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PART I — THE TABLE

Berlin, winter of 1884.

The city lay under snow, but not under silence. Carriages slid over the cobblestones, iron horseshoes ringing like a clock counting down to something that had not yet happened—but had already been decided. Smoke rose straight from the chimneys, as if Berlin itself were striving to appear exemplary, orderly, worthy of its role as host to the world.

In a building on Wilhelmstrasse, in a hall whose walls bore the weight of empire, there stood a table.

It was no ordinary table. It was wide and long, made of dark wood, polished to a sheen in which the faces of those present were reflected. Upon it lay maps—large, precise, cold. Africa was stretched across the wood like a hide carefully stripped of hair, wrinkles, traces of life. The emptiness looked neat. Too neat.

The names of rivers were written in small letters.
The names of peoples—nowhere.
Around the table sat men who believed they represented civilization. Ministers, diplomats, generals, royal envoys. Their uniforms and tailcoats did not rustle; they sat still, self-assured, like men who knew time was on their side. They spoke softly, measuredly, with chosen words. In their sentences there was no room for doubt.

Otto von Bismarck, the host, would occasionally rise, step toward the map, and rest his hand on the table. His fingers touched the continent without ceremony, as if touching something that already belonged to him. In his eyes there was no passion—only calculation. Africa, to him, was neither exotic nor wild; it was a problem to be arranged.

“We must avoid chaos,” he said at one moment, almost fatherly.

“Freedom of trade. Stability. Order.”

The words slid easily. Order. Stability. Trade. Civilization.

No one asked: for whom.

The Belgian representative leaned over the map of the Congo. His gaze lingered longer than the others’, as if weighing the river’s depth, the density of the forests, the silence of villages that did not yet know they had already been sold. Somewhere deep in Europe, a king—Leopold II—imagined possession, not a colony. His name was not spoken aloud, but it was present, like a shadow standing behind a curtain.

The British spoke of maritime routes.
The French of mission and language.
The Germans of efficiency.
The Portuguese of historical right.
Each had a reason. None of the reasons had a face.

A ruler slid across the map. A line was drawn. Then another. Straight, clean, European lines—lines that knew nothing of mountains, rivers, tribes, blood ties, ancient oaths. Lines that knew nothing of songs, of graves, of stories passed from generation to generation.

Africa was silent.

Not because it had nothing to say—
but because it had not been invited.
During the break, as tea and cognac were served, the conversations grew lighter. They spoke of the weather, of industry, of railways. Someone uttered the word humanitarian. It was spoken without irony, without awareness of its own weight.

A young diplomat, newly arrived in service, glanced at the map and felt a vague unease. He quickly suppressed it. He had not come to doubt. He had come to learn how the world is run.

Outside, the snow continued to fall.

Far away, under another sky, people that day hunted, prayed, gave birth to children, buried their elders. They did not know their names were being erased with an eraser, their lives translated into color on a map.

At the table in Berlin, Africa was divided without shouting, without blood, without resistance.

At a table.

But the table remembers.
The wood remembers the weight of hands.
The map remembers the lines.
And the continent—it remembers everything.

The Berlin Conference

Berlin, November 1884.

The conference did not begin with a speech, but with silence—the kind of silence born not of respect, but of certainty that everything would proceed as planned. Men entered the hall alone or in small groups, removed their coats, handed over their hats, and took the seats already assigned to them—each precisely where history had decided he would sit.

Maps of the world hung on the walls, but the gaze always returned to the largest one, laid out on the table. Africa. Vast, compressed into a rectangular frame, stripped of its inner complexity, reduced to a space to be organized. The continent looked like an unfinished thought.

Otto von Bismarck took his seat at the head of the table without theatrics. He was aware of the symbolism, but indifferent to it. His strength lay in control, not in gesture. He did not see himself as a conqueror, but as the host of reason.

“Gentlemen,” he began, “Europe must demonstrate maturity.”

He spoke the word maturity slowly, almost pedagogically, as if addressing children left too long without supervision. He spoke of the need to avoid conflict among European powers, of the responsibility that accompanies power, of trade that must be free and protected.

Africa, in his sentences, was background.
The space between commas.
The delegates nodded. Not all listened closely, but all understood the essence: this table was not a place to debate justice, but balance. Who would get how much. Who would stand where. Who would draw the first line.

The Belgian representative spoke briefly, almost modestly. He did not mention the king. He did not mention personal ambition. He spoke of “neutral administration,” of “protection of the native population,” of the “fight against slavery.” His sentences were smooth, without cracks. Behind them one could not see the Congo River, nor the hands that would soon bleed from harvesting rubber.

The British envoy spoke with the confidence of an empire long accustomed to viewing the world from above. His language was the language of sea routes, trading posts, strategic passages. Africa was a link in the chain connecting India, the Mediterranean, and London. The continent had no intrinsic value; it had position.

The French spoke of mission. Of language. Of culture. Of the light Europe carried with it. Their words were the most beautiful, the most exalted—and the most dangerous. In the name of an idea, everything becomes permissible.

The German representatives were precise. They spoke of administration, efficiency, infrastructure. Of order to be established where, in their conviction, there had been none. Their faith in the system was complete, stripped of emotion.

The Portuguese appealed to the past. To rights older than those of all present. To flags that had flown before the others arrived. In that hall, the past was a currency like any other.

No speech lasted long. There was no need. The essence had been agreed upon before the first sentence was spoken. The conference served to give the agreement form, a seal, a language that would later be quoted in books.

At one point, someone mentioned the question of the local population. The sentence hung briefly in the air, awkwardly. Bismarck raised an eyebrow slightly.

“That is not the subject of this conference,” he said calmly.

And it was over.

Africans were not mentioned by name. They were called natives, tribes, labor. Abstract, interchangeable, without history—as if they had appeared only at the moment Europe noticed them.

When the documents were signed, the ink was fresh, but the decisions old. Borders received legitimacy. Conquest received justification. Greed—a mask.

Outside, Berlin continued its daily life. Bakers closed their shops, children sledded, soldiers marched in orderly rhythm. The city did not know it had just taken part in redrawing the world.

Africa remained on the table.

Flat. Silent. Divided.

But in that silence the noise of future uprisings, weeping, prayers, and screams was already gathering—still inaudible to those in the hall. Still distant. But inevitable.

For what is divided without those present
always returns one day—in blood.

The Same Day — Africa

The same morning.
The sun rose slowly over the plain, as if checking whether it had the right to appear. Light spilled across the grass, brushed the roofs of mud and straw, awakened birds that knew nothing of borders. The air smelled of smoke and dew-damp earth. The day began as so many before it—without the faintest sense that it had already been written.
In a village by the river, people gathered in a circle.

An old man sat on a low wooden stool. He was a chief, but not by force. His authority came not from weapons, but from memory. His face was furrowed like dry earth before rain, his eyes dark and deep, accustomed to looking far ahead. In his hand he held a staff, polished smooth by years of touch, carved with signs that spoke more than words.

Children sat on the ground. Women stood behind them—quiet, watchful. Men formed a half-circle, leaning on spears that were not symbols of war, but of responsibility. Today there would be no hunting. Today, there would be listening.

The old man raised his hand.

Silence fell naturally, like a shadow.

“The land remembers,” he said. His voice was soft, but clear. “It remembers the footsteps of the ancestors and knows the weight of every name ever given. The river knows where it begins, but not where it ends. That knowledge belongs to people, not to water.”

One woman brought a bowl of water. Another brought ash. A third brought seed. The rituals were simple. There were no precious objects, no gold, no glitter. Everything used had purpose, not value.

The old man dipped his fingers into the water, then into the ash, and touched the earth.

“We do not own this land,” he continued. “We guard it. And it guards us.”

The children repeated his words—not like parrots, but like heirs. No one explained why things were done. The reason was assumed, as natural as breathing.

Somewhere farther off, a drum began a slow rhythm. Not for dance. For remembrance. Each beat was a step backward, toward those who had walked the same soil long ago. Each rhythm was a bond, not a summons.

The old man closed his eyes for a moment. In his chest stirred a restlessness he could not name. He did not see ships, did not know of Berlin, did not know of maps. Yet he felt a shift, like the tremor of earth just before nothing happens—or everything.

“People will come who do not listen to the land,” he said more quietly, more to himself than to the others. “They will speak loudly and draw upon it as upon the skin of a dead animal.”

No one laughed. No one asked. The words fell to the ground and stayed there.

The sun stood high by the time the ritual ended. People dispersed. Children ran toward the river. Life continued, trusting in its own permanence.

That same day, thousands of kilometers away, ink was drying on paper.

In Africa, nothing was signed.
But everything was remembered.

Bismarck as Host

Berlin, Reich Chancellery.

Otto von Bismarck stood by the window as carriages halted before the building. He did not hurry to turn around. He knew who was arriving. He knew why. For years he had learned to recognize moments when history is not written in fire, but in ink.

His figure was heavy, yet composed. His uniform perfectly arranged, his mustache neatly trimmed. He disliked ceremony, but understood its power. As host, he had to appear as a neutral point—a place where ambitions could collide without explosion.

To him, Africa was neither a dream nor an obsession. He did not desire it. In his eyes, that was an advantage.

“If we do not conduct the conversation,” he once told an adviser, “the cannons will.”

In the reception hall, Bismarck greeted the delegates with measured warmth. He offered each the same handshake—neither intimate nor distant. His gaze was brief but penetrating. In seconds he assessed: how much each wanted, how much each feared, how much each would yield.

To the British, he offered the security of order.
To the French, recognition of their mission.
To the Germans—silence.
His role was not to impose, but to channel. To translate passion into rules. To dress greed in the language of responsibility.

“This is not a conference about Africa,” he said at one closed meeting. “This is a conference about Europe.”

And in that, he was entirely sincere.

As the maps were unfolded, Bismarck often remained silent, allowing others to speak, to expose themselves. When a dispute sharpened, he could cut it short with a single sentence—brief, incontestable.

“Agreement is better than victory.”

His voice was not loud. It did not need to be. He was accustomed to being heard by those who held power. He was the man who had united an empire without great pathos. Now he was trying to prevent empires from colliding over a continent none of them understood.

In the evenings, when the building emptied, Bismarck would remain alone in his study. He sat at the table, gazing at the map of Africa, occasionally taking up his pipe, though he rarely lit it. Smoke irritated him. It sharpened his thoughts too much.

At times his gaze lingered on the blank spaces—places without markings, without color, without names.

He did not ask himself questions about the people who lived there. Not because he hated them, but because he regarded them as an unknown that history would consume anyway. His conscience was a state conscience, not a personal one.

“I am here to prevent war in Europe







































































































































	the territory of today’s Democratic Republic of the Congo





	Senegal

	Mali

	Burkina Faso

	Niger

	Chad

	Central African Republic

	Republic of the Congo

	Gabon

	Côte d’Ivoire

	Benin





	Egypt (de facto control)

	Sudan

	Kenya

	Uganda

	Tanzania (later, after Germany)

	Nigeria

	Ghana

	Zambia

	Zimbabwe

	Botswana

	South Africa (British dominance)





	Angola

	Mozambique

	Guinea-Bissau

	Cape Verde

	São Tomé and Príncipe





	Namibia (German South-West Africa)

	Tanzania (German East Africa)

	Cameroon

	Togo






	Libya

	Eritrea

	Somalia



	Western Sahara

	parts of Equatorial Guinea
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