PAGE  
1

colonial violence (draft of a lecture) 
‘Colloque international,12-13/05/2005 “La violence coloniale au Congo”. Association belge des Africanistes-Musée royal de l’Afrique centrale.
Colonial Violence in the Congo Independent State and the ‘Société Anversoise du Commerce au Congo’ 





By prof. dr. Daniel Vangroenweghe, Ghent University
‘I ask only for rubber production, as much and as quick as possible’ (E. Bunge, Antwerp administrator in a letter to the African Director in 1895).
‘The Congo Independent State, instead of acquitting of his primordial duty as colonizer (to teach the native to take advantage of his native land and to improve the quality of farming) forbids the natives, according to the Commission of Inquiry (1904-1905) to exploit his land that he owns legally in another way than he cultivated it before 1885.

The state systematically keeps the black people in an inferior state of civilization and prevents improving their material condition. This obstruction is imposed by pursuit of gain, in order to monopolize for the profit of the state or for the concession societies the profits of rubber exploitation’. (F. Cattier, Etude sur la situation de l’Etat Indépendant du Congo. 1906, pp.30-31).
At the end of a two months inspection journey at the beginning of 1904 in the Société Anversoise substitute Grenade wrote: ‘In reality, the directors (i.e. the directors, the zone chiefs and the managers) ask the native everything he can furnish without starvation, and they let him believe that the state troops will punish him if he does not fulfil the orders. If he does not furnish the quantity of rubber asked for, they consider it as robbery. They do not simply desire to punish him but to revenge. They are the more tempted as their deeds will remain unpunished and ignored by the authorities who could suppress them’.

1. Foundation and local organisation of the Société Anversoise.

The society founded in 1892 was located on the Mongala river in the Bangala district. It had the monopoly of rubber, ivory and all the forest products. A. De Browne de Tiège, an Antwerp banker and stockholder was the delegated administrator. He was probably a proxy for the Congo State or the king himself. The Congo (or the King) was the major shareholder. If Leopold II did not have all the keys in his hand, he was expert holder of the main key. The implication of the state was mainly financial, administrative, military and sustained by the factual incapacity of the courts of justice and by a press agency founded to bribe the newspapers. A good part of the profits of the Congo Independent State were used by the king for the embellishment of Belgium and for his personal expenses. The king was not the sole scapegoat, but as an absolute monarch of a state without a parliament, without responsible ministers and without independent judges he had a heavy political, juridical and moral responsibility even according to the moral standards of that time.

The director in Africa had plenary power included police power. He could appeal on the police post at Bumba with 150 armed soldiers.
 The district commissioner of Bangala and the commandant of the Force Publique (Congolese Army) helped indirectly to activate the rubber production. A.De Meulemeester, commanding officer of the armed forces in Bangala received 60.000 francs.
 (360.000 €) of bonus given by the rubber society during his first term (1895-1898) according to the private correspondence of A. De Browne de Tiège to Major Lothaire. This bonus was very high: twenty times the annual salary of an officer. Moreover bonus granted to state officers by societies were illegal. E. Titeux, a state agent at the disposal of the Anversoise in 1893 received a similar bonus of 60.000 francs. Another officer of the Congolese Army was given 60.000 francs as well.

The Société Anversoise was divided in six zones, and each zone in several posts with a European chief. The Congo Independent State assured, free of charge military protection of seven posts. Some agents of the Society were on the payment order of the State. Most of the agents were civilians but everybody wore a soldier’s uniform.
2. The collaboration between the directors in Africa, the district commissioners and the commanders of the Army.


In order to understand the violence a word must be said about the directors in Africa.
The first director De Valkeneer was repatriated. He was suspected of serious acts of violence. His successor Louis Liebrechts (the brother of Charles, general secretary of the Congo Independent State) was murdered in the river Ebola by the Budja on 10.10.1895 as a retaliation for his violent acts. De Saegher, director of justice wrote: ‘Liebrechts is an animal and a brute. He is covered by the personality of his brother and his trustees. He is a vulgar murderer who killed with his revolver the village chiefs who did not bring enough rubber. Many reports were made upon him not because of the acts themselves but because of their stupidity that troubled the area’.
Director Hubert Lothaire (1897-1900)
and the special mission of Victor Léon Fiévez (1897-1899).


Lothaire became African director of the Anversoise in 1897. He cooperated with three district commissioners: Hanolet, Verdussen and Fiévez. The latter was appointed High Commissioner by the King in Ubangi and Bangala with a special mission under which the activation of the rubber production.
None of the three district commissioners gave the slightest criticism on the Anversoise. The same is true for two substitutes Vanhoesen and Malherbe. Lothaire had de facto unlimited powers. His contract for five years provided an annual salary of 15.000 francs (90.000€) plus all his expenses. He got an indemnification of 0.50 francs/ kilo ivory and 0.15 francs/ kilo rubber. If the rubber production felt beneath 60% of the preceding semester the society could fire him. His first 930 tons of rubber gave him a bonus of 93.000 francs (558.000€).
Close collaboration between the district commissioner and the director of the Anversoise.

The first made only the rough political outlines. That means that he received monthly political reports. But these reports were nearly never made. Lothaire had police power (Letter of 20 of September 1897 by governor a.i. Wangermée). He got even the permission to force natives to pay in rubber, ivory or food. There was no legal base whatever for imposing this until 1903.(Report sent in 1905 by substitute G. Nisco to the Commission of Enquiry).
Moreover Lothaire could delegate his police powers to his agents and did so. A circular letter of 24 of July 1899 by the state procurator approved for the society the right for armed operations against the natives if the permission was given by the district commissioner. This permission was always given because the commissioner himself got high bonus for rubber collection in his district.
From 1897 to 1907 the rubber production was 3.827.764 kilo, what means an annual average of 347.978 kilo. If a rubber collector produced monthly 5 kilo 
 or 60 kilo a year there were in average 5.800 rubber gatherers a year. Of course a number of gatherers never collected during eleven years. A great part of them starved, was killed or became sick or escaped to another area. In my opinion the society needed 12.000 gatherers a year for the production. One has to add the rowers for transport, porters, auxiliary personnel for rubber drying, and for constructions. Women had to made plantations, produce manioc breads and fish for soldiers, agents, auxiliary troops and other personnel. The botanist Franz Thonner of Vienna 
 collecting 500 plants crossed this area in 1896 and a second time in 1909. He estimated in 1896 the inhabitants at 8 per km² and in 1909 at 4 or 5 km².After carefully reading the never published documents in different archives I estimate that the population in the Société Anversoise was at least halved in 15 years. In certain areas, according to the testimony of Weeks the diminution of the population was bigger.
Production of rubber and ivory in the Anversoise

Year

rubber

ivory

profits

dividend pro share



in kilo

in kilo

in francs

1893

?

?

 86.700

…

1894

?

?

 85.800

…

1895

  33.583
15.852
           120.400
25

1896

  50.324
  9.242

?

?

1897  

278.793
13.167
            120.700
25 (?)

1898  

508.134
11.387
         3.896.000       1000


1899

439.103
18.707
         3.083.000         800

1900

406.587
19.154

   29.100
…

1901

264.878
16.738

   28.400
…

1902

476.250
10.608
             967.500
250

1903

366.200
10.870
          2.021.800
500

1904

308.819
10.871           1.586.600
400

1905

278.000
13.100
          1.960.600
500

1906

501.000
13.200
          1.969.000
500

1907

398.000
14.800           1.260.000
200

1908

108.000
10.000

  478.700
…

1909

  10.000
  5.000

  165.700
…

1910

nihil

nihil
  loss of    42.600
  40

3. Partial data of arms import


The Anversoise officially imported in1899 - 1903 550 albini rifles and 33.600 cartouches and 31.000 caps for guns. Lothaire owned two revolvers with 3.000 bullets. In 1898 the administrator sent in a hurry from Antwerp 1.000 guns before the import embargo of that kind of guns.
4. Recruitment of white and black personnel.


Finding a valuable European staff was not easy. In general the quality was meagre. The concession had in average thirty European agents in Congo. Lothaire fired a number of agents, some with a letter willing to please from a medical doctor. However the main reason for dismiss was a lack of energy in rubber collecting. Certain agents recruited by the concession were ancient criminals or men fired by the Congo Independent State. Their salary was minimal but a system of bonus / kilo rubber or ivory was a stimulant. 
There was a law of silence applied for agents of the state and the society. The labour contract of the Anversoise enclosed a fine of 3.000 francs (18.000 €) for revealing affairs or other information on the Anversoise. The bonus was only given when they were back in Belgium. In fact they had in Belgium no legal right to claim their bonus. The same was true for the state agents.
This system, called the Leopoldian system of exploitation (monopoly, maximum collecting with the lowest costs as possible, minimum salary and bonus and promotion according to the production) was the base of enormous violence and atrocities. There was no control, everybody made a profit of the system. To make profits and promotion everybody (from governor, district commissioner, officers to state and company agents) had to keep silent.

No doubt that king Leopold II himself knew of the atrocities. He knew what Fiévez had done in the Equator. Fiévez wrote a report to the governor general on 11 of January 1895 in order to defend himself for remarks made by the governor of his waste of bullets. ‘I set off on November 18th 1894 to prepare the installation of the state property in the Busira (a euphemism for coercion for rubber)’. The first day 956 natives were killed. 200 were made prisoners, half of them children between 4 and 10 years old. Fiévez had only three of his men killed and ten wounded. A couple of days later 145 natives were killed, only one soldier were killed and two wounded. On another occasion 59 natives were killed. In total 2.838 bullets were fired and 1346 (sic) natives killed. He counted exactly the number of bullets to tell the governor how parsimonious he had been.162 villages were plundered and the huts fired, the plantations were devastated in order to starve out the population. The chiefs promised to bring monthly 1.562 loads of rubber of 15 kilo. But Fiévez added that one had not to reckon too much on them because the results of the war were insufficient for a durable peace (the regular rubber tax). Every month such reports were sent to Brussels. King Leopold II read this report of eight pages by Fiévez. The Kölnische Zeitung, a German quality newspaper mentioned these facts on three occasions (12.09.1896; 1.06.1897 and 28.04.1900). The king decided not to give Fiévez a second term as district commissioner in the Equator. He sent him in the Anversoise concession with a special mission (to activate the rubber production).
The native personnel, soldiers and auxiliaries euphemistically called sentries or guardians of Albini rifles often lacked discipline. The recruits were often men (the minimum age was 14 to become a soldier) stolen or recruited in the villages by the state or by Afro-Arabs paid for by the state. They called them ‘libérés’( liberated people). Several Zappo Zap of the Kasai area known for cannibalism were recruited as soldiers in the Anversoise. These recruits were in general not well trained and had no discipline. After a training of six months they were given a uniform and arms. They considered themselves as very important people.
Percentage for the army

of the budget of Congo

expenditure in francs
 
number of recruits
Independent State

1895
48%



3.55 million 


10.295

1896
58%



4.82



11.742

1897
48%



4.94



13.983

1898
39%



6.87



19.028

1899
38%



7.62



15.565

1900
28%



7.80



14.529.

The Congolese army had the smallest accompaniment by European staff in Africa at that period. This lack of accompaniment aggravated the excesses of the army.
5. Atrocities

The difficulties for intervention by the courts are discussed, followed by the reasons why the courts had to intervene and finally their results.

Reports of state inspectors, some testimonies on oath especially by white officers of the Congolese army before the Commission of Enquiry (1904-1905) declared that everything went well in the Anversoise. In general the local government at Boma and the central government at Brussels did not take initiatives to persecute serious abuses in the Upper Congo. The young substitutes depended for their food and transport on the district commissioner or on the Anversoise. To open a dossier against a white man; one has to ask the advice of the district commissioner and also of the state attorney in Boma. The governor had the right to suspend prosecution.


The state secretary in Brussels (the equivalent of a prime minister) wrote to the governor that the intervention of the courts in war territories had to stop. Formally the Anversoise was not a war territory but the local agents considered it as such. 
The administration of justice in the Upper Congo never functioned well neither in the concession companies of the Anversoise or the Anglo-Belgian India Rubber Company (Abir) or in the Crown Domain of the king (his private property). In general only instructions were made in very serious cases, or when a debate took place in the Belgian Chambers of representatives. Most of them were rarely mentioned in the press because most of the newspapers were bribed by the Congo State. The rare condemnations concerned mostly subordinate personnel.
Why inquiries came inevitable in the Anversoise.

Joseph Moray, an agent of the Anversoise murdered the chief Abibo in December 1899 in a frivolous way. This was the only chief among the Budja-Elua tribe who collaborated with the whites in collecting rubber. Lothaire had hoped that Abibo could convert the others chiefs in rubber collectors. Lothaire made a complaint. The agent and other ones reacted by publishing in Belgian newspapers what really happened in the Anversoise. Foreign newspapers in Great Britain and Germany picked up the gruesome stories. The most of these stories were later confirmed by the courts:
-55 women taken hostages by a white agent were hanged because their husbands had not brought rubber. 25 women and two children were killed because the rowing-boats for rubber transport arrived too late. Another white man killed 250 men and cut off 60 hands.
-Another agent hanged women, children and men. He exposed of their genitals and heads on a palisade. 


A great debate was held during three days (19th, 24th and 16th of April 1900) in the Belgian Chambers of Representatives. The Belgian government answered the accusations by communicating letters written by the Congolese government. These letters simply denied everything.
In the Belgian newspaper ‘La Réforme’ (13 of April 1900) an agent of the Anversoise told how agents spread discord. ‘An agent charged with the foundation of a post went there with three of his soldiers. He had to manage well with the niggers he finds en route. The engagement of recruits is as follows. The agent made a choice in a group of niggers. He give them an albini or a flint gun and says: ‘You are a soldier!’ He tries to convince them that they are the best friends of the white man. He promises a part of the loot and women taken in a devastated village after a palaver.
It happens that they overact with the albini rifles and that the so called soldiers kill natives of a rebellious or recalcitrant village (that means a village that refuses to bring rubber). The white men put in a great effort to maintain hostility among different tribes. They demonstrate their affection or hostility to one tribe or to another according to their own interest. This politic is named: divide and rule. This has a long-lasting advantage. It prevents that tribes unify against the white man and favours the good issue of palavers. The white man had just to give a sign and his men go looting, while he stays at the factory!’
6. The sentences of the court of justice


The court of appeal at Boma, the capital of the Congo State condemned between November 1899 till 1904 eleven agents of the Anversoise and two Africans to sentences from ten years to twenty years. Only subordinates got a sentence. All the agents who left the Congo in time as Lothaire himself did, were never condemned.

Extenuating circumstances learn us of lot on the perception of atrocities in those days.


The correspondence in the dossier states that the chiefs (director, district commissioner, zone chiefs, etc.) of the Society Anversoise have with formal orders or at least with their examples and tolerance conduct the agents not to take in consideration the rights, the property and the life of indigenous people. They conduct the agents to use arms and soldiers that should have been used to protect the natives and maintain order and law,  they force the natives to bring their products and to work for the Society and to chase as rebellions and outlaws people who tried to escape the forced labour.
Moreover the fact to take women hostages and detent them in order to force the villagers to bring products and labourers had been tolerated and admitted even by some administrators of the State in that area. 

On the other side one has also to take in consideration, as has done the first judge, the hostile and savage character of the barbarian and anthropophagous population were the accused lived.

Most of the condemned were on condition liberated after a couple of years.

7. Anthropophagy as a method of terror.

The man eating myth was not a myth in the pre colonial and in the early colonial period in certain areas in the Ubangi, Mpoko (French Congo), Uele and Mongala.
The ritual anthropophagy is not treated of but only men eating killed enemies or slaves, or people, even relatives, killed in a battle. The fact of anthropophagy in the period of the Anversoise cannot be denied. But the extent and the frequency is difficult to document.

When major Lothaire in 1898 killed twelve hundred Budja the white officers could not prevent that the corpses were cut up to pieces and smoked. The system of terror in the Independent Congo State has augmented the frequency and extent of this custom. To start the forced labour for rubber villages had to be subdued. Soldiers and armed villagers attacked a ‘hostile’ village. They cut up the corpses to be cooked or roasted. Others testimonies speak of women with baskets following soldiers when they attacked villages for shortage in rubber delivery. They filled their baskets with human flesh.

The best documented and most reliable case is that of Zengo.
 
When Lothaire became director of the Anversoise in 1897 he called on Zengo and his men who were living in Ibembo as retired soldiers of the Congo state.
 He needed them to subject the revolting Budja and to start rubber production in Abumbombazi on the river Ebola. Abumbombazi was an agglomeration of twenty villages. Zengo got from Lothaire 16 albini rifles, ammunition and hundreds of fusils à piston. He became the equivalent of a zone chief and a big man with an immense fortified village. To get rubber, ivory and labourers he attacked tens of villages, killed hundreds and hundreds natives, took women hostages and kept for himself two hundred women and female servants. He posted in each big village ten of his soldiers.
It was Lothaire himself who sent letters to a white Anversoise agent (Dufranne) and later to the successor Wagenaer who never left their post and transmitted the orders from Lothaire to Zengo who did the dirt work. In the margin of the dossier of Zengo is an annotation in pencil: ‘important for the dossier Lothaire’:

Soon after the departure of Lothaire for Belgium, chief Kinga of the Dondu tribe made a complaint to the police-officer in Banzyville on 28th of November 1900. His village had been burned by the men of Zengo under the following circumstances. One day Zengo was convoked to Banzyville. He made a stop in Kinga’s big village with his caravan of hundred soldiers and Mongwandi followers. Kinga was not his friend. When leaving the village Zengo was shot in his shoulder. Zengo’s men burnt the village of Kinga. Kinga himself could escape and brought a charge against Zengo to the police-officer in Banzyville. 
This officer came four days later and made an eyewitness report of facts of anthropophagy in the village. There were 262 huts burned, more than fifty inhabitants were murdered. He saw their intestines, bones with flesh crawling with worms, pots filled up with human flesh, feet of men, women and children. Who ate the victims? The answer is not clear. Some told the substitute Javaux on 7 of July 1902 that the Mongwandi, a big group of Zengo’s followers, ate the victims others told that Kinga’s own villagers ate their own relatives. The first statement is probably true. 
Zengo was condemned by the court of appeal in Boma in May 1903 to ten years of detention. The proved accusations were: murder of two persons, arrest and detention of 30 women and for possessing against the decree of 10 March 1892 of 16 albini rifles and 540 bullets, 211 fusils à piston and 50 capsules, one revolver and one Martiny-Henry gun with 50 rounds. He got all these arms by Lothaire and state officers, who were never prosecuted. Zengo could invoke extenuating circumstances. He told the judge: peace reigns by terror. Indeed the terrorized people brought rubber for more than one year without revolting. Since my birth I never killed people with a revolver or another weapon, except in war. When I was on war, I did not believe doing wrong. I rather would have behaved wrongly if I not make war. Anyway I worked for the white men, and any time I made war, the natives really deserved it.
� Daniel Vangroenweghe, Department of Contemporary History (Ghent University. Belgium). This is an essay based on part III (pp.271-366). D. Vangroenweghe: Voor rubber en ivoor. Leopold II en de ophanging van Stokes. Edited by Van Halewyck. Louvain, 2005.


� Affaires Etrangères. Brussels. AE.D (1365). Annex of a letter of Grenade to the Commission of Inquiry. Nouvelle Anvers. 24.02.1904.


�  Congo had, strictly spoken, no police men. The Force Publique was the name of the army who had police powers as well.


� A Belgian gold franc in 1895 is circa 6 euro in 2005.


� Commandant Lothaire hanged the Britain citizen and ivory merchant Charles Stokes (15.01.1895) without respecting the delay of five days for appeal. Lothaire was acquitted in the court of appeal and in the high court but could politically no longer serve in the Congolese and Belgian army. He had served the king in the Congo from 1888 to 1896. 


� Léon Fiévez started the rubber collection in the Equator district. Because of the scandals and terror in forcing natives to bring rubber the secretary-general Van Eetvelde and the king himself thought it inopportune to nominate him for a second period commissioner in the Equator but they thought him very apt and energetic to work in the Anversoise Society. An infamous report by Fiévez was published in D. Vangroenweghe. Rood Rubber. Leopold II en zijn Kongo. 2004, pp.61-62. Philippe Maréchal: Kritische bedenkingen bij de controverses over Leopold II en Congo in de literatuur en de media. In: Het geheugen van Congo. De koloniale tijd. Koninklijk Museum voor Midden-Afrika. 2005, pp.44-46.


�  The number of kilo varies. In 1904 Grenade stated that 9 kilo is the maximum a native can collect without starvation.


� Franz Thonner, Im Afrikanischen Urwald. Meine Reise nach dem Kongo und der Mongalla im Jahre 1896. Berlin, 1898. Franz Thonner, Vom Kongo zum Ubangi. Meine zweite Reise in Mittelafrika. Berlin, 1910.


� The society made an investment in the Compagnie du Congo Belge.


� Ministère des Affaires Etrangères. Brussels. Tribunal d’Appel. N° 302 Zengo. Boma 7th of May 1903.


� For the role of Lothaire in the Société Anversoise see: D. Vangroenweghe, o.c. 2005 part III.





