food, died on 30 April 1873.

When news of Li vingstone’s death reached England million 
of people were stirred by the great missionary’s sacrifice 
They felt that this sacrifice must not be in vain. As ore 
newspaper put it, ‘The work of England for Africa mus 
henceforth begin in earnest where Livingstone left it off.

Henry Morton Stanley H. M. Stanley was, as we have seen, a pjjs backer,

the pay of British and American ne"^ ffo£nd Livingstone 
were wealthy men and when Stanley s^"ut*°d well-equippec 
in 1871 he travelled at the head of a larg mined anc 
expedition. Stanley was strong, tou ’ e t0 stand in his
ruthless. He seldom allowed anything ‘ <the smashei 
way. In the Congo he earned himse t e meeting wi^1 
of rocks’. Stanley was very ™ved by missionary’s death 
Livingstone and when he hear • ■ „stone had left un- 
he decided to complete the task . possible
completed—the exploration of the Lualaba and P 
connection with the Nile system. in November

He set out from Bagamoyo on the east coa
1874 with a large expedition.and-ached^Lak 
record time. A theory put forwa J nnrce of the White 
0. H. Speke) had claimed this lake as the s
Nile. Stanley travelled right round the lake by boat P



187

’.J

Mutesa receives Stanley

that it had only one outlet, the White Nile. As we have seen 
$tanley v*sited Kabaka Mutesa ofBuganda. He 

r n 1<’mc a message challenging the missionary societies to 
espon to Mutesa’s request for Christian teachers.

eturning to the old caravan route south of Lake Victoria, 
an ey saw for himself the activities of the slavers. He met 

Mirambo, Rumaliza (the Arab slave chief of Ujiji) and Tippu 
>P- e travelled round Lake Tanganyika and proved that it 

a no connection with the Nile. He then made for the 
ualaba. By questioning Tippu Tip and other Arabs at 
'yangwe, Stanley learned that the river entered the ‘endless’ 

orest to the north and then turned westwards. He now had to 
ecide whether to follow the river right through the unhealthy 

forest for thousands of kilometres or return to England the way 
he had come. Stanley knew his expedition could not make the 
westward journey without Arab aid, so he asked Tippu Tip 
to help him. 1 ippu Tip agreed to accompany Stanley part of
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As well as missionaries and explorers there was an increasing 
number of Europeans travelling in various parts of Africa for

the way. The journey was a terrible one. All Stanley’s European 
companions and many of his African helpers died. As well as 
smallpox and malaria, treacherous rapids and unfriendly river 
dwellers all took their toll. But Stanley completed his voyage, 
proving that the Lualaba was the main tributary of the Congo, 
and he emerged at the mouth of that river in August 1877.

Stanley was excited by the commercial possibilities of 
Central Africa. He believed the Congo would be an excellent 
highway to the distant interior from which ivory and other 
products could be brought. He wanted the British government 
to annexe the area, establish posts along the river and build 
roads to bypass unnavigable stretches of waterway. But the 
British government was not interested. Someone who was 
interested was King Leopold II of Belgium. He believed that 
he could make a personal fortune by exploiting the resources 
of the Congo basin. He set up the International Congo 
Association, the declared intention of which was to explore 
the region and bring to its peoples the benefits of‘civilization’. 
In fact the Association was just a way of disguising Leopold’s 
personal ambitions. Leopold employed Stanley as his agent 
and from 1879 to 1884 the explorer spent most of his time on 
the lower and middle Congo, making treaties in the name of 
the International Congo Association, establishing trading 
and administrative posts, setting up a steamer service on 
the lower river and building roads to bypass the rapids 
higher up. In effect, Henry Stanley established the Congo 
Free State.

Stanley’s last major exploit was the rescue of Emin Pasha. 
Emin was a German serving the Egyptian government as 
Governor of Equatoria Province. In 1886 the Mahdist revolt 
in the Sudan (see page 195) cut him off from Egypt. Stanley 
organized an expedition to rescue Emin and his men by way of 
the Congo. Leopold II saw the venture as a means of pushing 
the frontiers of his kingdom to the north-east and, perhaps, of 
gaining control of the Nile. Leaving some of his party at 
Yambuya, Stanley made an appalling journey through dense 
forest to Lake Albert, where he was joined by Emin. To his 
dismay he found the German unwilling to leave. Stanley had 
to force Emin to accompany him to Bagamoyo (1889).
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were past. By 
having a great 
began to be in

other reasons. There were hired agents and soldiers of the 
Egyptian government. There were traders, hunters, pros­
pectors and others who simply wanted a life of adventure far 
away from all the restrictions of European civilization. They 
travelled along the trans-Saharan routes, along the slave 
caravan trails of East and Central Africa and up from the Cape 
through what is now Botswana. We have already seen how their 
activities sometimes led directly to colonial intervention and 
this slow European penetration would probably have con­
tinued for many years if events in Europe had not sparked 
off a ‘scramble’ for colonial territory.

Throughout most of the nineteenth century Britain had 
been the most economically advanced country in Europe. She 
had pioneered the industrial revolution and transformed her­
self from an agricultural country to a manufacturing nation 
with the world’s first sprawling, grimy, industrial cities. 
She had the best and biggest merchant navy in the world. 
British ships carried raw materials from many lands to 
Britain and manufactured goods from Britain to many lands. 
The search for materials and markets had led to the building 
of the British Empire, the biggest empire the world had ever 
seen. But British governments were always reluctant to add to 
that empire. It was their experience that colonies cost a great 
deal to administer. Britain’s leaders preferred to encourage 
traders to establish their own links with other lands. The 
British navy helped to make the sea routes safe. For this, bases 
such as Cape Town and Mauritius were important. Occasion­
ally Britain sent military or naval assistance to their subjects 
who were having difficulties with the natives of a particular 
locality. Sometimes this intervention led to unofficial political 
control (as in Zanzibar), sometimes it led to conquest and 
colonization (as in Lagos). But as long as Britain led the world 
economically the British government believed that such 
involvement should be kept to a minimum.

While Britain was establishing her lead, the major European 
nations were having large political problems. Germany and 
Italy, for instance, were evolving from a number of small states 
into new nations, while France experienced between 1814 and 
1871 six major changes of government, four revolutions, and 
two invasions. But by 1871 these upheavals 
this time, too, the industrial revolution was 
effect on the continental powers. They now 
need of markets and sources of raw material. Their captains and
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Clashes in Egypt and the 
Congo By 1880 Britain and France had a number of colonies (most 

of them small) round the coasts of Africa. Portugal, of course, 
still had her possessions in Angola and Mozambique. The 
first events in the ‘scramble’ for Africa occurred when rival 
colonial ambitions clashed in Egypt and the Congo.

We have seen how the Khedive of Egypt had been deposed 
in favour of his son Tawfiq as a result of pressure from British 
and French financiers. Tawfiq was only a puppet ruler con-

merchants began to challenge the supremacy of Britain’s 
captains and merchants. Europe also had a population prob­
lem. During the second half of the century millions of men 
and women were driven by poverty or hardship to seek what 
they hoped would be a better life in another land. But the most 
powerful forces at work in Europe were nationalism and 
national rivalry. Germany and Italy, the new nations, were 
determined to prove their power and glory. France, humiliated 
by a crushing military defeat in 1870-71, was determined to 
reassert her ancient greatness. Britain was determined not to 
yield more of her commercial and maritime supremacy to 
any rival power. These conflicting nationalisms, as Europe’s 
leading statesmen knew, could lead to diplomatic clashes or 
even war. No one wanted this, least of all Europe’s leading 
political figure, Otto von Bismark, Chancellor of Germany. 
He needed peace and stability in Europe so that the new 
Germany could develop rapidly. As a part of his policy of 
keeping the peace in Europe he encouraged the nations to 
turn their ambitions towards other parts of the world, 
including Africa.

Concern and curiosity about Africa had been growing 
steadily between 1850 and 1880 but after the latter date there 
was a great increase of interest in the ‘Dark Continent’. In all 
the leading European countries there were groups of imperia­
lists urging their governments to annex parts of Africa. They 
urged all sorts of motives for colonization: the wealth to be 
gained from the exploitation of ivory, gold, diamonds, copper, 
etc; the need of Africans for Christianity; the urgency of 
rescuing Africa from the slave trade; the wonderful oppor­
tunities for industrious immigrants. But all of them had the 
same thought in the back of their minds, ‘If we don’t colonize, 
someone else will.’ Still the statesmen paid little attention to 
the imperialists.
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trolled by the Europeans, and it was not long before angry 
Egyptian nationalists rose in a revolt led by Urabi Pasha. 
France and Britain decided to crush the revolt, but at the last 
moment the French withdrew and it was a British army that 
sailed to Egypt to crush Urabi’s revolt at the battle of Tel-el- 
Kebir (1882). The British government hoped to withdraw its 
army quickly but soon discovered that the presence of British 
troops was the only means of preserving peace and Tawfiq’s 
government. The French were furious and accused Britain 
of having, in effect, colonized Egypt.

Meanwhile international rivalry was building up in the 
Congo basin. In 1882theFrenchbecamesuspiciousofLeopold 
Il’s intentions and concerned for the safety of their trading 
interests on the Gabon coast. They sent Count Savorgnan de 
Brazza to the Congo and he made a treaty with Makoko, one 
of the Batekc chiefs, which he claimed gave France possession 
of a large area to the north of the lower Congo. Now it was
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saw in all this activity 
claimed to control

er m onference 1884—5 Meanwhile the Berlin Conference had begun. Briefly it did 
two things: it cleared up existing boundary disputes and it 
established the principles upon which further European

Portugal’s turn to become alarmed. She 
a threat to her interests in Angola. She now 
the mouth of the Congo, which gave her control over the 
commercial activities of Leopold and the French. Portugal 
asked Britain to support her claim and a treaty was drawn up 
whereby Britain guaranteed Portuguese control of the Congo 
mouth. Once more the French were angrv. They asked 
Bismark to help in their struggle against Britain and Portugal.

Bismarck was delighted to see the other European nations 
squabbling among themselves, especially in distant Africa, 
in which he had not the slightest interest. But he did not want 
these squabbles to become too serious and lead to war in 
Europe. He therefore suggested a conference to meet in the 
German capital, Berlin, which would settle existing disagree­
ments and establish the principles on which any further colon­
ization of Africa would be based. Bismarck knew that it would 
be difficult for him to dominate the coming conference if he 
had no colonial interests himself and so he encouraged 
German agents to set up colonies in Africa. This led to German 
claims being made for Togoland and Cameroon in West 
Africa, for part of East Africa and for South-West Africa. 
He also manufactured an argument with Britain about 
Angra Pequena.

In 1882 a German merchant, F. Liideritz, had establisheda 
trading post at Angra Pequena on the coast of South-West 
Africa. The German government asked whether Britain, as the 
ruler ofCape Colony, would protect the members ofLiideritz s 
settlement but received no satisfactory reply. In 1883 
Liideritz acquired more land and declared a German protec­
torate over it. The following year this protectorate was ratified 
in Berlin but a startled British government learned that it 
included, not just Angra Pequena, but the whole of Namaqua- 
land and Damaraland from the Orange river to the Angolan 
border. The British feared that the Germans might make an 
alliance with the Boer states against them. They hastened to 
lay claim to Bechuanaland, thereby driving a wedge between 
German and Boer territory and keeping open the way to the 
north.
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claims to African territory were to be based. The conference 
confirmed existing colonial possessions; it rejected Portugal’s 
claim to control the Congo mouth; it established the Congo 
Free State, under the control of Leopold II, as the administer­
ing authority in the Congo basin; and it stated that a vast area 
of Central Africa was to be a free trade area, open to the 
commerce and philanthropic exercise of all nations. Many 
boundaries were left vague and the principles laid down for 
future colonization were that an area could be claimed only if 
the claiming nation effectively controlled it and only if the 
other signatories to the Berlin Act agreed. No longer could 
colonial powers, like Britain, claim vague, unofficial protec­
torates. The Berlin Act made it necessary for any power 
wanting to claim part of Africa to actually send representa­
tives there to ‘grab’ it. That is exactly what happened in the 
years after the Berlin Conference.
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The establishment of alien rule in 
North Africa

When Britain seized control at Cairo in 1882, Egypt’s rule 
of the Sudan was beginning to crumble. In 1881 Muhammad 
Ahmad, a Muslim teacher from a village near Khartoum, 
proclaimed himself the Mahdi, or saviour. He said he had come 
to deliver the Sudan from Egyptian rule and to re-establish 
pure Islam. The peoples of the northern Sudan were tired of 
Egyptian corruption, heavy taxation and the granting of 
important administrative positions to Christian Europeans. 
He quickly gained a following among the nomadic peoples of 
Kordofan, and two years later his movement had become 
strong enough to capture the provincial capital of El Obeid. 
The British rulers of Egypt had to decide whether to resist 
the Mahdi or withdraw Egyptian personnel from the Sudan. 
Egypt’s finances were still in complete disorder and the British 
government had no desire to finance the reconquest of the 
Sudan, since it still hoped to pull out of Egypt altogether. 
Withdrawal from the Sudan was therefore ordered. Garrisons 
and administrative posts were closed and many Egyptian 
staff escaped down the Nile. But at Khartoum General 
Gordon, who had been sent to organize the evacuation of the 
town, decided instead to resist the Mahdi. Khartoum fell in 
1885 and Gordon was among the dead. With the fall of 
Khartoum all of the northern Sudan was in Mahdist hands 
and the new state gradually extended its frontiers southwards. 
But the Mahdi did not live to see it; he died shortly after the 
capture of Khartoum. He was succeeded by his general 
Abdallahi, who took the title Caliph.

In Cairo a British Consul-General (Sir Evelyn Baring) had 
been appointed and the country’s finances were in the hands 
of an international committee, the Caisse de la Dette. The 
foreigners received little support from the Egyptian people, 
and though Baring had restored the Egyptian economic 
balance by 1889 he could not find any local politicians 
prepared to take over the government. So the British military
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occupation continued. By this date the Egyptian withdrawal 
from the Sudan had been completed with Stanley’s ‘rescue’ of 
the reluctant Emin Pasha from Equatoria Province. There 
were many British advisers in London and in East Africa who 
had urged the retention of Equatoria. They wanted to ensure 
the security of Uganda and they disliked the idea of the upper 
Nile being controlled by a rival European power. They argued 
that since Egypt was completely dependent on the Nile, a 
potential enemy could do the country considerable harm if it 
had access to the upper waters. In the 1880s and 1890s the 
Congo Free State and the French in Gabon and the Sudan 
were both extending their borders eastwards. France and 
Italy had bases on the Red Sea coast from which penetration 
inland was possible. The Mahdists occupied Equatoria 
between 1888 and 1891 but then most of the peoples of the 
province rose against the conquerors who were forced to 
withdraw. There was now no political unity in the southern 
Sudan. Furthermore, the Mahdist state itself seemed to be < 
weakening. There had been revolts in various parts of the 
caliphate and when, in 1889, Mahdist forces had invaded 
Egypt they had been soundly defeated. The political chaos

The Mahdi's tomb
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of the Sudan now began to inspire the leading colonial powers 
of North-East Africa with thoughts of conquest.

By 1890 Baring had realized that there could be no possibility 
of withdrawal from Egypt in the near future. The harsh taxa­
tion and forced labour that had been used to revive the 
economy had been stopped. New irrigation schemes and other 
reforms had been introduced. But the peasants still hated their 
overlords and rebellion was just below the surface of Egyptian 
society. Nor had the people any respect for the Khedive and 
the pashas, who lived in luxury and obeyed their foreign 
masters.
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The defence of the Caliph's standard at the battle of Omdurman

Britain soon had to think about the Sudan. In 1891 the 
Ethiopians began strongly to resist an attempt by Italy to 
establish a protectorate over their country. The rulers of Egypt 
feared that Emperor Menelik of Ethiopia might make an 
alliance with the Mahdists and, having disposed of the 
Italians, launch their combined forces against Egypt. When 
Menelik’s forces won the great victory of Adowa in 1896 an 
Anglo-Egyptian army of occupation marched south. A railway 
was begun from Wadi Haifa and this made it clear to all that
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the occupation was intended to be permanent. The main 
clash with the Mahdists came in 1898 at Omdurman. In this 
terrible battle 20,000 of the Caliph’s subjects were killed.

Meanwhile the French had made a move. Britain had 
disposed of the claims of other colonial powers by diplomacy. 
An agreement with Germany in 1890 had removed the 
German presence from Uganda. In 1894 Leopold II, whose 
agents had been drawing steadily closer to the upper Nile, was 
bought off with a lease of land bordering the Nile. But the 
French proved more difficult. They wanted the British to 
make territorial concessions in West Africa, so they sent a 
force from Gabon to Fashoda on the Nile. The British 
general, Kitchener, hurried from Khartoum with part of his 
army and camped outside Fashoda. It was only after months 
of tense diplomatic activity that war was avoided and the 
French withdrew. The way was now' open for the Anglo- 
Egyptian reoccupation of the w'hole Sudan.

From 1882 to 1914 Egypt w’as nominally ruled by the 
Ottoman Sultan. Throughout this period the British tried to 
establish an Egyptian government through w hich they could 
practise some form of indirect rule but all Egyptian politicians 
w'ere first and foremost nationalists who w'anted the British to 
get out and take the Khedive with them. Sir Evelyn Baring 
(later Lord Cromer) did a great deal for the economy of the 
country during his long term as Consul-General (1883-1907). 
He reduced the large and expensive Egyptian civil service, 
built a dam at Aswan (1902) which made possible permanent 
(as opposed to seasonal) irrigation of the Nile valley, reduced 
taxation and established a smooth-running, up-to-date 
administration. But these reforms did nothing to bridge the 
gap between ruler and ruled, divided as they were by differ­
ences of race, religion, culture and language.

The Sudan w'as officially an Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, 
i.e. a country ruled jointly by Britain and Egypt. In effect 
Egypt had little say in the Sudan’s affairs. The country was 
ruled by a Governor-General and his largelj’ British staff. 
English w'as the teaching medium in most schools. Economic 
reforms were based on the needs of the Sudan alone. For 
instance it was decided to divert some of the Nile w’aters to 
irrigate the cotton fields of Gezira district, a scheme that 
angered the Egyptians w'ho were totally dependent on the 
Nile. By 1920 the beginnings of a modern road and railway 
system had been laid linking the Egyptian border, the
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middle Nile, the Red Sea ports and important centres such as 
Khartoum and El Fasher.

When the First World War broke out in 1914 Turkey sided 
with Germany. In Egypt the British declared Ottoman rule 
ended and established a protectorate. The Sultan organized 
an invasion of Egypt by Sanusi forces from Libya (1915). The 
invaders reached Marsa Matruh before being turned back by a 
large British army. Britain sent large numbers of troops to 
Egypt in order to protect the Suez Canal and used Egypt as a 
base for attacking the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East. 
As a result Egyptian labour, land, crops and houses were 
taken to help in the war effort. Had it not been for the quarter 
of a million British troops in the country and a British promise 
to grant Egyptian independence after the war there would 
have been a serious rebellion between 1914 and 1918.

''"'.yl '
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After the war Britain and France, despite promises made to 
their Arab allies, divided between them the Arab provinces of 
the Ottoman Empire. This assured them full control of the 
route to the East and of the valuable Middle East oilfields. 
Egyptian nationalists under the leadership of Zaghlul Pasha 
immediately (1919) organized widespread riots and strikes. 
As a result Zaghlul was allowed to attend the peace conference 
meeting in Paris. All he achieved was the sending of a British 
commission to Egypt to draft a new constitution for the 
country. In 1920 this committee made its recommendations: 
Egypt should have independence under a constitutional 
monarchy and an elected parliament. But there was to be a 
permanent alliance with Britain, and British troops were to 
remain in Egypt to guard the Canal Zone. Such a constitution 
proved unacceptable to the nationalists. Egypt now had a 
new unity with the rest of the Arab world. The behaviour of 
Britain and France in the Middle East and the discovery that 
Britain had promised to give the Jews a national home in 
Palestine had created a pan-Arab movement aimed at the 
complete independence of all Arab states. Egypt’s nationalists 
now knew that they were not alone in their anti-colonial 
struggle.

In 1880 Egypt controlled most of the ports on the Red Sea 
coast from Suakin to Cape Guardafui. In 1883 the Mahdist 
revolt forced Egypt to give up most of her possessions. Three 
foreign powers were now interested in the Somali coast and its 
hinterland. Britain looked to this area for meat supplies for 
her garrison at Aden and wished to stop other powers gaining 
a foothold of the route to India. France, which had a small 
trading post at Obock, wanted better commercial facilities 
and also wished to be in a position to check British ambitions. 
Italy, which had a base at Assab, felt herself falling behind in 
the colonial race and hoped to extend her control. In 1884 
Britain occupied Zeila and Berbera and French representa­
tives moved into Tajoura. The following year the Italians took 
Massawa and manned it as a base for an advance into the 
Ethiopian Highlands.

The collapse of Egyptian power in the Sudan had given the 
Emperor Yohannis IV of Ethiopia a breathing space. But he 
was not able to relax for long. The Italians played on the 
rivalry between Yohannis and Menelik of Shoa and they
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provided Menelik with arms. However the Ras of Shoa gave 
no practical help to the invaders and when Yohannis was 
faced with the first Italian thrust in 1887 he was able to stop it 
at the battle of Dogali. Then trouble reappeared on the 
Sudanese border. The Caliph declared a jihad against 
Christian Ethiopia and his followers overran much of 
Yohannis’s territory. It was in battle against the Mahdists at 
Metemma in 1889 that the Emperor was killed.

By the terms of a recent agreement the Ras of Shoa now 
succeeded Yohannis as the Emperor Menelik II. He was to 
prove one of the greatest rulers in the history of Ethiopia. He 
completed the work of unification begun by his predecessors. 
He fought off the would-be invaders of his country. He 
extended Ethiopia’s frontiers to the west and the south. He 
was one of the few African rulers to resist European 
conquest. To meet the immediate dangers facing Ethiopia 
Menelik needed guns. He therefore signed the Treaty of 
Ucciali with the eager Italians which, they believed, gave them 
protectorate rights over Ethiopia and he recognized their 
control of Eritrea. In return for his signature Menelik received 
a large supply of modern weapons. When, in 1891, Italy 
notified the major colonial powers that she had a protectorate 
over Ethiopia Menelik wrote to the European governments 
that the T reaty of Ucciali involved no surrender of sovereignty 
on his part, and that, moreover, he resented the partition of 
Africa by foreigners. The Italians realized now that they 
would have to resort to military conquest. Menelik succeeded 
in uniting all the provinces of the Empire to face the invasion. 
It came in 1896. The deciding battle was fought at Adowa 
where the Italians were devastatingly beaten by an African 
army using their own guns against them. Italy was forced to 
recognize Ethiopia’s independence and the other European 
powers treated Menelik with a new respect. In 1896 Britain 
signed a treaty with Ethiopia recognizing Ethiopia’s borders 
in return for her neutralitv in their coming conflict with the 
Mahdists. Ten years later Britain, France and Italy all signed 
another treaty giving formal recognition to Ethiopia. Mean­
while, Menelik with his new-found power and prestige 
extended his country’s frontiers to the river Sobat and Lake 
Rudolf (Turkana) in the south and south-west. To the south­
east he successfully claimed a large tract of territory inhabited 
by the Somali and Galla (formerly ratified in 1908 
when the border with Italian Somaliland was fixed). Menelik
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saw his country united, respected, enlarged and enriched from 
the increased profits of ivory trading long before his death in 
1913.

The Somali coast had, meanwhile, been divided up by the 
three European powers operating in the area. Britain and 
France, locked in petty and pointless rivalry, declared pro­
tectorates over the immediate hinterlands of their ports and 
thus British and French Somaliland came into being. Italy 
signed treaties with the Majerteyn Somali in 1889 and leased 
the ports of Brava, Merka, Mogadishu and Warsheik from
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*The boundary of Italian Somaliland with British East Africa was 
fixed in 1891 at the River Juba. In 1920 Britain ceded more territory 
to Italy in a new agreement.

the Sultan of Zanzibar. These became the basis for Italian 
Somaliland.*

The first serious resistance to colonial rule in Somalia was 
led by Muhammad Abdilc Hassan, known to the British as the 
'Mad Mullah’ and to his countrymen as the father of Somali 
nationalism. He was a Muslim scholar and came from the 
Berbera region. Travelling north-eastern Africa as a wander­
ing teacher, he came to realize that Islamic faith and culture 
were under attack from the colonial forces of Christian 
Europe. In 1891 he began to organize resistance to the Euro­
peans. He led his followers inland to Haud and Ogaden, 
regions to which colonial rule did not extend. From these 
bases he launched attacks on British and Italian Somaliland 
and on Ethiopia. Right up to his death in 1920 Muhammad 
continued to defy his Christian neighbours and to prove a 
continual nuisance to them. He united many of the Somali 
tribes and gave them their first feeling of nationhood.

In 1881 the French occupied Tunisia. This angered the 
Ottoman Sultan. He could not offer military resistance to the 
aggressors but he did refuse to recognize the legality of their 
occupation and he refused for many years to discuss the 
settlement of the border between Tunisia and Tripolitania. 
The French for their part were more concerned about linking 
their North and West African possessions and were unable to 
bring military pressure to bear on the Sultan. What they did 
do was encourage Italian colonial ambitions directed towards 
Tripolitania and Cyrenaica. The Italians had hoped to annexe 
Tunisia, and, when they were forestalled by the French, 
national pride forced them to obtain some colonial territory in 
North Africa.

The major obstacle to an Italian take-over was Turkey’s 
friendship with Germany, a close ally of the Italians. For the 
time being the government in Rome contented itself with 
encouraging Italians to settle in Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, 
buying land and opening businesses. In 1910 a new Ottoman 
governor, Ibrahim Pasha, arrived in Tripoli determined to 
check the Italian advance. He concluded a border agreement



207

with the French and made new laws prohibiting the sale of 
land to Italians. At the same time Ibrahim allowed German 
businesses to acquire territory. Seeing her colonial opportunity 
slipping from her grasp, Italy declared war on the Ottoman 
Empire (September 1911) and invaded Tripolitania and 
Cyrenaica with 60,000 men.

Much to the surprise of the invaders, the Sanusis and the 
peoples of the coastal area united behind their Turkish 
leaders. As a result the Italians were restricted to a few coastal 
footholds. After a year of fighting they had wasted a great 
deal of money and many young Italian lives but had nothing 
to show for it. In desperation the Rome government threatened 
a direct attack on Turkey and this forced the Sultan to make 
peace (October 1912). The terms were deliberately vague but 
amounted to Italian sovereignty over Libya while the Sultan 
remained the spiritual head of the Muslim people.

But the war in Libya was not over. The Sanusi leader 
Ahmad al-Sharif claimed to rule the country and continued 
to organize resistance. Unfortunately, some chiefs refused to 
recognize his authority and fought alone against the invaders. 
These divisions enabled the Italians to overrun most of the 
coastal area during the next two years but the Fezzan and most 
of Sirta resisted European control. When Italy joined in the 
First World War in 1915 she had to withdraw troops from 
Libya. The Ottoman Sultan declared a jihad against the 
European occupiers of North Africa, and Ahmad al-Sharif, 
supplied with German arms and military advisers, invaded 
Egypt. After a defeat in 1916 Ahmad retired and his place was 
taken by Muhammad Idris who made peace with Britain and 
kept the Sanusi out of the conflict. In 1917 the British 
succeeded in inducing Italian and Sanusi representatives to 
sign the Akrama Agreement which recognized the existing 
Sanusi and Italian areas of control.

In Tripolitania resistance continued, organized by Nuri 
Bey and Abdul-Rahman Azzam. They persuaded the local 
chiefs to form a very loose union and, in 1918, declared 
Tripolitania to be an independent republic. But the new state 
lacked the strength and unity to survive. The following year 
a compromise was negotiated with the Italians. Full Italian 
nationality was granted to the people and the right to share 
in government through an elected parliament. Azzam now 
formed the National Reform Party which was to become the 
spearhead of Libyan nationalism. In 1919 a similar con-
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stitution was established for Cyrenaica. Muhammad Idris 
agreed to withdraw his troops from Cyrenaica in return for 
the recognition of his rule (under Italian sovereignty) in 
Fezzan.

All France’s African colonies were regarded as extensions of 
the mother country. Citizenship was enjoyed by all settlers 
and, as time went by, by some Africans. Citizens of overseas 
provinces voted for members of the Paris parliament just as 
did the inhabitants of France. Assimilation to the French 
pattern was aimed at, though this was difficult with the Muslim 
states of North Africa. In these colonies settler farming was 
regarded as the basis of the economy. By the new constitution 
of Tunisia, instituted by France at the al-Marsa Convention 
(1883), a protectorate was established. The Bey remained 
titular head of state and appointed his own government but 
all decisions were subject to the approval of a F rench Resident- 
General. In fact, the Resident-General took over all important 
governmental functions. In the provinces also the traditional 
officials were left in power but their actions were supervised 
by controleurs civils.

As in Algeria a policy of encouraging European settlement 
was implemented. A law of 1887 allowed all Europeans living 
in Tunisia to claim French citizenship, but most of the settlers 
were Italians and preferred to remain so. The French govern­
ment eventually had to subsidize farmers quite heavily in order 
to persuade them to stay in Tunisia. The settlers obtained a 
constitutional advance with the setting up of the Consultative 
Conference in 1891. This met every two years, discussed 
political and economic problems and made recommendations 
to the government.

The Tunisians had no say in the government of the country 
but most of them accepted this situation. The Bey was still 
their ruler, local officials and courts still operated and there 
was no attempt to interfere with their religion or culture. The 
most active Tunisian political group was the Young Tunisians. 
They wanted to gain as much as possible in the way of modern 
farming techniques, education and political ideas by co-opera­
tion with the French. They publicized their ideas in a news­
paper, Le Tunisien, founded in 1907. But in 1912 the Young 
Tunisians took part in a protest arising from a labour dispute. 
The Resident-General deported two of the Young Tunisian
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leaders, banned all political organizations and placed the 
protectorate under martial law.

By 1880 a second generation of settlers was growing up in 
Algeria and the immigrant community was increasing steadily 
as a result of natural multiplication and periodic waves of new 
arrivals. The European population (by 1900 two-thirds were 
French citizens) developed an aloof, racialist, intolerant 
attitude. They regarded themselves as a civilized elite up­
holding high cultural standards amidst a barbaric, heathen 
people. The Muslim population were a conquered race, 
enjoying few rights. They could be arrested, imprisoned and
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detained without trial by French officials. They were for­
bidden to leave their districts without permission and their 
land might be confiscated for real or supposed offences. 
Foreign travel, including the pilgrimage to Mecca, was almost 
impossible. Many Muslim law courts were closed and Muslim 
schools were discouraged. The native Algerian population 
increased while the amount of land available to the people for 
cultivation diminished. Some men found work on European 
forms but for the bulk of the people the results could only be 
increased poverty and frequent famine.

During the First World War about 173,000 Algerian 
Muslims served in the French army. In 1918 they expected a 
grateful French government to reward their community by 
granting political rights or at least by reducing some of their 
burdens. A group called the Young Algerians wanted full 
integration as French citizens on the basis of racial equality. 
The politicians in Paris moved towards this objective by 
increasing the Muslim representation on regional councils and 
by removing certain restrictions. These measures could have 
been the start of a move towards racial harmony but the 
settlers threatened to take over the government of the colony 
unless all the concessions were withdrawn. The French 
government gave way. In doing so it ensured that Algerian 
political activity would eventually be led not by the moderate 
Young Algerians but by more extreme groups.

Morocco in 1880 was still an independent kingdom. The 
authority of its Sultan was undermined by the activities of 
European agents and ignored by many of the Moroccan chiefs. 
But Morocco remained independent largely because the 
European powers could not agree to any one of their number 
controlling a territory that was vitally situated at the entrance 
to the Mediterranean Sea. Sultan Mawlay Hasan (1873-94) 
did a great deal to restore the authority of the government. He 
created an efficient, well-equipped army. He made administra­
tive reforms. He improved the taxation system. He led 
military expeditions against some of the more unruly chiefs. 
But Mawlay Hasan was succeeded by a minor, Mawlay 
Abdul-Aziz, and during his reign (1894—1908) most of his 
father’s work collapsed and the European consuls gained still 
more power.

The young Sultan’s subjects refused to pay taxes and
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grumbled about his growing dependence on European 
advisers. Sanhaja and Jabala tribesmen raided on an unprece­
dented scale. In 1903 a pretender to the throne, Bu Himara, 
led a revolt against the Sultan and soon controlled the Middle 
Atlas and eastern frontier district. France used this breakdown 
of law and order as an excuse for direct intervention to ‘protect 
her nationals’. In 1904 she made one agreement with Britain, 
which allowed her a free hand in Morocco in return for 
recognizing Britain’s position in Egypt, and another with 
Spain, dividing Morocco into spheres of influence. A protest 
came from the German Emperor, Wilhelm II, who had 
suddenly developed North African ambitions of his own. He 
declared his intention of protecting Moroccan independence 
(1905). A compromise was reached the following year at the
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The Sahara and the Central 
Sudan

By 1914 France had added to her colonial conquests the vast 
areas of French West Africa and French Equatorial Africa. 
This was the result of thrusts from Gabon, the Niger valley 
and Algeria. Thwarted by the Royal Niger Company in her 
attempt to control the lower Niger, the French continued 
eastwards their colonial expansion which had begun long ago 
in Senegal. They thus encountered Borno under its new 
leader, Rabeh. Rabeh was a Sudanese ex-slaver, who had 
served for many years under Zubeir Pasha. In 1891, at the 
head of his own private army, he invaded the crumbling 
empire of Borno. In 1893 he achieved final victory at the 
battle of Ngala. He had just succeeded in reorganizing the

Algeciras Conference when Morocco’s independence was for­
mally recognized by' the European powers but Spain and 
France were allowed to ‘police’ the country in order to restore 
law and order. The French interpreted this agreement as a 
licence to conquer and began moving troops into their sphere 
in 1907.

These activities led to further divisions in Moroccan society. 
The Sultan’s brother Abdul-Hafiz rebelled and forced Abdul- 
Aziz to flee to the French for protection. In 1908 the Sultan 
summoned up the courage to face his brother in battle but he 
was deserted by his own troops and had to be rescued by his 
French allies. Mawlay Abdul-Aziz now abdicated in favour of 
his brother. But Abdul-Hafiz was no more able to prevent 
French and Spanish expansion than his predecessor. Both 
nations now set out to occupy their respective spheres. 
Effective resistance came not from the Sultan but from many 
of the mountain tribes. The European conquest was not 
completed until 1934. In 1911 Germany made one more 
attempt to intervene on behalf of the Moroccan government, 
but in a treaty the following year Germany agreed to recognize 
a French protectorate over Morocco in return for French 
Central African territory added to Cameroon. Abdul-Hafiz 
signed a treaty of protection. Next year he was removed from 
office by his ‘protectors’. A new sultan was appointed but 
could not make any pretence to authority. In 1912 Spanish 
protectorates were established over El Rif (Spanish Morocco) 
and Spanish Sahara, adjoining Rio de Oro (which had become 
a Spanish protectorate in 1885). Tangier was given the status 
of an international port.
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administration and founding a flourishing slave trade when 
the French appeared on the scene. He offered fierce resistance 
and was for some time successful. He was finally defeated 
and killed by the French in 1900. The Sanusi of Wadai and the 
Saharan oases also offered resistance but after 1900 the French 
were able to advance on them from the north-west, west and 
south. One by one the major caravan routes fell under French 
control. Yet, so vast is this area and so scattered its people, 
that colonial rule meant very little. French control looked more 
impressive on the map than it was in practice.
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The establishment of alien rule in 
West Africa

By 1880 the British and French were well established along the 
West African coast and had begun to advance inland. Much of 
Senegambia was under French control and they were pene­
trating the interior from their forts on the coasts of Dahomey 
and Ivory Coast. French influence also spread southwards 
from Algeria. Britain was well established in Gambia, 
Sierra Leone, Gold Coast and Lagos and had established a large 
degree of control in the Niger Delta through her consuls. The 
‘scramble’ was largely a contest between the representatives of 
these two nations to establish claims to the more fertile areas of 
forest and savannah and the rivers that gave access to the 
interior. Official expeditions and commercial companies both 
played their parts in the colonial conquest but when it came to 
establishing administration the merchants lacked the necessary 
money and manpower. Then European governments, some­
times reluctantly, took over the responsibility. The colonialists 
took little interest in the people of West Africa and the new lines 
they drew on the map cut across African territorial boundaries. 
Shaded areas on the map did not mean that the Europeans had
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conquered those areas on the ground. Often colonial claims 
were based on ‘treaties’ to which African leaders paid little 
attention or brief, indecisive military campaigns. Many 
communities preserved their independence and way of life 
until well into the colonial era.

Along the lower Niger the initiative was taken by British 
merchants. The most powerful company was the United 
African Company formed in 1879 and led by George 
Taubman Goldie. Goldie bought out his British rivals and by 
tough business tactics he soon ruined the French firms in the 
area. The United African Company was now a powerful 
commercial monopoly, and Goldie wanted the British 
government to grant him a charter which would give him the 
right to administer the whole area of the lower Niger and the 
Benue. For the moment he was unsuccessful; the government 
preferred to let him ‘pacify’ the area without cost to the 
taxpayer and without causing them diplomatic embarrass­
ment. But the French watched with growing alarm as Goldie’s 
agents pushed further and further inland.

By 1884 Goldie had made about 37 treaties and established a 
strong fleet of twenty small gunboats. He broke resistance to 
the Company’s activities by ordering attacks on places like 
Akassa, Brass, Patani and Asaba which were the chief centres 
of African raids. Nupe had already granted the British a 
monopoly of trade in 1879 and Goldie saw to it that Umoru, 
the Etsu (king) of Nupe, was given support against rebels 
within his state.

While Goldie was expanding British influence in what is now 
northern Nigeria, Glover was extending his authority steadily 
eastwards and westwards from Lagos. Alarmed by all this, 
in 1883 the French annexed Cotonou, Great and Little Popo 
and Porto Novo, thus preventing Britain linking Lagos with 
the Gold Coast. However, the activities of Goldie’s new 
National African Company (formed in 1882) made it 
impossible for France to prevent Britain laying claim to 
southern Nigeria. During the Berlin Conference the British 
therefore secured the lower Niger; Germany had Togoland 
and Cameroon and the French took the upper Niger, 
Senegal, the Guinea Coast, the Ivory Coast and Porto Novo. 
Thus after 1885 the stage was set for the carving up of West 
Africa.
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In 1886 the National African Company was granted a 
charter and was renamed the Royal Niger Company. One of 
the reasons for the granting of the charter had been the need 
to stop slave trading in the Niger-Benue region. From the 
beginning the Niger Company had difficulty in financing 
military, judicial and administrative systems within its area; 
the shareholders were not happy at seeing money spent on 
non-profit-making activities. In order to make as much money 
as possible the Niger Company exercised a monopoly in 
violation of the Berlin Treaty which had established the 
principle of free navigation on the Niger. This monopoly 
angered other European traders and led to the ruthless 
exploitation of African suppliers.

As long as trade was satisfactory the company allowed the 
individual states to be ‘ruled through the feudatory princes’. 
Each king was provided with British advisers whose task was 
to ensure the complete co-operation of the ruler.

But some rulers were not content to watch their profits 
dwindle and see their peoples’ way of life threatened. Although 
the Royal Niger Company had signed a treaty with the Sultan 
of Sokoto in 1885, the emirs of the Hausa states grew restless at 
the increasing intervention of the Europeans. In 1896 Nupe 
traders overpowered a Company police patrol. This was only 
one of a series of acts of defiance and, though the captives were 
released, Goldie decided to invade Nupe. After many weeks of 
hard fighting the forces of Nupe collapsed, more as a result of 
internal squabbles than of the power of the Niger Company. 
Goldie set up a puppet ruler in Nupe then went on to attack 
Ilorin. Though defeated in battle the emirates were not con­
quered. The Niger Company lacked the power to control 
them and in Nupe the legitimate ruler soon regained his 
position. Goldie had to agree to the formation of the West 
African Frontier Force, a colonial army set up by the British 
government to maintain law and order in the British sphere. 
The politicians in London were more concerned with the 
extension of French rule in West Africa than with crushing 
the resistance of the emirs and so life in Nupe and Ilorin 
continued much as before.

From their base in Dahomey French agents occupied Borgu 
and a French Resident was appointed at Ilo with full powers 
to annexe territory as far south as Bussa. This meant that 
commerce along a large section of the Niger could now be 
diverted through the French sphere. Goldie protested that
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the territory involved had already been eeded to the Niger 
Company by the King of Bussa. The French replied, correctly, 
that Borgu belonged not to the ruler of Bussa but to King 
Baribari of Nikki. Representatives of both rivals rushed to 
Baribari’s court. Because the Company’s agent, Captain 
Frederick Lugard, reached Nikki first, Borgu fell under 
British control.

The British encountered more opposition from the chiefs 
of the Niger Delta when, in 1885, they tried to consolidate 
their position by proclaiming the Oil Rivers Protectorate. 
Prominent among the Delta chiefs was Jaja, King of Opobo, 
who, having forged his small state into the leading com­
mercial empire in the area, was determined not to let his 
position be weakened by the foreigners. His clear mind saw 
defects in the treaty that Consul Hewitt brought him. He 
wanted a definition of the term ‘protectorate’ before he would 
agree to sign. He wanted to make sure that he was not granting 
away his kingdom. He made Consul Edward Hewett give him 
a letter that stated, ‘with reference to the word “protection” as 
used in the proposed Treaty . . . the Queen does not want to 
take your country or your markets but at the same time is 
anxious that no other nation should take them. She undertakes 
to extend her gracious favour and protection which will leave 
your country still under your government.’ Jaja was also 
determined that there should be no free trade in his sphere of 
influence. He was a great palm oil and palm kernel trader 
and, as king, he collected about £30,000 a year as ‘comey’ 
(trade tax). He was not prepared to see any European go into 
the interior to trade directly with the suppliers. Any people 
who dared to disobey his orders not to trade with the 
Europeans were severely punished. Thus the terms of the 
Protectorate Treaty that came into force in 1885 were, on 
paper, quite favourable to the Niger Delta chiefs.

At first the British merchants of the African Association 
could do nothing, but when the price of oil went down in the 
world market they decided to cut Jaja’s comey from four 
puncheons in twenty to three. Jaja made it clear that foreign 
merchants could only trade on his terms. Miller Brothers of 
Glasgow backed out of the African Association and paid the 
usual comey and Jaja granted them a monopoly of all the oil 
that could be collected. The oil that the Miller Brothers could 
not buy, Jaja decided to ship to England on his own account.

The members of the African Association and men like
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Consuls Hewett and Johnston saw in Jaja a barrier to British 
ambitions on the Oil Rivers. They decided to use guile and 
force where persuasion had failed. In 1887 Acting Consul 
Harry Johnston told King Jaja that he had no right to exact 
comey since he was then a trader competing with the merchants 
who paid the comey. Jaja rejected this point of view. He began 
to fortify his state and to buy ammunition with which to 
protect his capital. Johnston decided to take a fjrm stand. He 
sailed to Opobo in the British warship Goshawk and sent an 
invitation to King Jaja to meet him at the beach of Harrison’s 
factory. Jaja wanted a pledge of safe conduct to which Johnston 
agreed in these words: ‘I hereby assure you that whether you 
accept or reject my proposals tomorrow, no restraint whatever 
will be put on you—you will be free to go as soon as you have 
heard the message of the government’. Jaja took the Consul at 
his word and went. The whole of the European community 
was in Harrison’s factory waiting. In the improvised court 
room, Consul Johnston told Jaja that he should either
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Chief Nana Olonni of Koko, 
Governor of Bight of Benin

surrender himself and go to Accra for trial for all the evils he 
had done, or he should return to Opobo regarding himself as 
an enemy of Great Britain, in which case his town would be 
mercilessly bombarded, his goods seized and he himself 
outlawed. Jaja had no choice. He allowed himself to be taken 
to Accra for trial. He was deposed as King of Opobo and 
banished for five years to the West Indies. He was given a 
pension of £800 per annum and the right to enjoy all the 
proceeds from his private income. A Court of Equity was 
established to take over the administration of the river. It was 
while he was returning home in 1891 that he died and only 
his dead body arrived in the kingdom which he had founded.

As soon as Jaja was removed, Consul Johnston decided to 
go to the Cross River territories to sign various treaties with 
the chiefs in the interest of free trade. He was not the origina­
tor of treaties with the Africans because when Consul Hewett 
realized that the Germans had proclaimed a protectorate over 
Cameroon he had undertaken a treaty-making expedition in 
July and August 1884. Before the end of October the countries 
in the Delta and along the lower Niger had already been 
brought under the protection of the British. All these were 
paper protectorates which had to be converted into ‘effective 
occupation’. This meant either placing them under the 
administration of the Royal Niger Company or setting up 
some form of direct colonial rule.

An Imperial Commissioner was sent to study everything 
connected with the Royal Niger Company’s administration 
and the advisability of placing the Oil Rivers under the 
Company’s administration. Major Claude Macdonald, the 
Commissioner, reported that the Oil Rivers Protectorate 
should become a separate administrative unit. Macdonald 
himself came back as first Commissioner, in 1891. His duties 
included ensuring that the Royal Niger Company acted 
within the sphereof its charter. In 1893 the Oil Rivers Protec­
torate became the Niger Coast Protectorate and its area of 
jurisdiction included all those areas that had made treaties 
with Britain but were not included in the Royal Niger 
Company Protectorate.

The Niger Coast Protectorate administrators were still 
faced with the existence of powerful Africans who did not like 
the continued extension of British jurisdiction. One of these 
Africans was Nana of Ebrohimi who, because of his drive and 
forceful personality, had become the Governor of the Benin
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River, a post that his father Olomu had held before him. The 
signal rise of Eriomala (known to history as Nana) has tended 
to make some people think that he was a king of the Itsekiri 
who are the inhabitants of the Kingdom ofWarri. This is not so.

Nana did, however, exercise an almost kingly control over 
Itsekiri, Urhobo and Ijo territories which covered over 15,000 
square kilometres, and imposed a commercial monopoly over 
this vast area. He made use of his personal lieutenants, most of 
whom were his senior slaves, as local administrators repre­
senting his commercial interests in the various markets. He 
had a large fleet of well-designed canoes manned by slaves. 
In all, Nana probably had as many as 20,000 soldiers, 100 war 
canoes (each manned by 36 paddlers and 40 armed men) and 
over 200 trade canoes (each pulled by 16 or 20 paddlers and 
capable of carrying from five to ten tonnes of oil). His powers, 
derived from trade and force, were so great that he had effective 
control over the Benin River. Like Jaja of Opobo, he signed the 
treaty of 1884 with Consul Hewett while excluding the free 
trade clauses. His war canoes paraded the Benin, Ethiope and 
Jameson rivers to make sure that new markets were open to 
his enterprise and that European traders were excluded. 
The first challenge to his powers'came from the Royal Niger 
Company which in its spree of treaty-gathering had gone to the 
Ijos of Forcados. Nana quickly sent a protest stating that the 
whole of that territory was under his jurisdiction, and that, 
despite the treaty, he was not prepared to tolerate the activities 
of a company which was his rival in trade. His political and 
commercial power W'as so great that the Europeans were 
unable to resist him.

Once again the merchants resorted to intrigue to achieve 
their ends. They stirred up some of the Urhobo and Itsekiri 
traders, who resented Nana’s great power. They found 
discontented elements among Nana’s own people who 
resented the power being wielded by a man who did not 
belong to the royal family.

When, in 1891, the whole of the Benin River territory came 
under the new Oil Rivers Protectorate, the Consul could no 
longer tolerate the over-powerful Nana. As soon as the Oil 
Rivers Protectorate was proclaimed, Nana’s governorship 
ceased to exist but Nana continued to impose his authority. 
From 1891 to 1893, Vice-Consul H. L. Gallwey concluded a 
series of treaties with the Urhobo chiefs thus undermining 
Nana’s authority. Attempts were made to win over the loyalties
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of many Itsekiris. Consular regulations were introduced, but 
Nana fought against these regulations and the new customs 
duties imposed by closing markets to European traders.

Acting Consul-General Ralph Moor decided to take the 
offensive. When, in 1894, Nana refused to remove his war 
canoes from the Ethiope, they were seized. Itsekiri chiefs were 
summoned to Sapele and there they signed a treaty promising 
free trade. War raged on. Nana placed a bar across the river 
blocking the entrance to his headquarters, Ebrohimi. The 
Consul sent a naval detachment. When Nana was confronted 
with an overwhelming military force he admitted defeat. He 
fled to Lagos leaving Ebrohimi a deserved village. There he 
surrendered, was tried and exiled first to Calabar and later to 
Accra.

In the same year the Brassmen made a last desperate bid to 
preserve their markets. Since the collapse of the slave trade 
they had penetrated deep into the palm oil belt to establish 
contact with the markets of Oguta, Aboh and Onitsha. They 
did a good trade with some of the European companies until 
the Royal Niger Company established its monopoly. The 
Niger Company dealt directly with the producers, and Brass 
trade dwindled rapidly. In 1894 Koko became King of Brass 
and immediately complained to Claude Macdonald, the 
Commissioner to the Niger District, against further restric­
tions recently introduced by the Company which threatened 
to ruin his people. Macdonald agreed that the Brassmen were 
being unfairly treated, but by this time Goldie’s power on the 
lower Niger was complete and even reprimands from 
London had no effect on him.

When all else had failed Koko ordered a major attack on the 
Company’s depot at Akassa. This was successful. They des­
troyed the Company’s stores and captured about sixty men. 
Macdonald, now Consul-General, ordered the Brass leaders 
to hand over the chiefs responsible for the raid. When they 
refused he ordered the bombardment of Nembe which was 
captured and burnt and now had to accept the jurisdiction of 
the Niger Coast Protectorate.

While the British were establishing their authority along 
the coast and the rivers the Yoruba wars in the interior raged 
on. Abeokuta had been a scene of missionary activity and the 
bulwark of Christianity. But the British annexation of Lagos 
had brought to an end the cordial relations between the 
British and the Egba who continued to block trade routes.



223

The Fulani were still on the offensive and had seized Offa. 
Dahomey continued to stretch her arms from the West and 
had not only withdrawn her allegiance to Oyo but in fact 
invaded Oyo, in 1887. On the coast the Ijebus, in an attempt to 
maintain a monopoly of trade, continued to block the routes 
to Europeans who wished to go into the interior as well as to 
Oyo merchants interested in trading directly with the 
Europeans.

Officials at Lagos involved themselves as little as possible 
in these troubles until 1885 when colonial rivalry provoked 
them into positive action. The French had sent a mission to 
Abeokuta in order to get the chief to sign a treaty which would 
give the French the right to build a railway to the town from 
Porto Novo. The Governor in Lagos sent emissaries to 
Abeokuta and these were informed by the Egba chiefs that 
they would not give their land either to the British or to the 
French. Then the Lagos administration heard that the 
French wanted the Alafin of Oyo to sign a treaty with them 
which would give them control of all Yorubaland. The 
Governor of Lagos hurried to Oyo and secured a treaty with 
Alafin Adeyemi. In this treaty, the Alafin agreed that he would 
cede no territory to any other power except with the agree­
ment of the British in Lagos. He also promised not to open 
trade nor levy tolls without the permission of the Lagos 
administration. The Alafin was to have 200 bags of cowries a 
year for signing this treaty. At government level Britain 
reached an agreement with France (1890) which recognized 
Yorubaland as falling within the British sphere of influence.

As British authority grew so did the need to find solutions to 
the conflicts within Yorubaland. Ibadan agreed to allow the 
Alafin and the Governor to settle the extent of her territory 
but the incessant raids of the Ilorin made a settlement with her 
difficult. The Egbados who still hoped to break free from 
Egba control decided to sign a treaty of protection with the 
British to ward off Egba invasion. At the same time the French, 
despite their agreement, again showed signs of interest in this 
side of Yorubaland. To guard British interests a garrison was 
sent to Haro, the Egbado capital, to the annoyance of the Egba.

The Ijebus were not cowed by colonial troop movements. 
They continued to block the trade routes and refused to sign 
a treaty of protection with Britain. In 1892 Sir Gilbert Carter, 
the new Governor, sent a military expedition against Ijebu- 
Ode. All chiefs fled, leaving only the Awujale.
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This military action had an immediate effect on other 
Yoruba leaders. The Egba invited Governor Carter to 
Abeokuta in 1893 and signed a treaty which abolished human 
sacrifice and opened all roads to trade. Carter’s next point of 
call was Oyo where the Alafin also signed a treaty giving the 
British access to his territories, abolishing human sacrifices, 
opening Oyo to missionary enterprise and granting the 
Governor the right of arbitration in all disputes. The only 
place where there was difficulty was Ibadan where the people 
objected to a European Resident in their town. It was not 
until August 1893, after the Ibadan people had received 
assurances that the Lagos administration had no intention of 
interfering with the government of the people, that Ibadan 
formally signed the treaty. The long period of civil war thus 
came to an end and the whole of Yorubaland came under 
British jurisdiction.

There now remained only one centre of resistance to British 
penetration and that was Benin. That great kingdom was 
ruled by Oba Overami (Ovonramwen) who became Oba 
(king) in 1888. Benin was a great traditional centre where 
human sacrifice was still practised. Slavery was also still 
prevalent. For the British, however, Benin was becoming an 
important commercial centre. This was because it was the 
main centre for the production of rubber which was needed 
for the Dunlop tyre industry. But Oba Overami was an astute 
businessman and he maintained a personal monopoly over 
the rubber trade, and he had decreed that no Bini should trade 
with Europeans.

Benin’s commercial importance made it a desirable prize for 
the Royal Niger Company, and Goldie actually advised the 
Oba to resist official offers of British protection in the hope 
that the kingdom would come under the Company’s control. 
This, allied with national pride, inspired some of the Bini 
chiefs to stand firm against the foreigners. But Overami was 
more cautious. He knew that hard bargaining would win him 
more than armed conflict. He could not defeat the British and 
his own state was weakened by Ishan revolts and Fulani 
attacks which deprived him of much of his northern territory. 
Overami kept his kingdom closed to the British as long as 
possible. In 1897 the Acting Consul-General of the Niger 
Coast Protectorate, J. R. Phillips, decided to visit Benin City. 
Despite warnings from royal messengers, he led an unarmed 
party into the Oba’s territory. Against the ruler’s wishes the
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more warlike chiefs ambushed and massacred the party as it 
neared the city. The event was sufficient excuse for the mount­
ing of a British punitive expedition. Later that year Benin 
City was captured. Oba Overami was tried by his enemies 
and deported to Calabar.

During the conflict with Benin agents of the Royal Niger 
Company had actually been in rivalry with Protectorate 
officials for control of the Oba’s kingdom. In other ways, too, 
the Company was proving to be an embarrassment to the 
British government. Campaigns against Nupe and Ilorin 
in 1897 brought the Company’s forces into contact 
with the French, advancing down the Niger. The British 
government had to work out a boundary agreement with the 
French (1898) and provide the Company with money and
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officers to maintain a new West African Frontier Force. Since 
they were now paying for the defence of the Company’s 
territory and, since the Company’s record of dealing with 
Africans and foreign traders was far from good, Britain’s 
leaders decided that the time had come to end its charter. In 
1900 the British government took over the administration of 
all the Royal Niger Company’s territory, which now became 
the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria.

The fate of the Sokoto Sultanate was closely bound up with 
the decline of the Royal Niger Company. The West African 
Frontier Force, formed in 1897 and led by Colonel Frederick 
Lugard, was created to control Hausaland and other areas 
where the Company was powerless to enforce its rule. In 1900 
when Company rule came to an end the Protectorate of 
Northern Nigeria was formed and Lugard was appointed 
High Commissioner. By 1906, Lugard, by a mixture of force 
and diplomacy, had ‘pac>Eed’ the Sokoto Sultanate. In 1901 
he moved against Nupe and Kontagora, conquered them and 
deposed their rulers. Then he wrote courteously to the Sultan, 
explaining his action and asked the Sultan to appoint a new 
emir for Kontagora. While appearing to respect the traditional 
authorities, Lugard imposed his will by demonstrations of 
force and by playing on the old divisions between Hausa and 
Fulani. This prevented the emirs from combining to oppose 
the British advance. Not until 1903 did the new Sultan, 
Attahiru I, alarmed by the British conquest of Bauchi and 
Borno, summon the faithful to resistance and by then it was 
too late. In February Kano was captured and British forces 
moved on Sokoto. Attahiru I fled and the British replaced him 
by Attahiru II. The old Sultan collected his forces round him 
and made a final stand at the battle of Burmi where he was 
killed and his army routed.

The Fulani realized that further resistance was pointless. 
Even if they restricted the area under effective British control 
the French would have invaded across the boundary agreed 
by the two imperial powers in 1898. They discussed terms 
with Lugard. The conqueror lacked the resources to enforce 
alien rule and had little alternative to the granting of generous 
terms. Emirs who swore allegiance to the new regime were 
confirmed in office. They promised to stop the slave trade and 
to be guided by British Residents. Islamic culture, law and 
religion were not interfered with. This became the pattern of
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‘indirect rule’ which Britain tried with varying degrees of 
success in other territories.

The final phase in the colonial conquest of Asante began in 
1888. The deposition of Mensa Bonsu had been followed by a 
period of civil war. Kwaku Dua II held the Golden Stool (the 
symbol of royal authority) but he could not hold the allegiance 
of many of the chiefs. The weakness of metropolitan Asante 
led to rebellions among the subject states. Discord and 
political collapse were widespread. Among other results this 
had a disastrous effect upon trade at the coast. It was not 
difficult for the members of the Chambers of Commerce to 
demonstrate that unless the Asante menace was removed by 
imposing a direct administration, British trade would 
continue to suffer. The problem, however, of getting a stable 
government in Asante itself was very important. In March 
1888 a youth of sixteen came to be installed as Kwaku Dua 
III. His popular name in history is Agyeman Prempeh. The 
diverse claims to the throne ever since the deposition of 
Mensa Bonsu had weakened the central administration of 
Asante, and Prempeh was far too young for such a post as that 
of the Asantehene. He could get little respect because he was 
not traditionally installed. The presence of the British 
representative made it impossible for the Asante to purify the 
state with human sacrifice, and until that was done Prempeh 
could hardly regard himself as a true Asantehene.

Soon after his enstoolment, there was a great rebellion 
organized by the state of Kokofu and supported by Adansi 
and Dadiase. This was quelled but before the final battle was 
over, Owusu Sekyere also organized a rebellion of the Mampong 
people. Mampong also was defeated and reacted by placing 
herself under British protection. Nkoranza now asserted her 
independence. Britain, of course, welcomed this collapse of 
centralized Asante power and made separate treaties with the 
chiefs wherever possible. It seemed that the once mighty 
empire would collapse without the need to send British 
troops. But the British had reckoned without Prempeh who 
was growing into a fine political and military leader. The 
Asantehene sent a letter of protest in which he demanded the 
return of his former territories. The British Governor rejected 
this demand. Any weakening of the British position, he knew, 
would be taken advantage of by the French, who had occupied
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the Ivory Coast, or the Germans, who had already occupied 
Togoland. He was also concerned about the continuing slave 
traffic between Asante and the neighbouring French occupied 
territory.

Diplomacy having failed, Prempeh set about regaining all 
his former territories by force. Nkoranza was completely 
destroyed and alarm spread through all those territories that 
had become independent. Attebubu placed herself under the 
protection of Britain. But other areas including Kokofu, 
Mampong and Nsuta returned to their traditional allegiance. 
All this alarmed the British who now asked Prempeh to accept 
a Resident in Kumasi. The Asantehene refused and sent a 
delegation to London without heeding the warning of the 
Governor, Sir Brandford Griffith, who told them that all 
communications with the British government must be through 
him. The delegation was not received officially in England
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and the new Governor, Mr Maxwell, came with instructions 
to compel the Asantehene to accept a British Resident. It was 
only when an expeditionary force was got ready to force sub­
mission that the Asante ruler submitted.

This, however, was not enough for the British. Prempeh, 
thinking he was strong enough, had decided to re-enstool 
himself in the traditional fashion which included human 
sacrifice. This was a very good excuse for the Governor as it 
was a contravention ofthe Treaty of Fomena. In January 1896, 
a British army occupied Kumasi. The Asantehene submitted 
to the inevitable and placed his country under the protection 
of Britain. He was told to pay a war indemnity of 50,000 ounces 
of gold leaf. When he said that he could only pay 80 ounces on 
the spot and the others by instalments, he and his mother, 
father, two uncles, and many of his relations and chiefs were 
arrested. They were tried and exiled to the Seychelles. The 
Asante were horrified by the banishment and what they 
regarded as British treachery. They did not regard the 
foreigners as their overlords. The Asantes had respect only 
for their Golden Stool and the person who was its guardian. 
Although Kumasi was occupied, the Golden Stool, which was 
regarded as holding the spirit of the nation, was still hidden 
away. This meant that Britain was not yet overlord of Asante 
and the British Resident was a foreign imposter. Nevertheless, 
the Resident began to exercise in full the Asantehene’s 
authority. He imposed taxes to clear off the indemnity which 
had to be paid. He pressed people into road building and other 
public works. Worst of all, he demanded that the Golden 
Stool be handed over to the Governor so that he could sit on 
it. The thought of a foreigner sitting on the Golden Stool was 
sacrilege to the Asante.

Spontaneous resistance broke out. The Asante demanded 
the return of the hero, Prempeh, the lifting of restrictions on 
the slave trade and the departure of all the foreigners from 
Kumasi. From all over West Africa, troops began to pour into 
the Gold Coast for the British invasion. The military offensive 
under Colonel Willcocks was so great that Kumasi could no 
longer resist and accepted defeat. It was in March 1901 that 
the Kumasi leaders were tried and deported and the whole 
of Asante disarmed. She was annexed as a Crown Colony. 
The whole of present-day Ghana thus came under the 
administration of Britain.
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As on the Gold Coast, so in Sierra Leone British authority 
was extended. There had for some time been a growing 
demand among administrators and traders for a more perma­
nent jurisdiction in the interior. The pressure became stronger 
after the Berlin Conference when there was need for effective 
occupation. There had always been an attempt to introduce the 
people surrounding the colony to the cultural life of Free­
town. Many missionaries who had gone to the interior had 
brought back to Freetown the children of the chiefs for 
education. Close links were forged with the colony when these 
children, like J. K. Mannah-Kpaka, became paramount 
rulers. Trade with the interior cemented friendship and 
encouraged closer association. If Britain allowed these areas 
of trade to be taken away by a rival power then the colony, 
which could not feed itself, would starve and be cut off from 
possibilities of further expansion. Therefore, the Sierra 
Leone administration signed treaties of protection with the 
paramount chiefs and, in 1896, a protectorate was declared 
over the whole of the area north of the colony. This would 
facilitate the building of a railway without which the com­
mercial penetration of the interior would not be possible.

The chiefs themselves did not understand the treaties they 
had signed. They still wanted to continue the slave trade and 
other aspects of their traditional way of life. Too late they 
discovered that they had come under foreign domination. The 
Governor of Sierra Leone, Sir Frederick Cardew, introduced 
a hut tax. The people could not understand why they should 
pay taxes on their houses and, led by the Temne under Bai 
Bureh, a great soldier, they rose against the government. For 
months this civil disturbance raged on. Some of the peoples, 
like the Mende, had not liked the air of superiority of the 
Creoles and the removal of the powers of their chiefs by the 
British. The hut tax rising was therefore an opportunity for 
the strong expression of their grievances. By April 1898, they 
had massacred many missionaries, alien traders, members of 
the Frontier Police and government officials. Like all attempts 
at armed resistance it was in vain. The leaders of the hut tax 
rising and the Mende were ruthlessly put down. Now the 
Protectorate started an era of peace, especially when the 
railway (begun in 1896) began to facilitate trade.
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In the interior it was a French advance with which the 
inhabitants had to contend. The agents of France, continuing 
their eastwards advance, reached the territory dominated by 
Samori. The expansion of Samori’s empire further west 
brought it into conflict with the French who, using Senegal as 
a base, had already conceived a plan for creating a vast empire 
extending from the Senegal to the Nile. As Samori’s empire 
also extended southward to the forest, it came into the sphere 
of influence of the British, who were making treaties with the 
paramount chiefs of the hinterland. But, while the British 
were just content with extracting a treaty of protection which, 
to a clever diplomat like Samori, was not worth the paper it was 
written on, the French were a source of great danger because 
they continued to undertake military campaigns into the inter­
ior. When the French eventually occupied Bamako, in 1883, 
it became obvious that their further advance into the interior 
would be halted by this great military empire. At first Samori 
thought that he could play off the F rench against the British by 
signing a treaty of protection with the latter. The British 
administration of Sierra Leone, however, was not prepared to 
engage in war and, unfortunately for Samori, neither did 
Britain have in this area forceful characters with great com­
mercial and industrial interests like Goldie and Rhodes or 
empire-conscious administrators like Lugard and Glover who 
could have used a treaty to advantage. France, therefore, took 
the offensive and because she had better and more modern 
weapons worked havoc on the empire. At last, in September 
1898, Samori was captured and deported. He died in 1900 in 
exile. France then began to consolidate her position in the 
western Sudan.

The collapse of Ahmadu’s Tucolor Empire occurred at the 
same time. Many of his subjects resented his rule and this, 
coupled with the French advance, caused Ahmadu to move his 
capital from Segu to Nioro, in 1884. In 1887 he signed a treaty 
with the French by which they promised not to invade his 
territory. But this was merely a French trick to prevent the 
leaders of the Sudanese empires uniting against them. In 
1891, as soon as they were ready, they marched into Tucolor 
territory. Ahmadu fled first to Masina, then to Sokoto, where 
he died in 1898.
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The French drive eastwards was not only hampered by 
African resistance. As we have seen, rival colonial powers 
were anxiously watching the French advance and were ready 
to prevent them threatening their own vital interests. France, 
therefore, decided to advance inland from her coastal foot­
holds in order to consolidate her position. For many years no 
colonial power had ventured to challenge Dahomey. Even the 
British anti-slavery crusaders had been daunted by Dahomey’s 
military reputation. The French had had a foothold on the 
coast ever since the 1860s when the King of Porto Novo asked 
for their protection against the British. They also had forts at 
Whydah, Cotonou and Grand Popo. In 1882 France annexed 
Porto Novo and soon her traders dominated the coast between 
Lagos and the German possessions in Togo. Not until 1893 
did the French move against Dahomey in order to protect the 
hinterland from British expansion. King Behanzir was easily 
overthrown on a manufactured pretext and his more pliant 
brother was placed on the throne. In 1900 Dahomey became a 
French colony. Between 1897 and 1906 French colonial 
boundaries with adjacent British and German territories were 
agreed.
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on the IvoryThe French 
Coast

When the French came to fill in the Ivory Coast ‘gap’ on the 
colonial map of West Africa they were confronted by a much 
more difficult task. Before the ‘scramble’ began French firms 
based at Grand Bassam and Assinie traded with the coast and 
forest peoples and the Mandinka merchants of the interior. 
The African chiefs and merchants preserved the upper hand in 
this partnership. In the 1880s commercial and colonial 
considerations urged the French to establish themselves in 
the hinterland. They made treaties with forest chiefs as far 
north as Kong. Immediately the newcomers forced unfavour­
able trade terms on their allies and tried to involve them in 
the war against Samori. These affronts were followed, in 
1900, by demands for taxation and labour for the railways. 
This provoked a united resistance which was so successful 
that, by 1908, the French had been forced back to the coast. 
Then a new Governor, Angoulvant, arrived and put in hand 
a ruthless policy of slaughtering opponents and burning 
villages. Even this policy took seven years to bring some 
success. By 1915 the country was under military rule which 
was difficult and expensive to maintain. When the French 
began to recruit troops for service in the First World War

French establishments on the Ivory Coast—Grand Bassam
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the Baoule revolted again (1916) and were only subdued after a 
further two years’ fighting.

By 1907 the partition of West Africa was complete on paper 
and the boundaries were drawn that were to become the 
boundaries of today’s African nations. The only major 
change that occurred between 1907 and 1920 was the disap­
pearance of Germany as a colonial power in West Africa. As 
one result of her defeat by Britain and France in the First 
World War Germany lost her colonies of Togoland and 
Cameroon. They were taken over by the League of Nations 
and each colony was divided into two parts, one part being 
administered by Britain and the other by France.

On the Gold Coast, the administration was in the hands of a 
Governor who was resident in the capital, Accra. He was 
assisted by an Executive Council which included the four most 
senior officials. The Executive Council was an advisory body 
whose advice the Governor could set aside if he wished.

There was also a Legislative Council which was responsible 
for discussing public affairs and making the necessary
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legislation on issues that were brought before it by the 
Executive Council. This body consisted of four members of 
the Executive Council, the Chief Justice and three unofficial 
members. The Legislative Council was further expanded in 
1916 when there were eleven official to ten unofficial 
members. The Bills that were passed by the Legislative 
Council were not laws until they were ratified by the 
Governor. The Council was not representative.

The Gold Coast Colony was divided into three provinces, 
Western, Central and Eastern, each subdivided into districts. 
Asante was divided into Northern and Southern Provinces 
and the northern area was divided into Northern and Southern 
Provinces. In each province the head of administration was the 
Chief Commissioner who exercised political and judicial 
functions. The different districts had District Commissioners 
to administer them. Some of the traditional institutions were 
retained.

In all Gold Coast societies land was considered as belonging 
to the community and was held by the chief as guardian. Each 
man was entitled to a little holding which he enjoyed as a 
tenant as long as he respected tribal custom. Land could not 
normally be taken from the individual or the community. 
At first the British respected this tradition and confiscated 
very little land. This situation changed as the cultivation of 
cocoa spread. Cocoa farming grew with great rapidity without 
European capital and with little government aid. Between 1891 
and 1895 five tons of cocoa were exported but this rose between 
1901 and 1905 to 3000 tons. After cocoa the next most import­
ant export was gold. At first Europeans were content to buy 
gold from the Africans but as time went by they wanted to 
increase the production of the Gold Coast mines. At first the 
government did not regulate mining and so it became easy for 
mineral prospectors to get land from the chiefs. The govern­
ment was then forced to take action because it also wanted 
land for public use. They introduced a bill that made it 
possible to take land for public needs. Compensation would 
be paid for lost crops but not for confiscated land. Apart from 
this, until 1894 the government did nothing about the leases 
transacted between chiefs and companies. Then the Crown 
Lands Bill was brought in with the aim of taking over waste 
lands, forest lands and minerals. Two things provoked 
controversy. The detribalized men at the coast were afraid 
that the proposed law would mean that the government could
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give native land to land speculators. The second point was 
that there were no waste lands on the Gold Coast. If the Bill 
had been passed it would have jeopardized the cocoa industry. 
The opposition against it was very strong so the Bill failed. In 
1897 a new Land Bill was brought forward which gave the 
Crown rights of administration but not of ownership. The 
opposition, which again was fierce, was based on the term 
‘Public Land’. This led to the formation of the Gold Coast 
Aborigines’ Rights Protection Society which existed to 
examine and comment on proposed legislation.

This society launched a great campaign against the Bill and 
persuaded the Colonial Secretary not to sanction it. The 
chiefs and the educated classes worked hand in hand to see 
that the Bill did not go through. The Bill and the protests 
were sent to England and a Gold Coast Western Province 
delegation of J. W. Sey, T. F. F. Jones and G. Hughes 
accompanied it. In the face of all this opposition the 1897 
Land Bill was withdrawn, but in 1900 a right to validate 
concessions by appeal in the High Court was accepted. A 
Forestry Bill was passed in 1910 to preserve the land so that 
its fertility might not be destroyed by widespread burning. 
The Forestry Reserves Bill was introduced. This also met 
with opposition, so the Belfield Commission was set up in 
1912. The Commission did not agree that the colonial 
government had the right to create forest reserves since it 
could not claim ownership of the land.

From the work of the Aborigines’ Rights Protection Society 
it is easy to see the part that the educated classes were playing 
in the history of the Gold Coast. They were increasing and 
forming a strong, enlightened middle class always prepared 
to attack any government measure that they thought was 
against African interests. At first their activities were con­
centrated on the coast but improved transport and com­
munications enabled them to extend their influence inland.

The need to stimulate the gold industry led to the building 
of the railway between Sekondi and Tarkwa, the centre of 
the mining area. It was then extended to Kumasi. As a result, 
cocoa farming spread to the Asante. As soon as Asante farmers 
began to produce large crops the government had to construct 
another railway from Accra to Kumasi (1910-23). At the same 
time road development was on the increase. By 1919 about 
2,000 km of road had been built. The government of the Gold 
Coast had realized the danger of a one-crop economy and
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therefore had stimulated the production of timber and 
rubber. Cattle raising was encouraged in the North.

It was not long before a rift began to develop between the 
chiefs and the educated classes. The British had introduced a 
system of indirect rule because they believed it to be the best 
way of training the people for eventual self-rule. They had their 
native courts where they enforced the laws which they had 
helped in making. Their administrative position was increased 
by the fact that they worked independently of any African 
institution or public opinion as long as the District Commis­
sioner was pleased. The educated classes saw this system as a 
retrograde and hypocritical step. They maintained that the 
chiefs had become agents of the colonialists and did not 
represent the real wishes of the people.

The educated classes were also dissatisfied with the 
position of Africans in the civil service. Educated Africans 
were in fact underpaid clerical employees and the top ranks 
of the service were retained for British officers. By 1914 a 
large class of literate Africans had emerged whose training 
removed them from the farms and prepared them only for 
white collar jobs which they then found difficult to get. 
Africans and Englishmen with identical qualifications did not 
occupy the same position and did not get the same pay. The 
First World War precipitated matters by pushing up prices. 
Africans began to suspect that the reason for their exclusion 
from the top grades of the civil service and from well-paid 
jobs was their colour. This led directly to the growth of 
nationalism. Personal relationships between the British and 
the Africans in the civil service began to deteriorate. This 
dispute reached its climax in 1919 with the demand by the 
African civil servants for the immediate recall of the Colonial 
Secretary, A. R. Slater, who, they said, had no sympathy with 
African claims for higher wages.

Small as this issue was, it showed an underlying grievance 
of the people against the administration at a time when Africans 
were helping Britain to fight against the world tyranny of 
Germany. The Aborigines’ Rights Protection Society had 
always maintained that as the Gold Coast was not conquered 
territory Britain had no right to direct administration. The 
idea of self-rule now began to permeate the whole of nationalist 
thinking and campaigns were arranged against the adminis­
tration because it denied representative government to 
Africans.
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Governor Hugh Clifford could not concede this but was 
prepared to amend the Constitution. He was the President of a 
Legislative Council which had eight members, four of whom 
were official members of the Executive Council and four 
unofficial members (two Europeans and two Africans). To 
provide the means for a fairer assessment of African interests, 
in 1916 Clifford set up an enlarged Legislative Council of 
twenty-one members. There were now twelve official 
members, three unofficial European members, three unofficial 
African members (chiefs) representing the Twi, Fante and 
the Ewe-speaking communities and three unofficial educated 
members representing Cape Coast, Western Province and 
Accra.

The very fact that the elective principle was not accepted 
and that officials still predominated made the new changes 
unsatisfactory to the Africans. A newspaper, the Gold Coast 
Nation, began a series of attacks against the Legislative Council 
from its inauguration, and the nominated African members: 
J. P. Brown (Cape Coast), J. E. Casely Hayford (Western 
Province) and T. Hutton Mills (Accra) carried this campaign 
to the floor of the Legislative Council itself. The Aborigines’ 
Rights Protection Society wanted to constitute itself into an 
electoral college for the appointment of the three educated 
unofficial members. Many petitions were sent to the Colonial 
Office and met with no response. But suddenly the attention 
of the African nationalist politicians was diverted towards the 
creation of a self-governing West African state and all energies 
were concentrated towards the summoning of the first West 
African Congress.

In Nigeria, as on the Gold Coast, the problem that faced 
Britain was that of working out an administrative system for 
the area of the Niger over which protectorates had been de­
clared. Lagos continued to remain a colony, but its area of 
jurisdiction was extended after a protectorate had been de­
clared over the Yoruba country and the whole area was desig­
nated the Colony and Protectorate of Lagos. Lagos, the 
Protectorate of Southern Nigeria and the Protectorate of 
Northern Nigeria constituted three separate administrative 
units, each under a High Commissioner who was responsible 
directly to the Colonial Office in England. In the Protectorate 
of Southern Nigeria, an administration had to be worked out
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the High Commissioner to ru le through proclamations and thus 
provide for the administration of justice, the raising of revenue 
and the maintenance of law, order and good government. 
The whole area was divided into four divisions for adminis­
tration.

Each of these divisions was under the administration of a 
District Commissioner who was responsible to the High 
Commissioner. Poor communication and lack of personnel 
made it impossible for any direct government to be adopted. 
Traditional institutions had to be encouraged but had to be 
controlled to make sure that all evil practices were expunged. 
This was why native councils were established. They provided 
the means by which the District Commissioners could familia­
rize themselves with local laws and customs. Native courts 
were set up in Old Calabar, Opobo, Akwete, Bonny, Sapele and 
Benin City. Where there were traditional rulers, they became 
the focal points of local government and they were the 
presidents of the native courts and the native councils; 
but where there were none, the District Commissioners ap­
pointed important local people as political agents. This was 
how Chief Dore Numa, who was the great opponent of Nana 
of Ebrohimi, gained control of the whole of the Itsekiri, 
Urhobo and Ijo territories.

The only place that still needed disciplining was the territory 
of the Aros whose people were particularly against the new 
administration, which, by introducing Christianity, was 
undermining the religious, political and economic importance 
of the Arochukwu Long Juju. The Aros were still slave 
traders and in 1901 the Political Agent reported that they had 
carried away hundreds of Ibibios to be sold as slaves. A 
punitive expedition was sent against the Aros, they did not 
give any resistance, and their territory was incorporated into 
the new administration.

In the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria the High Commis­
sioner, Frederick Lugard, was faced with the problem of 
maintaining an administration over a vast territory, part of 
which had never been under European influence. The Royal 
Niger Company had not effectively administered the terri­
tories gained by treaty, so there was nothing for Lugard to 
inherit. Lokoja became the headquarters of the new adminis­
tration. Lugard was soon in difficulties. Most of the emirs were 
hostile and most of the Royal West African Frontier Force Chief Dore of Warri
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had been diverted to the Asante campaign. He moved 
swiftly against the Emirs of Nupe and Kontagora when he 
learned that the latter was planning to attack the British 
garrison in Lokoja. Relations between the British and the 
Sultan of Sokoto had been strained ever since the Niger 
Company’s attack on Ilorin. After he had conquered Nupe 
and Kontagora, the High Commissioner asked the Sultan as 
Lord of Kontagora to nominate a successor to the deposed 
Emir of Kontagora. But the Sultan’s reply was one of defiance. 
Between 1901 and 1906, therefore, British rule was forced on 
the Fulani. The Emirs of Yola, Bauchi and Kano, and the 
Sultan of Sokoto were either expelled or died fighting. The 
Emirs of Gwandu and Katsina submitted.

Lugard now wanted to establish a system of government 
that would unite all the various African systems. He allowed 
the ancient Fulani Council to nominate a new Sultan of Sokoto 
and allowed the Sultan and emirs to continue ruling in the 
traditional style. They would, however, come under the 
overriding control of the Protectorate government and 
would have to accept the advice of British Residents.

This system of indirect rule through princes was something 
Lugard believed in. In any case it was virtually impossible 
with limited finance and personnel to administer the territory 
directly. He was aided in his scheme by the fact that the Fulani 
Empire had a good central administrative machinery that 
could be adopted. Lugard, as High Commissioner, could 
advise and control the Sultan, and his Residents could exercise 
the same powers over the emirs as could the District Officers 
over the district heads.

The first thing that Lugard did was to issue a slavery pro­
clamation which abolished the legal basis of slavery, prohibited 
slave dealing and proclaimed as free all children born as 
from 1 January 1901. Domestic slavery was not abolished 
outright. In respect of slavery and the removal of abuses in the 
administration Lugard’s policy was ‘go slow’. In 1902 he 
drew up a scheme for direct taxation which provided for 
assessments on land, produce, trade, cattle, sheep, goats, etc. 
He also reorganized the whole of the judicial system 
which had degenerated from the purity and impartiality of 
Koranic law.

Lagos continued to have its old Crown Colony administra­
tion with a Governor, an Executive Council and a Legislative 
Council which had, as in the Gold Coast, an official majority,
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and when the Colony and Protectorate of Lagos was estab­
lished, the Protectorate territory was loosely administered 
from Lagos also. But it became obvious that the cost of 
administration would be great and the possibilities for 
economic growth reduced, if all the governments of Nigeria 
maintained their independent status. In 1906, therefore, the 
Colony and Protectorate of Lagos was merged with the Pro­
tectorate of Southern Nigeria to form the Colony and Protec­
torate of Southern Nigeria. But this solved only a part of the 
problem. The system of colonial administration in the North 
was efficient, but direct taxation alone could not meet the 
mounting expenditure involved, and the deficit continued to 
be met by subsidy from the Southern Protectorate and 
Exchequer grants from Britain of about £300,000 a year. The 
South was rich because its trade was expanding. The North 
was dependent on southern ports for its export trade. Amalga­
mation was the obvious answer but it was not easy to achieve.

One obstacle to closer union was the mutual antagonism 
between the Northern and the Southern administrations. 
This was carried to a ridiculous extent in the building of the 
railway. The South had built the Lagos-Jebba railway to 
transport the resources of the interior and attract exports to 
Lagos. The North on the other hand built the Baro-Kano 
line to send all its produce to the Niger. Obviously transport 
policy had to be co-ordinated, and by 1911 the two lines had 
been joined at Minna. In that year construction began of a 
line from Port Harcourt, first to Enugu, and it was planned to 
extend it eventually to the North.

In 1912, Sir Frederick Lugard was appointed both 
Governor-General of the Colony and Protectorate of Southern 
Nigeria and High Commissioner of the Protectorate of 
Northern Nigeria with the specific task of amalgamating the 
North and the South. This was accomplished on 1 January 
1914 when he became Governor-General of the Colony and 
Protectorate of Nigeria. The old administrative boundaries of 
North and South remained but each unit was now placed 
under a Lieutenant-Governor whose duty it was to produce an 
annual budget for incorporation into the national budget and 
administer his territory. The central government under the 
Governor-General was responsible for those functions that 
affected the whole of the state, such as railways, mining, army, 
audit, treasury, communications and the judiciary. Lagos 
Colon}' became a separate administrative unit under an
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Administrator and the Legislative Council that had operated 
for the Southern Protectorate now confined its activities to 
Lagos only.

Lugard now established a National Council. This had 
thirty-six members which included the Governor-General as 
President, members of the Executive Council, the First Class 
Residents, the Political Secretaries and the Secretaries of the 
Northern and Southern Provinces. These were the official 
members. The others were unofficial members and of these 
seven were Europeans and six were nominated Nigerians. 
There were two emirs from the North, the Alafin of Oyo and 
one member each from the educated coastal areas: Lagos, 
Calabar and the Benin-Warri territory. This Council was only 
an advisory council to rubber stamp what the Governor- 
General wanted.

Indirect rule had now to be introduced into the South but 
while there was some success in its implementation in the 
Yoruba country, where there were traditional chiefs who 
became the focus of native authority, indirect rule failed 
in the East. In the greater part of this region there were no 
traditional authorities and the people rejected the ‘chiefs’ 
imposed on them by the British.

The economy of the territories was growing stronger as 
communications began to improve. In the early part of the 
twentieth century, there was great improvement in shipping 
facilities. The production of cocoa, which was first introduced 
into Oyo in 1885, had begun to reach great proportions in the 
West. In the Mid-West and East, palm oil and kernels began 
also to feature prominently. In the North, groundnuts had 
been introduced from Brazil at the end of the nineteenth 
century and plantation agriculture was making phenomenal 
progress. Cotton was also introduced to the North and rubber 
production was increased in Ife.

Another economic development that bound Nigeria to the 
world economy was the discovery, in 1902, of tin deposits on 
the Jos Plateau. The Royal Niger Company was the pioneer. 
By 1912 about eighty companies were active in the Plateau 
area and invested about £3.8 million.

These and other commercial enterprises brought new oppor­
tunities for Nigerians. They created opportunities for clerks 
and petty traders. The expansion of government services 
also created new openings in the lower ranks which could be 
filled only by those who were academically qualified and, of
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Immediately after the supression of the hut tax riots in 1898, 
the British government was in a dilemma over whether or not 
to break the powers of the chiefs and resort to direct adminis­
tration. It was, however, at last agreed that the chiefs should 
retain their positions, but that their administration should be 
regulated. When, therefore, the Protectorate Ordinance was 
passed in 1901, supplemented by the Protectorate Native Law 
Ordinance of 1905, the chiefs in the protectorate continued to 
be feudatory princes but became, in addition, agents of the 
central government. The colony on the other hand retained its 
old Crown Colony administrative system. The colonial 
administration refused to agree to elections for the Legislative 
Council.

course, in the coastal and administrative areas where there 
were many mission schools the educated classes were on the 
increase. Wealth and educational facilities began to produce a 
middle class of educated men who, cut off by the native 
administration system from a participation in the government 
of their areas and partly detribalized, sought opportunities 
in the service of the colonial administration. All of them felt, 
like their counterparts on the Gold Coast, aggrieved that they 
could only hold unimportant posts since the higher ranks 
were reserved mostly for Europeans. The literate population 
was now influenced greatly by non-Nigerian negroes who 
were out to attack British policy because it did not place 
Africans on an equal footing with Europeans. These men like 
the West Indian, Edward Blyden, and the Liberian, J. P. 
Jackson, began to spearhead movements that were nationalistic 
in sentiment since they were aimed at getting the African and 
the negro a fair share in the profits of administration. 
Newspapers like the Lagos Weekly Review, edited by Jackson, 
published articles denouncing the British administration. At 
the same time, the father of Nigerian nationalism, Herbert 
Macaulay, began his political activities in Lagos campaigning 
against the water rate which he said only provided money for 
the maintenance of the European population. But even these 
internal movements were dwarfed by the greater political 
movement which culminated in the formation of the National 
Congress of British West African States.
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Joint nationalist endeavour in 
British West Africa

The whole system of taxation and colonial administration 
came in for attack by the educated Africans. These educated 
Africans were on the increase in Sierra Leone and most of 
them were professionals—doctors and lawyers who after good 
academic performances in England, where they had studied 
with English students, came back to their country to find that 
the superior ranks of the administration were closed to them; 
not because they did not have the requisite qualifications, but 
because they were Africans.

During the First World War (1914—18) the Royal West African 
Frontier Force played a great part in Cameroon, Togoland and 
Tanganyika, which were German colonies. In this war, the 
West Africans fought side by side with European colleagues 
in an attempt to put down the tyranny of Germany. The 
propaganda sent to West Africa claimed that the conflict was a 
war for the preservation of human liberty. At the end of the 
war the League of Nations was established and the principle 
of self-determination became a strong force. This had a 
great influence on the structure of relations between Britain 
and her colonies which were gradually evolving into self- 
governing dominions like Canada and Australia. These 
political movements had their effect on the thinking of some of 
the educated classes in West Africa, especially on the Gold 
Coast. The Gold Coast Aborigines’ Society had spear­
headed nationalist movements within that territory but had 
hardly considered the possibility of concerted action by the 
British West African colonies of the Gold Coast, Sierra 
Leone, Nigeria and the Gambia for a review of their Crown 
Colony constitutions. There was a Gold Coast lawyer, 
however, who saw immense political and constitutional 
possibilities to be derived from a closer association amongst 
all British West African intellectuals who were suffering the 
same political and racial disabilities. He was J. E. Casely 
Hayford, a man who can be regarded as the architect of the 
concept of West African nationality.

He contacted Dr R. A. Savage, the Nigerian editor of the 
newspaper, the Gold Coast Leader, and F. W. Dove, a Sierra 
Leone lawyer practising in Freetown; but the war made it 
impossible for any solid arrangement to be made. Then the end 
of the war brought renewed activity from Hayford and his 
group and, in March 1920, six representatives from Nigeria
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one of the newly educated elite showing the conflict of old and new

three from Sierra Leone, one from the Gambia and a large 
contingent of over forty Gold Coasters met to establish the 
West African Congress.

The first thing to note about this Congress was that it was 
the meeting place of the West African intelligentsia who began 
to assume a position of leadership without seeking the partici­
pation and blessing of the traditional rulers. After two weeks of 
deliberation the following resolutions were made: a British 
West African university should be set up to reflect a sense of 
African nationality; all judicial appointments should be opened 
to suitably qualified Africans; medical posts should, similarly, 
be available to Africans; Africans were capable of looking 
after their own interests in the land, and Europeans should 
no longer exchange and partition countries between them, 
without reference to, or regard for, the wishes of the people;
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and the constitutions of the British colonies should be 
amended to reflect some element of the representative 
principle. The Congress decided to send a delegation to 
London to represent their views.

In September 1920, delegates representing the four British 
West African colonies went to London to put forward 
demands based on the Congress resolutions. These demands 
were rejected by the Secretary of State, Lord Milner, mainly 
because of the opposition of the governors of the Gold Coast 
and Nigeria, who stated that the delegates were not representa­
tives of the people of the two colonies. In particular, the 
Gold Coast Governor, Sir Gordon Guggisberg, was able to 
use to advantage an attack made by Nana Ofori Atta against the 
West African Congress. This paramount chief felt that the 
young intellectuals were despising traditional authority and 
ignoring the opinions of the chiefs. Despite black divisions 
and white opposition, the Congress continued to work for 
self-determination and nationalism.

French colonial philosophy differed considerably from that of 
Britain. France followed a policy of ‘assimilation’. This 
involved turning Africans into ‘black Frenchmen’. Everything 
was done to destroy African culture and to replace it by the 
‘superior’ French culture. The end product would, in theory, 
be an African province where the way of life would be identi­
cal to that of France.

Between 1902 and 1904 all France’s West African conquests 
were amalgamated into one province known as the Federation 
of French West Africa. It had a Governor-General situated 
at Dakar. A vast network of local officials was spread over the 
rest of this enormous colonial territory (the largest single 
colonial area in Africa). The most important local agent, the 
Commandant de cercle, did not have to learn the local language 
or respect the customs of the people in order to be regarded as 
a good administrator. He had to reduce the powers of the chief 
and appoint a successor without recourse to any native law 
or custom. Where native institutions were allowed to function 
at all, they were not native institutions in the sense that they 
operated native customary practices but native in the sense 
that they consisted of chiefs and the people and so were allowed 
to have a say in items that were presented to them for dis­
cussion by the responsible officer. The chief was merely an
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agent of the government officer made to perform certain 
defined functions and not a native ruler exercising both 
executive and judicial functions.

The ultimate aim of the French was to bring the West 
Africans to a standard of French civilization and culture and 
not to encourage the growth of an independent spirit. In 
everything there was a great difference between the African 
French citizen (citoyen franfais) and the French subject
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(sttjel). It was possible for a man to be transferred from the 
position of subject to that of citizen by attaining certain 
standards which were contained in a decree of 1912. He had to 
be above the age of twenty-one, have some proficiency in the 
French language, have shown genuine interest in French life 
and culture, and have been in French employment for at 
least ten years. The acquisition of the F rench way of life became 
a status symbol. The easiest ways for a subject to become a 
citizen were for him to marry a French woman and become 
the father of a child of mixed blood, or to distinguish himself in 
French military service.

The French educational system encouraged only a few 
people to attain this status. Education was a government 
concern and was not left in the hands of missionaries. All 
education was free and private religious bodies had to get 
permission to open schools. The language of instruction was 
French and there was no attempt to develop the indigenous 
languages side by side with the imperial language. The 
teaching of French began at a very early age and was considered 
an important means of encouraging the spirit of loyalty to 
France. There was also a great emphasis on vocational
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instruction. The aim was’not just to produce a literate popula­
tion with no specific training to fit in with the economic and 
social growth of the state. The schools in the old towns were 
modelled on those of France so that it was possible for 
children from such schools to pass from the primary and 
secondary schools of French West Africa and go to university 
in France without any academic disadvantage.

Outside these towns, however, in the French West African 
Federation popular education ended with the primary school. 
The number of children who advanced to the three year terri­
torial secondary schools was limited by the government s 
calculation of estimated demand for future employment. 
Since there could be few vacancies in administration and 
commerce, and since the French educational system did not 
encourage learning for its own sake, competition for entry 
into secondary schools was great indeed. The pupils who were 
successful in entering these schools were trained as recruits for 
subordinate posts in the administration.

When a student in a regional secondary school showed great 
academic promise, he could be sent after the completion of his 
course to the teacher training college in Dakar, the Ecole 
William Ponty, which also provided a three-year medica 
course. The standard of the Ecole William Ponty was so high 
that the teachers trained there were sent only to the urban 
areas to teach, while the teachers for the rural areas were taught 
in the two normal schools of the Sudan and the Ivory Coast.

Since the Federation was thought of as a part of France, 
economic development was seen in terms of French interests. 
To encourage trade and the transport of goods to the coast 
for shipment, railways were built to link the coastal areas wit 
the Niger. The first railway was built in the 1880s to link 
Senegal to the Port of Dakar. But this line did not penetrate 
far enough into the interior so the Dakar-Niger line was 
constructed from Dakar to Loulikoro, a distance of some 
1,200 kilometres. Attempts were then made to link the 
coastal ports of Conakry in Guinea, Abidjan in the 
Coast, and Cotonou in Dahomey with the Niger basin. e 
result was that a railway between Conakry and Kankan was 
begun in 1900 and completed in 1914. From Abidjan in the 
Ivory Coast, a railway line was begun in 1903. After many 
handicaps it ended in Bobo Dioulasso, a distance of 800 
kilometres, while the line from Cotonou stopped at Parakou.



250

The French were not as lucky as the British in gaining 
territories that had great agricultural and mineral resources. 
This made it even more important to have a network of railways 
and waterways to provide cheap transport from the areas of 
production to the ports. It is to the credit of the French 
administration that each railway line opened up economic 
possibilities both for export production and for new markets 
ready for imported articles.

The mainstay of the economy, especially in the interior, 
was agriculture. Groundnuts were the most important cash 
crop and the centre of production was Senegal. However, 
cultivation soon began to spread. Palm oil also became a good 
export commodity from Dahomey. The activities of French 
planters encouraged the growth of coffee and cocoa in the 
Ivory Coast and bananas in Guinea. All these products could 
be exported only to France as there was no free trade system 
within the French Empire. The French market was open to 
West African products as the markets of West Africa were 
also open to French manufactured articles only.

All decisions, whether political, economic or social were 
made in Paris. This did not mean, however, that decisions 
were made without recourse to local opinion. Apart from the 
Governors and Lieutenant-Governors, who were agents of 
the French government, there was the Deputy of Senegal to the 
French National Assembly who could press for measures in his 
people’s interest. When Blaise Diagne became, in 1914, the 
first African to be elected as Deputy to the French National 
Assembly, he could claim to be a representative of the people 
of West Africa. During his long service for West Africa, he 
acted on occasions as Under-Secretary to the Colonies. The 
Governors also had the services of their advisory councils, 
which included many Africans.

Many Africans gained personal advantage by accepting 
the French system. They were educated and trained. They 
became French citizens and the way to considerable advance­
ment was open for them. But there were always some who 
opposed the French assumption of cultural superiority. In 
Senegal the educated class demanded equality before the law 
and freedom to practise Islam. When Blaise Diagne was 
elected to the Chamber of Deputies he championed his 
countrymen’s cause and was completely successful. It is not 
surprising that Senegalese Africans should have taken the lead 
in early nationalist endeavour, since they had had longer
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experience of their French masters. By 1920 African intellec­
tuals in other parts of the Federation were following their 
lead. France was forced to abandon the policy of‘assimilation’ 
and instead evolved the concept of ‘association’, which had 
similarities to the British policy of indirect rule.
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The establishment of alien rule in 
East Africa

Trading companies and 
imperialists

The activities of the Nguni, Zanzibaris, and rival warlords in 
some parts of East Africa made easier the establishment of 
European control. Where the newcomers discovered stable, 
well-organized African states, conquest was a much slower 
and more difficult process. As the map on page 253 shows, 
Christian mission stations were established over a wide area by 
1884. By this date also explorers had travelled through East 
and Central Africa to discover the Nile source and map the 
Lakes system. Other Europeans came to hunt animals or to 
help the missionaries, particularly in their fight against the

1884 was a crucial year for East Africa. Not only was it the year 
of the Berlin Conference and the arrival of the first colonialists; 
it was also the year in which three great leaders died. Nyungu- 
ya-Mawe continued to be an energetic king and warrior to the 
end. He organized his large territory into six or seven regions 
each under a mutmale (agent) who was completely under his 
control. Traditional rulers and people who might object to 
Nyungu’s authority were ruthlessly suppressed. As a result 
Nyungu was able to pass on a well-organized state to his suc­
cessor. Mirambo, who also died in 1884, did not leave such a 
legacy. He conquered and controlled a large empire in 
northern Nyamweziland but his rule was entirely personal. 
His successor, Mpandashalo, could not hold the state together 
and Mirambo’s great empire collapsed. North of Lake 
Victoria, in 1884, the great Kabaka Mutesa I came to the end 
of his long and eventful life. To the end he continued to hold 
in balance the rival political groups at court. He welcomed 
foreigners to his country but made sure that they remained 
there on his terms. The military might of Buganda declined 
during his last years and the old enemy, Bunyoro, was able to 
regain much lost land. The future greatness and independence 
of Buganda would depend largely on the ability of the next 
Kabaka to continue successfully Mutesa’s policies.
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Arab slave trade. But some Europeans came who had a vision 
of the commercial and colonial advantages to be found in 
East Africa. It was these men who were mostly responsible 
for starting off the ‘scramble’ in this part of the continent.

In 1856 William Mackinnon founded a shipping company 
for carrying passengers and goods between Europe and India. 
It rapidly developed into the British India Steam Navigation 
Company, the largest steamship line in the world. Zanzibar 
became an important port of call for Mackinnon’s ships, 
particularly after the opening of the Suez Canal (1869). Three 
years later he established a regular mail service between 
Zanzibar and Aden. He established friendly relations with 
Sultans Majid and Barghash, helped in the development of 
Dar es Salaam and advised them on the best way of exploiting 
their mainland possessions. Mackinnon wanted the British 
government and private companies to invest money in the 
development of East Africa, as they had in the development of 
Egypt. With the backing of the British Consul, Sir John Kirk, 
he persuaded Barghash to lease 1-5 million square kilometres 
to a development company to be formed for the purpose. 
But the scheme had to be dropped because Mackinnon failed 
to get the support of his government.

In 1884 another visitor from Britain, Harry Johnston (see 
p. 298), arrived to carry out a scientific survey of the animal 
and vegetable life round Kilimanjaro. During the course of his 
stay Johnston became convinced that the area was ideally 
suited for European settlement. He even signed treaties of 
protection with some of the chiefs at Taveta. But, like 
Mackinnon, he could not persuade the British government to 
support his schemes.

Carl Peters, a German, was more successful. He went to 
Zanzibar as an agent of the Society for German Colonization. 
He made treaties with many mainland chiefs in the region 
between the Pangani and Rufiji rivers. Early in 1885 he 
obtained his government’s support for these agreements and 
was soon back extending German authority into the Kili­
manjaro district and over Witu further up the coast. Sultan 
Barghash was alarmed at what he considered to be an invasion 
of his territory. He protested to Germany and offered a treaty 
of protection to Britain. The Germans sent warships to 
Zanzibar harbour while Barghash’s British allies did nothing. 
The Sultan was forced to recognize the German treaties and 
allow Peters’ Society free access through Dar es Salaam to their
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new territory. The German East Africa Company and the 
German Witu Company were set up to develop the new 
protectorates.

Meanwhile Mackinnon, Johnston and their supporters had 
brought pressure to bear on the British government. Mackin­
non made plans to form a company to administer the Taveta 
protectorate covered by Johnston’s treaties. The British 
government, faced with a complete German takeover in East 
Africa, called for a conference. The result of this conference 
was the Anglo-German Agreement of October 1886. Its main 
clauses were: (1) the Sultan’s territory was defined as the 
offshore islands and an 18 km wide stretch of territory ex­
tending from the river Tana to the river Ruvuma; (2) a line 
was drawn from the river Umba to Lake Victoria dividing the 
British ‘sphere of interest’ to the north from the German 
sphere to the south; (3) the two European powers were to 
settle peacefully their rival claims round Kilimanjaro; (4) the 
German protectorate over Witu was confirmed.

Mackinnon’s newly-formed British East Africa Association 
(it became the Imperial British East Africa Company in 1888) 
was soon in conflict with its German rivals. The IBEA Com­
pany managed to bring most of the northern coast under its 
control. Then there took place a race with the Germans to see 
who could reach Buganda first and gain control of the country. 
We will return to the affairs of Buganda shortly but first we 
must see how the ‘scramble’ for territory north of Lake Victoria 
influenced the overall pattern of partition.

Buganda was seen as the most important part of East Africa, 
both commercially and strategically. It had good government 
and a thriving economy. It would, therefore, make a very 
good trade centre. Strategically it was regarded as a ‘back 
door’ to Egypt and the Sudan. Some Europeans even believed 
that by controlling the headwaters of the Nile they could con­
trol the destiny of the lands through which it flowed. As we 
have seen, most of the colonial powers were interested in the 
upper Nile region. Matters came to a head in 1886 when the 
Mahdist uprising cut off Emin Pasha, the German Governor 
of Egypt’s Equatoria Province, in his headquarters at Lado. 
Several expeditions were organized to rescue Emin in the hope 
of making fresh colonial conquests in the process and also of 
obtaining a share of the vast horde of ivory Emin had gathered.



I

1886

1886-1890

I

256

j.

Sultan of Zanzibar's 
10 mile wide strip 

The Partition of East Africa

Sultan of Zanzibar's 
10 mile wide stripSultan of Zanzibar 

=| German Protectorates

Possessions of Sultan of Zanzibar 
under British Protection

was®
t + ^Kismayu (Z)

Witu (G) 
•*Lamu (Z)

;+tt++Itt + + + x Warsheikh (z) 
+ + + + + + + + + + + + + Mogadishu (Z) \ 

r:::t::::::::::Merka <z) \ i 
+++++++■♦'++++■ _
+ + + + + + + + + + + + B rava (Z) _

German treaties with+ + + + + + - Warsheikh (Z) 
Buganda and + ; , Mogadishu (Z) \ y
Wanga Merkg (Z)^\\Z

n n n ?-a™
\ f 1111 tfFTjV 11 ^Kismayu (Z)

(z> w'-v>S’K'V::->?-Z’:Zc^1Zanz'bar



The Emin Pasha relief expedition led by Stanley

257

It was a Congo Free State expedition led by H. M. Stanley 
that eventually succeeded in bringing Emin out (1889).

Of more interest for East Africa were two of the expeditions 
that failed. The IBEA Company sent a party under Frederick 
Jackson, and Carl Peters led a German group. Peters won the 
race to Buganda. He signed a protection treaty with Kabaka 
Mwanga and another with the leader of Wanga Mukulu, an 
Abaluyia kingdom in north-western Kenya. The IBEA 
Company, realizing that its sphere of influence might be 
encircled by German territory, urged the government in 
London to act. The result was another Anglo-German Agree­
ment (sometimes known as the Heligoland Treaty because 
Britain gave to Germany the North Sea island of Heligoland as 
part of the agreement) signed in 1890. Its main terms were: 
(1) the 1886 boundary line was continued across Lake Victoria
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