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​Chapter 1: The World Before the Germans
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There is a particular quality to the light in the Matumbi Hills in the weeks before the long rains arrive. The sky over the southern Tanzanian plateau turns the colour of burnished copper late in the afternoon, the air thickening with moisture drawn up from the Rufiji River valley below, and the hillsides — covered in a dense patchwork of millet fields, banana groves, and stands of miombo woodland — seem almost to glow from within, as though the earth itself is gathering energy for the explosion of green that the rains will bring. The hills are not dramatic in the way that the Kilimanjaro massif or the peaks of the Eastern Arc chain are dramatic. They are a moderate upland, rising perhaps four or five hundred metres above the coastal lowlands, their ridges rounded and wooded, their valleys narrow and humid, their soils a red-brown laterite that rewards the careful farmer but punishes carelessness. In the vocabulary of colonial geography they were a place of no particular distinction. In the vocabulary of the people who had lived in them for generations, they were home — a known world of named paths, family burial sites, sacred groves, and water sources that carried particular spiritual significance, a landscape dense with the meaning that only long habitation can create.

It was in these hills, in the early years of the twentieth century, that one of the most significant anti-colonial uprisings in African history began. To understand why, and to understand what the rising meant for the people who participated in it, it is necessary to begin before the Germans arrived — to recover, as far as the available evidence permits, the world as it was organized on its own terms before European colonialism imposed a radically different set of terms upon it.

​The Matumbi and Their Hills

The Matumbi people who farmed the hills above the Rufiji did not organize themselves into anything that European colonial administrators would recognize as a state. There was no paramount chief, no centralized court, no standing army, no administrative hierarchy extending from a capital to a periphery. What there was instead was a dense web of lineage relationships — families connected by descent, marriage, and the obligations that descended from both — through which the practical business of life was organized: land allocation, the resolution of disputes, the management of communal labor, the negotiation of marriages, and the maintenance of the ritual relationships between the living and the ancestral dead that governed everything else.

Each extended family cluster occupied a particular section of hillside, farming it under a system of shifting cultivation that balanced the fertility demands of food crops against the regenerative capacity of the soil. Sorghum was the staple — a drought-tolerant grain whose deep root system could survive the dry months that parched the lowlands while the hills retained moisture from their elevation. Finger millet supplemented it, and beans of several varieties were intercropped among the grain stalks in the manner that kept the soil alive. Along the valley bottoms where moisture was more reliable, banana plants provided fruit through most of the year, and women cultivated kitchen gardens of vegetables and herbs adjacent to the family compounds. This was not a marginal subsistence economy limping along the edge of hunger. In an ordinary year, without external disruption, the Matumbi Hills supported their population comfortably, with enough surplus to maintain the network of gifts, ceremonial feasts, and bride-wealth payments through which social relationships were continually renewed and affirmed.

The authority that managed this world was distributed rather than concentrated. Elder men within each lineage held the right to allocate land and to adjudicate disputes within the family, but their authority was persuasive rather than coercive — it rested on recognized wisdom and on the understood connection between senior living men and the ancestral spirits whose goodwill was essential to agricultural success. A man who overreached his authority could be overruled by the combined opinion of his peers, and the most severe sanction available to a community — the withdrawal of cooperation, the refusal of marriage connections, the invocation of ancestral displeasure — was social and spiritual rather than physical.

This does not mean that Matumbi society was static or harmonious. Lineages competed for land along the better-watered valley slopes. Disputes over bride-wealth, inheritance, and the boundaries between family plots generated the kind of sustained low-level conflict that is the normal condition of any community living in close proximity under resource pressure. Young men chafed against the authority of elders who controlled access to land and to the marriages that a man required to establish himself as a household head. Women occupied a position that the later colonial literature would systematically misrepresent: subordinate within the formal structures of lineage authority, certainly, but possessed of their own networks of cooperation and their own forms of influence that operated largely beyond the reach of the male political sphere. The spirit medium — the mganga, the ritual specialist who could communicate with ancestral powers and diagnose the spiritual causes of misfortune — was a figure whose authority cut across the ordinary lines of age and gender, and women could and did occupy this role, giving them access to a form of public influence otherwise largely unavailable to them.

The spiritual world that held all of this together was not a simple or primitive one. The Matumbi recognized a supreme creative power — variously referred to in the literature by approximations of local names — while also maintaining complex relationships with the spirits of lineage ancestors, with territorial spirits associated with particular hills, rivers, and forest groves, and with the specialists who mediated between these powers and the human world. Illness, crop failure, infertility, and sudden death were not random events but messages requiring interpretation — signs that some relationship between the human community and the spiritual order had been disrupted and required restoration. The mganga's role was to diagnose the disruption and prescribe the ritual action needed to correct it: offerings to a specific ancestor, the resolution of a particular dispute that had generated spiritual pollution, the performance of a purification ceremony at a sacred water site. This cosmology was not merely religious in the sense that European observers used that word, as though religion were a separate domain of life with its own defined boundaries. It was an integrated explanatory and regulatory system that governed agriculture, health, conflict resolution, political authority, and the relationship between living communities and the dead who had preceded them.

​The Wider Mosaic: Peoples of the Southern Plateau

The Matumbi were one community among many across the enormous territory of southern Tanganyika — a landscape that contained, within its forests and highlands and river valleys, a remarkable diversity of peoples whose histories, economies, and political structures differed substantially from one another, and who maintained complex relationships of trade, intermarriage, alliance, and periodic conflict.

East and south of the Matumbi Hills, extending across the lowland forests toward the Ruvuma River that formed the border with what the Portuguese called Mozambique, lived the Ngindo. They were primarily forest cultivators and hunters, organized in small lineage settlements dispersed through the woodland at intervals dictated by the demands of shifting agriculture and the location of reliable water sources. The Ngindo economy integrated farming with hunting in proportions that varied by season and by the particular resources available in different sections of the forest; ivory, beeswax, and rubber gathered from wild plants were among the commodities they exchanged with coastal traders for cloth, iron tools, and occasionally firearms. Their political organization resembled the Matumbi model in its decentralization — lineage elders holding local authority without any overarching chiefly structure — though the particular texture of Ngindo spiritual practice reflected the forest environment in which they lived, with territorial spirits associated with specific groves and water sources playing a central role in the ritual life of each community.

West of the Matumbi Hills, occupying the plateau country around Mahenge where the land rises again after the Rufiji valley, the Pogoro and Mbunga farmed the highland soils and maintained connections with the coastal trade network through intermediaries. Both peoples had been substantially affected by the instability of the nineteenth century — the slave trade's incursions, the movements of armed groups across the plateau — and had developed community defense practices that would later shape their military participation in the uprising. The Mbunga in particular had a reputation for organized collective resistance that their neighbors recognized and respected.

Further south, in the highlands around Njombe and the escarpment country falling away toward the Nyasa basin, the Bena and the Hehe occupied territory that would be the setting for a separate chapter of resistance to German colonialism. The Hehe, under their chief Mkwawa, had fought a prolonged and skilled campaign against German military expansion in the 1890s — a campaign that ended only with Mkwawa's death in 1898, after years of guerrilla warfare that humiliated the colonial military and cost the lives of German officers in engagements that Berlin found far more embarrassing than it wished to acknowledge. The memory of Mkwawa was very much alive in the highlands in 1905, a recent and specific demonstration that armed resistance to German power was possible, however ultimately costly.

Along the coast and in the immediate hinterland, the Zaramo and other coastal peoples had been integrated into the Swahili commercial world for centuries, occupying a different position in the regional economy from the interior farmers and maintaining complex relationships with the Arab and Swahili merchants whose dhow trade linked the East African coast to the Arabian Peninsula, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian subcontinent. On the southern plateau, the Makonde — occupying the high ground between the Ruvuma and the Rovuma tributaries — maintained a fierce reputation for independence and had resisted incorporation into the slave-raiding networks of the interior with considerable success, their plateau position providing the defensive advantage that lower-lying peoples lacked.

​The Ngoni: Warriors from the South

Of all the peoples who would eventually take part in the Maji Maji Rebellion, none arrived at it with a more distinctive history or a more formidable military heritage than the Ngoni of the Songea district, settled in the far south of what would become German territory. Their presence there was itself the product of one of the nineteenth century's most turbulent episodes of population movement, and understanding who the Ngoni were required following a story that began not in Tanganyika at all but in the Natal region of southern Africa, more than two thousand kilometres away.

The wars known as the Mfecane — a Zulu word meaning roughly the crushing or the scattering — convulsed southern Africa in the 1810s and 1820s as the expanding Zulu kingdom under Shaka absorbed neighboring polities and set in motion vast chains of displacement. Communities broken by Zulu conquest fled in all directions, and several of these refugee groups reconstituted themselves as warrior states that carried the Zulu military system — the regimental organization, the short stabbing spear, the discipline of the encircling charge — far beyond Shaka's own reach. Among these migrant warrior nations, the groups that would eventually become the Ngoni of East Africa moved north and then northeast across the Zambezi, through what is now Mozambique, and eventually settled in the highlands around the southern end of Lake Malawi and in the plateau country that straddled the future border between Tanganyika and Mozambique.

The Ngoni who settled around Songea under a series of paramount chiefs were not simply transplanted Zulus. Over the decades of their migration, they had incorporated people from numerous other communities into their system — conquered groups absorbed as junior members of the social order, women taken in raids who became wives and mothers of the next generation, men who chose incorporation over death and learned to fight in the Ngoni manner. By the time they settled in the Songea highlands in the mid-nineteenth century, the Ngoni were a genuinely composite society, Zulu in their military culture and political organization but incorporating the languages, spiritual practices, and genetic inheritance of many peoples they had encountered along the way.

What they preserved above all was the military system: the regiment as the fundamental unit of male social identity, the age-grade structure that organized young men from boyhood into cohorts that trained, fought, and aged together, the ethos of martial courage that placed the willingness to face an enemy without flinching at the center of masculine honor. Ngoni men were not simply farmers who could fight when necessary; they were warriors who farmed between campaigns, and the distinction mattered to them. Their raids on neighboring peoples — for cattle, grain, women, and young men to incorporate as new regiment members — had made them both feared and hated across a wide area of the southern plateau, and the communities they preyed upon maintained their own memories of Ngoni violence that complicated any simple narrative of pan-African solidarity when the time for coalition-building arrived.

The German military campaign of 1897, in which colonial forces had killed a number of Ngoni leaders at a confrontation at the Songea boma under circumstances that the Ngoni regarded as treacherous, had added a specific recent grievance to the accumulation of colonial humiliations that the southern peoples shared. For the Ngoni, German colonialism was not simply an economic imposition but a military and political affront — a claim to supremacy that their own warrior tradition refused to accept as legitimate.

​The Swahili World and the Caravan Roads

Running through this diverse interior world, connecting it to the coast and to the wider Indian Ocean economy, was the network of caravan routes that Arab and Swahili merchants had developed and extended across the nineteenth century into one of the great long-distance trading systems in African history. The caravan roads crossed the interior in several great arteries, their routes determined by the location of water, the distribution of friendly trading partners, and the avoidance of communities whose hostility made passage costly or dangerous.

From Kilwa and Lindi on the southern coast, routes extended westward and northward into the interior, carried by professional caravan operators who moved among the peoples of the plateau as commercial intermediaries, exchanging coastal manufactures for the products of the interior economy. The goods that flowed outward were those that the Indian Ocean trade demanded: ivory above all, taken from the elephant populations of the interior in quantities that were already perceptibly diminishing the herds by the later nineteenth century; beeswax, gathered from wild hives in the forest; rubber, harvested from wild vines; and human beings, taken in slave raids or in the warfare that the trade itself helped to stimulate. The goods that flowed inward were those that interior communities had come to value and, increasingly, to depend upon: iron tools of superior quality to what local smelters could produce, cotton cloth from the looms of India and the United States, glass beads from Bohemia and Venice, and — most consequentially — firearms and gunpowder.

The penetration of the caravan trade had profound effects on the societies it touched, and not all of them were negative from the perspective of interior communities. Access to superior iron technology improved agricultural productivity. Cotton cloth offered comfort and status. The demand for ivory and other trade goods stimulated the development of specialized economic activities within communities that had previously been primarily subsistence-oriented. But the trade also inserted communities into relationships of dependency and competition that transformed social and political structures in ways that were often destabilizing. Access to firearms became a prerequisite for community defense, which meant engagement with the trade network on its own terms. The slave trade, which operated along the same routes, incentivized the raiding of weaker communities by stronger ones and created a climate of insecurity that pushed people toward larger, more defensively organized settlements and away from the dispersed pattern of small family hamlets that the agricultural system of the interior had traditionally supported.

The Swahili and Arab traders who organized this commerce were not simply predatory extractors, though extraction was certainly part of what they did. Many established long-term relationships with interior communities, learning local languages, marrying into local families, converting local allies to Islam, and creating hybrid cultural spaces where coastal and interior traditions mixed and generated something new. The spread of Islam across the southern interior in the nineteenth century followed the caravan routes as much as it followed any missionary impulse — it was the religion of the traders, associated with literacy, long-distance connection, and a certain cosmopolitan sophistication, and communities along the main trade arteries adopted it, partially or wholly, in response to sustained commercial contact with Muslim merchants. By the end of the nineteenth century, a form of folk Islam — blended with indigenous spiritual practice, lacking formal theological training, but genuine in its self-identification and its use of Arabic prayer and Swahili Islamic vocabulary — had taken root across significant parts of the southern plateau.

This would matter enormously when the time came for Kinjikitile Ngwale to construct the theological framework of the maji movement. The spiritual idiom he would deploy was not purely indigenous; it drew on the Islamic as well as the animist elements of the landscape his followers inhabited, and the fact that his theology made sense to communities with very different religious inheritances was partly a consequence of the way the caravan trade had already created a shared syncretic spiritual vocabulary across the region.

​The Slave Trade's Wounds

No honest account of southern Tanganyika on the eve of German colonialism can avoid the slave trade, because its consequences shaped the human landscape in ways that persisted decades after its formal suppression — and because the German colonial project explicitly justified itself partly by reference to the slave trade's evils, framing European rule as liberation from Arab commercial exploitation in a rhetorical move that obscured the character of what it was actually installing.

The slave trade in the East African interior intensified dramatically in the first half of the nineteenth century, driven by the expansion of the Omani Sultanate's commercial empire from its base in Zanzibar and by the rising demand for slave labor on the clove plantations of Zanzibar and Pemba, in the grain-farming estates of the Arabian Peninsula, and in the households of the prosperous commercial families of Oman and Muscat. The volume of the trade was substantial — estimates suggest that hundreds of thousands of people were enslaved and moved through the East African interior over the century between roughly 1820 and 1890 — and its effects on the communities it touched were devastating.

The Ngindo and other forest peoples of the southern interior were among the most heavily raided. Their dispersed settlement pattern, which made agricultural sense in normal conditions, made collective defense against organized armed raiders extremely difficult. A caravan party supplemented by hired guns could descend on a village, kill the men who resisted, take the women and children, burn the granaries to prevent pursuit, and be gone before neighboring communities had time to organize a response. The psychological effects of this sustained predation — the constant insecurity, the loss of relatives and neighbors, the knowledge that the next raid might come at any time — are impossible to reconstruct precisely but were certainly profound. Communities that survived did so partly by relocating to more defensible ground, partly by establishing protective relationships with stronger neighbors or with caravan operators willing to extend something like a commercial protection, and partly by learning to live with a level of chronic insecurity that would have been unfamiliar in earlier generations.

Some communities participated in the slave trade as captors as well as victims — the Ngoni raids for people to incorporate were not entirely distinct from the commercial slave trade in their practical effects, even if they operated through a different cultural logic — and this created relationships of mutual suspicion and grievance among interior peoples that the German colonial state would later exploit when recruiting African auxiliary forces to help suppress the uprising.

The slave trade also created demographic anomalies that shaped the landscape the Germans inherited. Populations had been displaced from their original territories, some areas were significantly depopulated, patterns of settlement had been distorted by the imperatives of defense rather than agricultural efficiency, and the social trust necessary for large-scale cooperative enterprise had been corroded by decades of predatory violence. The interior that German colonial administrators encountered was not a timeless traditional world but a world already substantially deformed by the nineteenth century's particular violences — a world still in the process of absorbing and adapting to disruptions whose aftereffects would continue to unfold for decades.

​On the Eve

By the mid-1880s, when German commercial and diplomatic interest in East Africa was beginning to crystallize into something that would become a colonial claim, the peoples of the southern plateau were not living in a state of pre-contact innocence. They were deeply engaged with the wider world — through the caravan trade, through the spread of Islam, through the movement of peoples driven by the Mfecane and the slave raids, through their own histories of conflict and alliance and migration. They were, in other words, historical actors fully embedded in a historical world, making choices under conditions they had not chosen, adapting to changes they had not initiated, pursuing their interests and protecting their communities as best they could within the constraints that circumstances imposed.

What they lacked — and what their situation did not yet require them to develop — was any framework for understanding or responding to the specific form of power that European colonial administration represented. They had dealt with Arab merchants whose trading interests required negotiation and accommodation. They had dealt with other African peoples whose military power required either resistance or strategic submission. They had dealt with missionaries whose spiritual claims were strange but whose practical presence could sometimes be turned to advantage. But they had not dealt with anything quite like the bureaucratic-military hybrid that German colonialism would prove to be: a system of governance whose claims were total, whose enforcement mechanisms were backed by industrial weaponry, and whose administrators believed, with a sincerity that made them more dangerous than cynics would have been, that the reorganization of African life in service of European economic interests was simultaneously a moral and a civilizing project.

The Matumbi farmers on their hillsides in 1884, watching the cotton fields sway in the pre-rain wind and calculating how many months of stored grain stood between their families and the next hungry season, had no way of knowing what was coming. Their world was not perfect — it had its own hierarchies and injustices, its own violences and deprivations — but it was organized around their needs and their values, governed by institutions they had created or inherited and could, at least in principle, modify. The spiritual relationships they maintained with the ancestral dead, the lineage authorities through which they resolved disputes and allocated resources, the agricultural calendar that structured their year and gave their labor meaning — all of this would be subject, within twenty years, to a systematic assault that was designed not to improve or reform their world but to extract maximum economic value from it as efficiently as possible.

The resilience they would eventually demonstrate in the face of that assault — the capacity for trans-ethnic coalition, the spiritual creativity of the maji movement, the sustained guerrilla resistance against a technologically superior enemy — did not come from nowhere. It came from this world: from the social networks that lineage organization maintained, from the spiritual authorities that community practice recognized, from the accumulated historical consciousness of peoples who had survived the Mfecane and the slave trade and the droughts and the famines that any century in this part of the world reliably produced. The uprising that would begin in the cotton fields of Nandete in the summer of 1905 was not an eruption of primitive irrationality, as the German colonial administration would insist in the aftermath. It was a response — fierce, creative, and ultimately catastrophic — produced by this specific world in contact with that specific assault.

At the turn of the century, in the Matumbi Hills and across the southern plateau, the rains still fell when they were expected to fall. The ancestors were still honored at the times and places that the tradition required. The millet still grew on the red laterite slopes above the Rufiji. But to the north, in Dar es Salaam, in the offices of the Imperial Colonial Administration, a new governor was arriving with ideas about what these hills and their people should produce — and the distance between his plans and their world was precisely the measure of the violence that was coming.
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​Chapter 2: The Berlin Carve-Up and the German Claim
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In the winter of 1884, Otto von Bismarck hosted a dinner party that changed the shape of the world. The guests were the representatives of fourteen European states and the United States, gathered in the chancellery on the Wilhelmstrasse in Berlin to settle, in the language of the subsequent Act, the conditions under which the free navigation of the Congo and Niger rivers would be guaranteed and the procedures by which future European occupation of African territory would be recognized as legally valid. The phrasing was diplomatic and the stated purposes procedural, but the underlying transaction was of a different order: the assembled powers of Europe were distributing a continent among themselves, and the continent in question had not been consulted.

The Africa that the delegates discussed was, for most of them, a place they had never visited and could not have described with any precision. The maps on the conference table were themselves largely speculative — filled with the confident linework of European cartographers who had extrapolated geography from the reports of a handful of explorers and then drawn national boundaries across the extrapolations as though the lines described something real. Interior peoples whose names the delegates could not have pronounced were assigned to jurisdictions they did not know existed. River valleys, mountain ranges, and grazing lands that had sustained complex human societies for centuries became, in the conference's deliberations, unclaimed territory available for appropriation under the doctrine of effective occupation. The Berlin Act was, in legal form, a regulatory framework for the competitive colonization of Africa. In human consequence, it was the instrument through which approximately a quarter of the earth's land surface was subjected to alien rule within the following twenty years.

​Bismarck's Reluctant Empire

Germany came to African colonialism with a particular combination of enthusiasm and anxiety that shaped the colonial project from its inception. The German Empire had existed, in its Bismarckian form, only since 1871 — a newly unified industrial state forged from the Prussian victory over France, conscious of its own novelty and of the need to establish its place among the established great powers of Britain, France, and Russia. Bismarck himself was, by the early 1880s, something less than a committed imperialist in the British sense. He understood the domestic political value of colonial ventures — the way in which the spectacle of national expansion could unite a fractious public behind the imperial government — but he was genuinely skeptical about the strategic and economic benefits of overseas empire relative to its costs. His famous remark that his map of Africa lay in Europe — by which he meant that European alliance relationships mattered more to German security than colonial possessions — captures a real ambivalence at the center of early German colonial policy.

What changed Bismarck's calculation in the early 1880s was a combination of domestic political pressure and international competitive anxiety. German commercial interests — merchants, shipping companies, and nascent manufacturing concerns seeking new markets — had been developing relationships with African coastal communities for decades, and they lobbied the government to provide diplomatic and, if necessary, military protection for their investments. At the same time, the visible acceleration of British and French colonial expansion in Africa created a fear in German political circles that the era of available territory was closing and that Germany, if it hesitated, would find itself permanently excluded from the imperial system that was reorganizing the world's resources in European interests.

In 1884 and 1885, acting with what his biographers describe as characteristic tactical opportunism rather than strategic vision, Bismarck placed a series of African territories under German imperial protection: South West Africa in 1884, Togoland and Cameroon in the same year, and East Africa the following year. He called a conference to establish the legal framework within which this sudden expansion of imperial ambition could be regularized and the competing claims of other European powers managed without military confrontation among themselves. The Berlin Conference was, from one angle, a remarkably successful exercise in great-power diplomacy — it kept the European scramble for Africa from degenerating into a European war over Africa. From another angle, it was the most consequential act of collective arrogance in the history of international law.

​The Company and Its Failures

The practical mechanism through which Germany initially asserted its claim to East Africa was the chartered trading company — a form of colonial administration with a long European history, stretching back through the British and Dutch East India Companies to the earliest ventures of the Atlantic trading empires. The German East Africa Company, the Deutsch-Ostafrikanische Gesellschaft, was founded in 1885 under the energetic if wildly overconfident leadership of Carl Peters, an explorer and colonial promoter who had personally negotiated a series of treaties with East African chiefs in 1884 that formed the nominal legal basis for Germany's territorial claim. Peters was a man of extraordinary energy, considerable personal courage, and moral convictions that were flexible to the point of invisibility — traits that made him effective at acquiring territory and catastrophic at governing it.

The Company received an imperial charter granting it the right to administer the territory it claimed, to levy taxes, to conclude treaties, and to maintain armed forces for the protection of its interests. It was also expected to generate sufficient revenue from its administrative and commercial activities to finance its own operations, a requirement that translated in practice into maximum extraction from the coastal and interior communities over which it asserted authority. The Company had neither the administrative capacity nor the local knowledge to govern effectively; what it had was a willingness to apply violence in the service of commercial extraction, and it applied that willingness with a thoroughness that made enemies faster than it made revenue.

The coastal settlements of the Zanzibar Sultanate's mainland sphere — towns like Pangani, Bagamoyo, Kilwa, and Lindi, their populations Arab, Swahili, and Indian, their commerce organized around centuries of Indian Ocean trade — found themselves subjected to Company taxation, arbitrary regulation, and the kind of casual administrative contempt that comes naturally to men who regard themselves as agents of civilization among people they consider its inferiors. The Arab merchants and Swahili traders who had organized the coastal economy for generations, and whose relationships with interior communities were the practical infrastructure of East African commerce, were treated as obstacles to be regulated rather than as the sophisticated commercial operators they actually were.

The breaking point came in 1888. The Company's attempt to take direct administrative control of the customs revenues of the coastal towns — revenues that had previously been managed by the Zanzibar Sultanate under a lease arrangement — provoked a revolt that began in Pangani in August and spread rapidly along the coast. The uprising was led, or rather given its most visible figurehead, by Abushiri ibn Salim al-Harthi, an Arab landowner and plantation operator from the Pangani district whose personal economic interests were directly threatened by the Company's expansion and who had the social connections, the local prestige, and the organizational capacity to mobilize a wide coalition of resisters.

​Abushiri and the Coastal Revolt

Abushiri was neither a revolutionary nor a millenarian prophet. He was, in many respects, a representative of the older coastal social order defending its interests and its dignity against what it accurately perceived as an economically predatory and culturally contemptuous usurpation. The coalition he assembled was correspondingly broad and correspondingly diverse in its motivations: Arab merchants protecting commercial interests, Swahili community leaders protecting political autonomy, African communities in the immediate coastal hinterland protecting themselves against the disruption of established relationships, and enslaved people who saw in the chaos of revolt an opportunity for freedom that normal conditions denied them. This coalition, like the one that would form in the southern interior seventeen years later, was united more by a shared enemy than by a shared vision of what should replace him.

The revolt caught the German East Africa Company entirely unprepared. Its small armed force — a collection of hired Indian soldiers and locally recruited auxiliaries — proved inadequate to the scale of what it faced, and by the end of 1888 the Company had effectively lost control of the coast outside a handful of fortified positions. The embarrassment in Berlin was considerable. Bismarck's government had presented the chartered company model as a fiscally responsible way of acquiring colonial territory without committing state resources; the coastal revolt demonstrated that the model was viable only so long as nothing seriously challenged it, and Abushiri's uprising had challenged it mortally.

The German government's response was to dispatch a naval officer and colonial administrator named Hermann Wissmann with a substantial force of Sudanese and Somali mercenary soldiers, a mandate to suppress the revolt, and sufficient military resources to accomplish it. Wissmann proved effective where the Company had been incompetent. By mid-1889 his forces had broken the main rebel concentrations, and in December of that year Abushiri was captured, tried in a summary military proceeding, and hanged — the first, but far from the last, time that German colonial justice in East Africa would take the form of a public execution of a resistance leader designed to impress upon the watching population the futility of opposing German power.

The suppression of the coastal revolt resolved the immediate military crisis but not the structural one. The German East Africa Company had demonstrated conclusively that it was incapable of governing a territory of this complexity, and in 1891 the German government took direct state control of the colony. The chartered company model was abandoned. In its place came the Imperial Colonial Administration — a bureaucratic system modeled on the Prussian civil service, staffed by professional administrators and military officers, and governed ultimately by the Colonial Department within the German Foreign Office. The Company retained certain commercial interests in the territory, but the fiction that a trading concern could serve simultaneously as the governing authority of a major colonial possession was quietly retired.

​The Architecture of Empire

The administrative geography of German East Africa was shaped by the colony's unusual territorial extent and by the limited resources available to govern it. The territory was enormous — roughly three times the size of the German Empire itself in Europe — and it encompassed an extraordinary diversity of physical environments, from the humid coastal strip through the interior plateau to the highlands of the Kilimanjaro massif and the Usambara and Livingstone ranges, from the great lakes of the western interior to the arid lowlands of the central basin. It also encompassed an extraordinary diversity of human societies, speaking hundreds of distinct languages and organized through political systems ranging from the elaborate interlacustrine kingdoms of Rwanda and Burundi in the far west to the stateless lineage communities of the southern interior.

The colonial state addressed this diversity not by understanding it but by imposing a uniform administrative template upon it. The territory was divided into districts, each headed by a German official — a Bezirkshauptmann or district commissioner — with authority over taxation, justice, labor regulation, and the maintenance of public order within his jurisdiction. These German administrators were almost always military men — the colonial service drew heavily on the officer corps, whose professional training emphasized hierarchy, command authority, and the application of force — and they were typically responsible for districts larger than many European counties, governing populations of tens of thousands with staffs of a handful of German subordinates and a corps of African intermediaries.

Those African intermediaries — the Akidas and the Jumbes — were central to the system's practical operation. The Akidas, typically Arab or Swahili men from the coast with some formal education and familiarity with written Arabic or German administrative requirements, served as the district commissioner's representatives in inland areas he could not personally supervise. The Jumbes were the village-level headmen through whom tax collection, labor conscription, and the transmission of government directives reached the smallest communities. Both groups occupied a structurally uncomfortable position: they derived their authority from the colonial state, not from the communities they governed, and their career interests aligned with the colonial administration rather than with the people they administered. This misalignment of incentives was a structural feature of indirect rule systems across the colonial world, but in German East Africa it had particularly severe consequences because the system provided so few checks on the behavior of intermediaries and so many incentives for abuse.

The administration's foundational economic imperative was self-sufficiency. The German Reichstag was chronically reluctant to appropriate funds for colonial administration, and successive Colonial Secretaries in Berlin labored under the political requirement that the colonies should eventually, and ideally promptly, pay for themselves. This meant that every district commissioner was simultaneously a governor, a judge, a military commander, and a revenue agent, and that the pressure to generate taxable economic activity was woven into the professional identity of German colonial officials from the moment they arrived in the territory. The most straightforward way to generate revenue was to tax African households — the hut and head taxes that forced men into wage labor or commodity production to obtain the cash that payment required. The next most straightforward was to mobilize African labor for public works — road construction, telegraph line maintenance, the building of administrative posts — through systems of conscription that were, in their practical effect if not their legal form, barely distinguishable from forced labor.

​The Geography of Neglect

Within this administrative system, the southern interior occupied a position that shaped everything that would happen there after 1900. The colonial administration's investment in infrastructure — railways, telegraph lines, roads, administrative buildings, medical facilities — was heavily concentrated in the coastal zone and in the central corridor running from Dar es Salaam westward toward Lake Victoria, along which the Central Railway was being slowly and expensively constructed. This concentration was both cause and consequence of economic geography: the areas that were most economically integrated into the colonial economy received the most administrative attention and infrastructure investment, while the areas that were least integrated — most remote from the coast, least connected to export markets, least developed in terms of the colonial administration's own priorities — received the minimum necessary to maintain a formal claim to governance.

The southern interior was, by this logic, a zone of administrative afterthought. The communities of the Matumbi Hills, the Rufiji basin, the Ngindo forests, and the Mahenge plateau were far from the coast, far from the railway, and far from the attention of senior administrators in Dar es Salaam whose careers would be made or broken by the visible economic development of the more accessible parts of the territory. The district posts established in the south — at Kilwa on the coast, at Liwale in the interior, at Mahenge on the plateau — were typically staffed by junior or less capable officers, since the appointments that senior and ambitious men sought were in the north and center. The infrastructure connecting the southern districts to the coast was minimal; the telegraph reached only a few points, and travel to Dar es Salaam from the Rufiji basin could take weeks.

This administrative neglect had two consequences that would prove fatally important. First, it meant that the communities of the southern interior had less exposure to the ameliorating aspects of German colonial presence — the mission schools, the medical posts, the commercial relationships with European traders — that, however imperfect, at least connected some northern communities to the colonial economy on terms that offered some material benefit. Second, it meant that when the colonial state reached into the south with the ambitions of the cotton scheme, it did so with instruments — the Akidas, the Ruga-Ruga mercenary auxiliaries, the district posts with their minimal oversight — that were particularly susceptible to abuse and particularly detached from any countervailing force that might moderate their behavior.

The southern interior was not a place that the colonial administration understood. Its peoples, their languages, their political structures, their spiritual systems, and their agricultural practices were poorly documented and poorly comprehended by the officials responsible for governing them. German knowledge of the south was, in the early years of the century, largely confined to the reports of military patrols, the correspondence of a small number of missionaries, and the trade records of coastal merchants — sources that were partial, often inaccurate, and filtered through the assumptions of observers who regarded what they were seeing as a lower form of human organization requiring improvement rather than a functioning system requiring understanding.

​Von Götzen Arrives

Count Gustav Adolf von Götzen arrived in Dar es Salaam in January 1901 to take up the position of Governor of German East Africa, and he arrived as a particular kind of man in a particular kind of moment. He was thirty-three years old — young for a governorship, though not unusual for the colonial service, which was not yet old enough to have established the seniority hierarchies of older bureaucracies. He was a Silesian aristocrat, a career soldier who had served in the Prussian Garde du Corps, and he had already established a reputation as an explorer and geographer of genuine ability: his crossing of Central Africa in 1893 and 1894, during which he traced a route from the east coast to the Congo basin and back, had produced valuable geographical documentation of the Great Rift Valley lakes and earned him election to the Royal Geographical Society in London. He was, by the standards of his time and class, an educated and accomplished man.

He had also served in two recent colonial military operations that had, in different ways, shaped his understanding of how European authority should be maintained in non-European settings. As a military observer during the 1898 Fashoda confrontation between Britain and France in the Sudan, he had witnessed the careful diplomatic management of colonial rivalry among European powers. During the international intervention in China in 1900 following the Boxer Uprising, he had served in a military capacity and observed — and participated in — the application of overwhelming European military force to suppress what was framed as Asian fanaticism directed against the legitimate interests of civilization. The Boxer experience in particular appears to have confirmed in von Götzen a set of convictions about colonial order: that indigenous resistance to European authority was best understood as irrational violence requiring suppression rather than as political grievance requiring address, and that the application of sufficient force in the early stages of any challenge to colonial order was both more effective and more humane than the alternative of prolonged conflict.

He arrived in East Africa, in other words, with a mental model of colonial governance that prioritized stability, fiscal extraction, and the maintenance of European authority through the credible threat of violence — and with a confidence in his own judgment about African societies that his actual knowledge of them could not support. His years of trans-African travel had given him a geographer's eye for landscape and a soldier's eye for defensive terrain; they had not given him any deep engagement with the social and political worlds of the interior peoples he would now be responsible for governing.

The situation he inherited was one of manageable stability. The rebellions of the 1890s — the Hehe resistance, the Chagga conflicts in the north, the various smaller challenges to German authority across the territory — had been suppressed, at varying cost, and the colony was beginning to generate the first tentative signs of the agricultural export revenue that the Berlin government required. But the economy of the southern interior remained frustratingly unproductive from the colonial administration's perspective: its peoples grew enough food to feed themselves and traded limited quantities of beeswax, rubber, and ivory with coastal merchants, but they were not generating the cotton, coffee, or other cash crops that could be taxed, exported, and converted into the revenue figures that von Götzen was expected to report to Berlin.

The solution, von Götzen decided, was administrative compulsion. If the peoples of the south would not voluntarily integrate themselves into the export economy, they would be compelled to do so. The instrument he chose was cotton — a crop that German textile manufacturers urgently wanted from East African sources, that the climate and soils of the southern plateau could theoretically support, and that could be organized through the existing administrative apparatus of district posts, Akidas, and village headmen. In 1902, he signed the decree that would, within three years, produce the most catastrophic uprising in the history of German East Africa.

He did not, in the months surrounding that decision, visit the southern districts whose lives the decree would reorganize. He did not speak with any of the communities whose agricultural systems it would disrupt. He did not consult any of the Akidas about the social consequences of mandating that villages cultivate communal cotton fields alongside their subsistence plots. He sat in Dar es Salaam, in the Governor's residence with its ocean view, and signed a document that imposed his misunderstanding on the lives of hundreds of thousands of people he had never met.

That misunderstanding had a cost that the ledgers of the Imperial Colonial Administration were not designed to record. The cost would be counted instead in burned villages and severed heads, in granaries turned to ash and wells poisoned against their own communities, in the bodies of a hundred thousand or more people who died in the hills and forests of the south in the years that followed — deaths that von Götzen would later attribute to the religious hysteria of primitive Africans rather than to the decree he had signed and the famine he had engineered.

But that accounting still lay in the future. In 1901, von Götzen was simply a new governor arriving at a colonial capital, confident in his authority and his purposes, settling into an office from which the southern interior was a distant administrative problem rather than a living world. In the Matumbi Hills, the millet was ripening on the red slopes above the Rufiji, and no one yet knew his name.
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​Chapter 3: Governor von Götzen and the Cotton Decree
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There is a particular kind of administrative violence that operates entirely through paperwork. No gun is drawn, no village burned, no body displayed at the market crossroads as a warning to the living. A man sits at a desk in a well-appointed office and signs his name to a document. The document is copied, translated into the languages of subordinate officials, and dispatched by courier along the colonial telegraph and road networks to district posts hundreds of kilometres away. At each post it is copied again, distributed to Akidas and village headmen, and eventually read aloud — or described, or summarized, or simply enacted without explanation — in communities whose members had no part in producing it and no mechanism for contesting it. The chain between the signature and the consequence is long enough that the man who signed need never confront what his signature has done. He can, when the consequences become undeniable, attribute them to the failures of subordinates, the intractability of the population, the caprice of weather, the irrationality of the African mind. He need never look at what he actually decided.

The cotton decree that Gustav Adolf von Götzen signed in 1902 was precisely this kind of document. It was brief, bureaucratically competent, and catastrophic in ways that its author would spend the rest of his career declining to acknowledge. Understanding why it was signed requires understanding the man who signed it, the institutional pressures that drove him, and the particular blindness that both produced.

​The Man at the Desk

Von Götzen was, by the standards of his class and his time, an impressive figure. The portraits from his tenure as governor show a man of erect bearing and careful dress, the decorated collar of a senior German officer above a face that the camera finds serious without being severe — a man who regarded himself, one suspects, as he wished to be regarded: competent, purposeful, the embodiment of the ordered European intelligence that colonial ideology claimed to be bringing to disordered African spaces.

His credentials were genuine in their way. The 1893–1894 crossing of Central Africa from the East African coast to the Congo basin and back had been a serious geographical achievement: a journey of thousands of kilometres through terrain that European maps left largely blank, producing detailed observations of the Rift Valley lakes — he was the first European to sight Lake Kivu — and the river systems of the Congo watershed that were incorporated into the cartographic knowledge of the continent. The Royal Geographical Society in London had recognized this work, and Bismarck's successors in Berlin had taken note of a man who combined the soldier's discipline with the explorer's initiative. When the East African governorship became available in 1900, von Götzen was a plausible choice: young, vigorous, demonstrably capable of operating in difficult environments, and free of the commercial entanglements that had compromised some of his predecessors.

What his career had not given him was any serious engagement with the agricultural economies, the lineage politics, or the spiritual systems of the people he was now appointed to govern. His Central African journey had been an exploratory traverse, not an ethnographic inquiry; he had moved through communities observing their geography rather than understanding their social organization. His military experience — the Garde du Corps, the Fashoda observation, the Boxer campaign in China — had reinforced a habit of mind that approached problems of governance as problems of order: identify the obstruction, apply sufficient force, clear the obstruction, move on. The complexity of African social life as it actually existed, the intricate web of kinship obligations and spiritual relationships and agricultural interdependencies that made the Matumbi Hills or the Ngindo forests into functioning human systems, was not something that this background had equipped him to perceive, much less to respect.

He arrived in Dar es Salaam in January 1901 with a mandate to make the colony pay. The political instruction from Berlin could not have been plainer: German East Africa was absorbing imperial subsidy at a rate the Reichstag found increasingly difficult to justify, and the time for the territory to begin generating meaningful export revenue was, in the Colonial Department's assessment, long overdue. Von Götzen shared this assessment not merely as a political obligation but as a matter of personal conviction. He believed — as most of his class and generation believed, as the entire ideological apparatus of late nineteenth-century imperialism insisted — that the productivity of African land was being wasted by the improvident habits of African farmers, and that the application of European administrative direction to African labor was both an economic necessity and a moral improvement. This belief was not cynicism. It was, in its way, entirely sincere. And it was this sincerity that made it so dangerous.

​The Logic of the Scheme

The economic situation that von Götzen inherited was genuinely difficult, and the pressures bearing on him from Berlin were genuine pressures. The German colonial enterprise in East Africa had been expensive from the beginning: the suppression of the coastal revolt in 1888–1889, the subsequent military campaigns against the Hehe and other interior peoples in the 1890s, the construction of administrative infrastructure, the maintenance of the Schutztruppe garrison — all of this had required sustained imperial subsidy. The Central Railway, whose construction would eventually connect Dar es Salaam to Lake Victoria and transform the economic geography of the colony's northern and central regions, had been authorized and begun but was consuming capital at a rate that frightened the Colonial Department's accountants. The territory needed export commodities, and it needed them at a scale that the existing pattern of African smallholder production — beeswax, rubber, ivory, modest quantities of food crops sold at coastal markets — could not provide.

The most obvious answer, to contemporary colonial administrators, was cotton. German textile manufacturing was one of the industrial economy's most dynamic sectors in the early twentieth century, and it was almost entirely dependent on imported raw cotton, principally from the American South and Egypt. If German East Africa could be made to produce raw cotton in quantity, it would simultaneously reduce Germany's dependence on foreign suppliers, generate colonial export revenue, and create a commodity that German manufacturers would actually pay premium prices to secure. The climate and soils of the East African interior were understood, on the basis of preliminary agricultural surveys, to be at least partially suitable for cotton cultivation. What was lacking was the organized labor to grow it at commercial scale.

European settler plantation agriculture — the model that had been applied, with varying degrees of brutality and success, in other parts of colonial Africa — was theoretically available but practically unattractive in the East African interior for several reasons. The cost of attracting and sustaining European settlers was high; the mortality rates from malaria and other tropical diseases were genuinely alarming; the capital requirements for plantation establishment were beyond the means of most potential settlers; and the labor recruitment necessary to work the plantations would have required either coercion sufficiently overt to cause political difficulties in Berlin or wages sufficiently attractive to draw workers voluntarily, which would have compressed the profit margins that made plantation investment appealing in the first place.

The alternative — mobilizing African village labor through administrative compulsion, organized at the community level rather than the individual level — offered the apparent advantages of lower capital costs, use of existing agricultural knowledge and infrastructure, and administrative simplicity. If every village in the southern districts was required to cultivate a communal cotton field of fixed acreage, supervised by the existing headman structure and delivering its harvest to state collection points, the scheme would produce cotton without requiring either settler investment or the logistically complex recruitment of individual wage laborers. The administrative overhead would be modest: a decree, a chain of command, and the existing apparatus of district posts and Akidas to enforce compliance.

Von Götzen understood, or could have understood had he chosen to examine the question honestly, that there were difficulties with this logic. The most fundamental was agricultural timing. Cotton in East Africa required planting in November or December, at the onset of the short rains, and it needed sustained labor input through the growing season — weeding, pest control, progressive thinning — before harvest in March or April. This was exactly the period during which the subsistence crops of the southern interior also required their most intensive labor: sorghum needed planting with the first rains, and the critical weeding of the young shoots in January and February, if neglected, could destroy a family's food supply for the year. Millet, maize, and beans had similar seasonal rhythms. The agricultural calendar of the southern plateau was not designed with a margin for an additional labor-intensive crop; it was calibrated, through generations of practice, to the precise balance between family labor available and food security required.

The cotton scheme did not adjust this calendar. It simply added a new obligation to it, without removing any existing one, without providing additional labor, and without offering compensation that might have allowed households to purchase food they could no longer produce themselves. The wage paid for cotton labor at the state collection points was, in the first years of the scheme, negligible — set at levels that reflected the colonial administration's conviction that African labor had no market value beyond the minimum necessary to prevent outright starvation — and payment was frequently irregular or simply withheld, with Akidas and collection point supervisors skimming the proceeds in ways that the administrative distance from Dar es Salaam made difficult to detect and easier to ignore.

​The Mechanics of Compulsion

The decree itself was straightforward in its demands and vague in its methods of enforcement, which meant that enforcement was left to the discretion of individual Akidas and district officials whose interests lay in demonstrating results rather than managing the social consequences of the results they achieved. Villages were assigned cotton acreage targets. Headmen were made responsible for ensuring that the targets were met, which meant that headmen who could not deliver compliance risked the punishments — fines, public flogging, imprisonment — that the district administration was prepared to impose on them. This created an incentive structure in which headmen who wished to protect themselves from administrative retribution had every reason to push their communities harder than was prudent or sustainable, extracting the maximum possible cotton output regardless of what that extraction cost in food security terms.

The physical supervision of communal cotton plots was typically handled by the Akidas or their subordinates, men who rode or walked between villages on inspection circuits, carrying the authority of the colonial state in their formal dress and their visible connection to German officials, and enforcing that authority through methods that were rarely gentle. The kiboko — the heavy hippo-hide whip that was the ubiquitous instrument of colonial discipline — was applied to men who failed to appear for cotton labor, to headmen who fell short of acreage targets, to anyone whose posture or expression the supervising Akida read as insufficiently submissive. Public floggings of respected elders — men whose authority in their own communities rested on an understanding that senior age conferred dignity and protection from physical humiliation — were among the most psychologically devastating features of the enforcement system, striking at the social order in ways that went far beyond the individual pain inflicted.

The colonial conservation laws that operated alongside the cotton scheme added a second, less immediately obvious form of damage. German colonial forestry and game legislation, enacted partly from genuine European concern about the depletion of East African wildlife and partly from the settler sporting interests that found wild game laws convenient, prohibited the traditional practice of collective hunting and of driving wildlife away from cultivated fields. In the agricultural communities of the southern interior, wildlife management — the organized drives that kept elephant, hippopotamus, and buffalo away from crops, the trapping of vermin, the communal hunts that provided both protein and protection — was not sport but survival practice. The legislation that banned it was not enforced with perfect consistency, but where it was enforced, it left communities without a traditional defense against crop destruction and without the supplementary protein that hunting had provided, at precisely the moment when the cotton obligation was reducing the area and intensity of food crop cultivation.

The birds were a particular cruelty. The weaver bird colonies — vast, mobile flocks that could descend on a field of ripening sorghum and strip it to bare stalks in a day — had always been managed through collective labor and noise: children and young people stationed in the fields to drive the birds away throughout the ripening period, a communal effort that was not glamorous but was essential. The cotton obligation competed directly for this labor, leaving fields of ripening grain unprotected during the hours when their defenders were required to be working communal cotton plots. The harvest losses that resulted were not recorded in any colonial statistical series; they were not the kind of data that district reports were designed to capture. They were simply absorbed, invisibly, into the growing deficit between what communities needed to survive and what they were able to produce.

​The Evidence Accumulates

The years between 1902 and 1905 produced evidence of mounting crisis in the southern districts that the colonial administration could observe in its own reports, had it chosen to read them with attention. Mission stations in the Rufiji basin and around Mahenge began receiving unusually large numbers of visitors seeking food relief in 1903 and 1904 — families who had arrived with nothing, whose own stores were exhausted, whose fields had produced insufficient harvest to carry them through the dry months. District officials reported increasing incidents of unauthorized absence from cotton labor — men and women who had simply disappeared into the bush rather than report to the communal plots, a form of passive resistance that the administration treated as criminal evasion but that was, in many cases, simply the decision that family survival required more immediate attention than colonial compliance.

The Akida system's structural tendency toward extortion and abuse was generating specific reports of individual misconduct that occasionally reached district headquarters: headmen beaten for shortfalls that reflected genuine agricultural failure rather than negligence, cotton harvests delivered to collection points and then inexplicably mislaid before payment could be issued, women subjected to sexual violence by itinerant inspectors who understood that the communities they victimized had no effective mechanism for reporting or redressing the offense. These reports did not, for the most part, result in sustained administrative investigation or reform; they resulted in occasional disciplinary proceedings against individual Akidas, a transfer here, a reprimand there, followed by the installation of a new intermediary who brought the same structural incentives and the same tools to the same communities.

Von Götzen received some of this evidence in the routine correspondence of district administration. What he did with it is revealing. His official reports to Berlin describe the cotton scheme's progress in terms that emphasize the acreage planted and the tonnage harvested — the quantitative indicators that the Colonial Department wanted to see — while largely omitting the human costs at which those numbers were being produced. Where problems are acknowledged, they are attributed to the administrative inadequacies of individual officials or to the natural difficulties of disciplining an African labor force unaccustomed to regular work obligations, not to any structural flaw in the scheme's design. The possibility that the cotton mandate was imposing an agricultural burden that the communities of the south could not sustain without severe nutritional consequences does not appear in his correspondence, at least not in the documents that survived the subsequent years.

This is not necessarily dishonesty in the simple sense. Von Götzen appears genuinely to have believed that the disruptions of the scheme's early years represented transitional difficulties rather than structural failures — the predictable friction of modernizing an African agricultural system that had previously been organized around subsistence rather than market production. He expected resistance; he expected adjustment costs; he expected that the application of sufficient administrative pressure would eventually produce the compliance that the scheme required. What he did not expect, because his mental model of African agricultural life was too impoverished to generate the expectation, was that the communities he was pressuring had no margin to absorb the disruption he was imposing — that what looked to him like inefficiency and backwardness was in fact a finely calibrated system operating close to the limits of what the land and the labor available could sustain.

​The Drought and the Reckoning

In late 1904 and continuing into 1905, the rains failed across much of southern Tanganyika. Drought was not a novelty in this part of the world; the agricultural systems of the southern
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