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About the Book

The terrifying first use of nuclear weapons over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 was the most controversial act of warfare in history, dramatically ending the Second World War but ushering in the age of mass destruction. Yet it was also the climax of a story that extends beyond Japan and Washington: the culmination of decades of scientific achievement and centuries of colonial exploitation.
  
Snake Dance is the account of a journey that turned into a quest to discover how humanity reaches this point. Patrick Marnham travels from the opulent nineteenth-century palaces of King Leopold II of Belgium, built with riches plundered from the Congo, to the lethally derelict nuclear reactor of modern-day Kinshasa. He follows the shipment of Congolese uranium to the deserts of New Mexico for the Manhattan Project’s secret test detonation. Here he uncovers the legacies of Robert Oppenheimer and Aby Warburg, two ‘mad geniuses’ who confronted the devastating power of twentieth-century science in very different ways.

Both men travelled to New Mexico. Oppenheimer was honoured for building a bomb, the ancestor of weapons that have enslaved humanity. Warburg, condemned to obscurity and confined to a mental hospital, regained his sanity by studying the rituals of the Native Americans of the Southwest who, for thousands of years, practiced the ritual of the ‘snake dance’ in an attempt to harness the power of lightening. And it was in New Mexico, at Los Alamos, that the ultimate act of playing God was realised.

The circle is closed in Japan... Faced with the catastrophe at the Fukushima Nuclear Plant in March 2011, scientific man, like the snake dancers, is faced with a power beyond his control. Spanning three continents and the history of civilisation, Snake Dance is at once an intrepid intellectual adventure and a wake-up call for mankind.


About the Author

Patrick Marnham is a biographer and travel writer. He began his career as a reporter on Private Eye and has written for many newspapers including the Daily Telegraph, the Guardian, the New York Times and Libération. He has worked as a BBC script writer and a special correspondent in Africa, the Middle East and Central America. He has been literary editor of the Spectator and was the first Paris Correspondent of the Independent. He has written lives of Diego Rivera, Georges Simenon, Jean Moulin and Mary Wesley. His books have won the Thomas Cook Travel Book Award and the Marsh Biography Award. To accompany this book Marnham has written the prize-winning documentary film Snake Dance, directed by Manu Riche, the Belgian film maker. Patrick Marnham lives with his family in Oxfordshire.


ALSO BY PATRICK MARNHAM

Road to Katmandu

Fantastic Invasion: Dispatches from Africa

So Far from God: A Journey to Central America

The Man Who Wasn’t Maigret: A Portrait of Georges Simenon

Dreaming with His Eyes Open: A Life of Diego Rivera

The Death of Jean Moulin: Biography of a Ghost

Wild Mary: A Life of Mary Wesley


Praise for Snake Dance

‘A beautifully written book – informative and entertaining’ Piers Paul Read, Spectator

‘In the tradition of Bruce Chatwin and Sven Lindqvist’  Prospect

‘This is a humane and intelligent book, and one in which Marnham has clearly been deeply engaged’ Melanie McGrath, Sunday Telegraph

‘Impeccably researched and written’ Giles Milton, Mail on Sunday

‘From colonial slavery to the blind potential of scientific exploration to enslave us in turn, he makes a circular journey: the nuclear snake eats its own tail’ The Times
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Chronology

Events leading to the first use of the atomic bomb

The official explanation for the first use of the atomic bomb is that it was built to ensure that the Nazis did not acquire a monopoly of nuclear weapons, and then used, twice, to end the war. 

This explanation is still supported by many historians of the Second World War. The following chronology, drawn from the text, questions this account.

The decision to build the bomb


	1939	 

	January:	Otto Hahn announces his discovery of nuclear fission in Berlin

	March:	Pierre Joliot-Curie signs a contract to build a French nuclear weapon in the Sahara Desert using uranium from the Belgian Congo

	March:	German troops break Munich agreement by occupying remainder of Czechoslovakia

	April:	German atomic bomb programme secretly authorised

	July:	First secret delivery of Belgian uranium to warehouse in New York

	August:	Nazi–Soviet Pact announced

	August:	Einstein’s letter to President Roosevelt warning of the danger of a Nazi atomic bomb. No effective action follows. Earlier in the year Roosevelt had ordered the construction of thousands of heavy bombers

	September:	Hitler invades Poland. French bomb programme cancelled



 


	1940	 

	March:	Frisch–Peirls memorandum to Churchill first reveals practical possibility of an atomic bomb. Churchill appoints Maud Committee

	June:	In Washington, Vannevar Bush, president of Carnegie Institute, sets up the NDRC, to direct scientific development of military research

	August:	Churchill sends the Tizard–Cockcroft mission to Washington, proposing close military co-operation



 


	1941	 

	May:	Arthur Compton, of Chicago University, reports to President Roosevelt, describing atomic bomb as ‘a determining factor in warfare’

	July:	Maud Committee’s final report recommends immediate construction of an atomic bomb. Vannevar Bush receives a copy of this report and appoints Arthur Compton, Ernest Lawrence and Harold Urey as project directors

	October:	Roosevelt approves development of a weapon that ‘will change the political organisation of the world’ and promises ‘unlimited funds’161

	6 December:	President Roosevelt appoints working groups for immediate launch of atomic bomb programme

	7 December:	Japan attacks USA without warning at Pearl Harbor



 


	1942	 

	March:	President Roosevelt and Vannevar Bush discount danger of a Nazi bomb, but decide to ‘push’ the US programme

	June:	In Berlin Albert Speer, on the advice of Werner Heisenberg, postpones, and effectively cancels, the Nazi bomb programme

	September:	Brig. Gen. Leslie Groves is appointed director of Manhattan Project

	October:	Groves establishes his authority independently of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and appoints Robert Oppenheimer as director of Los Alamos laboratory

	December:	Groves obtains a monopoly of Congolese and Canadian uranium and ensures that United Kingdom is denied all wartime uranium supply



 


	1943	 

	February:	Norwegian Special Forces destroy a heavy water plant essential to construction of a German nuclear reactor

	March:	Manhattan Project has grown into a top secret $2bn industry, employing 150,000 people on sites at Oak Ridge (Tennessee), Hanford (Washington State), and Los Alamos (New Mexico)

	December:	Twenty British scientists arrive to join the Manhattan Project



 


	1944	 

	January:	Harold Urey, director of Oak Ridge, resigns, when he realises that the Manhattan Project is no longer intended to block a Nazi atomic bomb monopoly

	March:	At Los Alamos, Gen. Groves tells British physicist Joseph Rotblat that the new weapon is aimed at the Soviets, not the Nazis

	October:	Vannevar Bush proposes a new committee be set up, the Interim Committee, to consider post-war implications of atomic bomb

	November:	The ALSOS team captures information in Strasbourg proving that there is no ongoing Nazi bomb programme and informs Groves



 


	1945	 

	January:	First delivery of bomb-grade uranium to Los Alamos from Oak Ridge

	January:	Two months after ALSOS report, Groves decides to triple production of bomb grade uranium

	12 April:	Death of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Succeeded by Vice-Pres. Harry S. Truman, who knows nothing of Manhattan Project

	April:	Groves tells his superior officer, Gen. George C. Marshall, US Army Chief of Staff, that all German uranium is accounted for

	25 April:	Truman first learns of the Manhattan Project

	April:	New Secretary of State, James F. Byrnes, notes that possession of new weapon will enable USA to ‘dictate its own terms’ after the War

	27 April:	First meeting of Target Committee, chaired by Groves

	1 May:	Secretary of War Henry F. Stimson chairs first meeting of Interim Committee on post-war atomic policy

	8 May:	Germany surrenders. Robert Oppenheimer notes that at Los Alamos scientists re-double their efforts to complete the bomb

	2 July:	Uranium bomb, ‘Little Boy’, ready for final assembly

	16 July:	‘Trinity’ – First atomic bomb, a plutonium device, successfully exploded in New Mexico. Scientific observers are appalled

	The decision to use the bomb



 


	1942	 

	May:	US cryptanalysts crack Japanese diplomatic and naval cipher. The ‘Magic’ intercepts enable Washington to read Japanese cabinet communications

	1944	 

	September:	At Quebec Conference,162 Churchill and Roosevelt agree that the bomb might be used against Japan

	September:	Japanese government first uses diplomatic channels in Stockholm, Lisbon and Bern to explore possibility of peace negotiations

	October:	Battle of Leyte Gulf ensures total US Naval superiority in the Pacific

	December:	President Roosevelt approves proposal to devise a demonstration use of the atomic bomb



 


	1945	 

	5 April:	US forces land on Okinawa. Japanese ‘war party’ govt. falls. New prime minister Suzuki known to be in favour of peace

	May:	Early in the month Truman informed through Bern and Lisbon that Tokyo wishes to negotiate a conditional surrender

	17 June:	Under chairmanship of Oppenheimer, Scientific Panel informs Target Committee that it can think of no effective demonstration of the bomb, short of dropping it on a living target

	22 June:	Fall of Okinawa renders Japan indefensible. New Japanese cabinet orders further moves towards surrender through Moscow embassy

	16 July:	Following Trinity, Gen. Groves agrees that the war will be over ‘after we have dropped two bombs on Japan’ 

	20 July:	At Los Alamos and in Chicago, Manhattan Project scientists petition Washington to authorise technical demonstration of the bomb. Oppenheimer suppresses the petition

	22 July:	US decodes instruction163 to Japan’s Moscow embassy to negotiate ‘unconditional surrender’ provided Imperial House is preserved

	24 July:	At Potsdam Conference in Berlin, Truman tells Stalin of existence of a powerful new weapon. Stalin announces he will be ready to attack Japan on 11 August

	26 July:	Final Potsdam Declaration demands ‘unconditional surrender’ Truman endorses order to drop the bomb after 3 August

	28 July:	Stalin tells Truman and Attlee that Japan has requested Moscow’s assistance in immediate peace negotiations. It is agreed that Moscow will reject this request

	31 July:	In five months of heavy bombing the USAAF has destroyed 66 cities, including Tokyo, killed 900,000 people and rendered millions more homeless. Japan has no industry or anti-aircraft defences left. USAAF commander Gen. Curtis LeMay says that with conventional bombing the war will be over in two weeks 

	6 August:	Uranium bomb dropped on Hiroshima

	9 August:	Plutonium bomb dropped on Nagasaki

	12 August:	Washington accepts continuation of Imperial rule

	15 August:	Japan surrenders




To John Coulson and Illtyd Trethowan,
who shared with us their love of words


Snake Dance

Journeys Beneath a Nuclear Sky

Patrick Marnham
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‘The tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the earth flowed sombre under an overcast sky – seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.’

 

The final sentence from Heart of Darkness (1902) by Joseph Conrad


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Snake Dance is also the title of a prize-winning documentary. The journeys described in this book were made in the company of my friend Manu Riche, who introduced me to the work of Aby Warburg, suggested the title and directed the film.


Foreword

In 1890 the novelist Joseph Conrad spent six months in ‘the Congo Free State’, a huge area of central Africa that had become the private property of King Leopold II of the Belgians. What he discovered horrified him. A brutal campaign of enslavement and mass murder was being presented as a civilising and scientific mission.

In December of the same year Sioux Indians of Pine Ridge, South Dakota, started to dance the Ghost Dance. They believed that this ritual would bring back to life all the warriors who had died fighting the White Man. The White Man would cease to exist and the 60 million buffalo exterminated by the repeating rifle would return to the plains. Their Ghost Dance ended1 in ‘the last battle’, the Massacre of Wounded Knee.

Conrad saw the outrages being committed against the people of the forest, in secret, as more than the criminal enterprise of one ruthless regime. In his subsequent novel, based on his experience, Heart of Darkness, he portrayed those crimes as an emblem of the future decline of his civilisation.

Fifty years after Conrad’s voyage up the Congo River, uranium mined in the Belgian Congo by the same company that had employed Conrad was secretly shipped to New Mexico where it was used in the construction of the atomic bombs that devastated Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945.

The direct link between the novelist’s dark vision and the construction of a weapon that could destroy our world was the inspiration for this story.

Snake Dance is the account of a journey made in three stages. It tracks the path taken by the uranium, from the Congo via New Mexico to Japan, and follows the long chain of mischance and ambition that led from mass destruction to the Cold War and the growth of American Empire.

It is the story of an onward voyage, downstream, along Conrad’s tranquil waterway, the river that flowed sombre under an overcast sky, out of Africa – and into the heart of an immense darkness.

July 2013


PART I

JOURNEY TO A RUINED COLONY


CHAPTER ONE

The Edge of Darkness

UNCLE NORMAN DIED on 8 March 1906. He died at the breakfast table in Helderfontein House, Stellenbosch, Cape Province. He was two years old and his morning porridge had been laced with arsenic. The breakfast room at Helderfontein was a long, sunny room that looked out on to the flower garden. At that time of the morning in March the flowerbeds were still being irrigated; the entire garden could be irrigated from one tap by an ingenious system of stone water-channels and wooden barriers. When Norman died my grandmother was pregnant with the third of her six children.

The intended victim of the arsenic attack had been my father, then aged four. The breakfast room was at one end of the house. The nursery and the children’s bedrooms were at the other. My father had a strong sense of hierarchy and of his proper position in the world of Helderfontein, and this saved his life. Having taken his time about coming to the breakfast table – he was normally the first there – he entered the room to find Norman being violently sick. ‘I am not sitting at table with a child who is being sick,’ my father announced and left the room with his porridge untouched. When my grandmother arrived she noticed, while trying to calm the little boy, that several flies which had landed in a pool of spilt milk were dead. The jug of milk was removed and later that day, after Norman had died, it was sent for analysis.

My grandmother was a devout Christian, so Norman was buried on a hillside close to the house since he had not been baptised. The land was part of the farm and to reach it you had to pass the fruit store and cross a bridge over the stream. She marked the grave with a little stone and forbade anyone in the family ever to mention Norman in her hearing.

The chief suspect was a man called Wilson who had been my grandfather’s coachman. Wilson was a man of mixed race, later classified in the days of apartheid as ‘Cape Coloured’. He had been dismissed a few weeks earlier for theft and had been heard swearing his revenge. He knew the morning routine at Helderfontein, knew when the cows were milked and where the breakfast milk was kept. He knew the best time to enter the dairy unseen and knew that the first person to taste the milk would be his employer’s older son. But the police enquiries were inconclusive. They could find no evidence that the coachman had purchased arsenic and nothing to connect him with the crime. Wilson was tried and acquitted and disappeared from the neighbourhood. My grandmother was not convinced.

My grandfather, Arthur, had a passion for horses. One of his great pleasures was to ride out early in the morning with my father and spend the day exploring and adventuring in the Simonsberg Mountains. My father had his own pony and, some months after Norman’s death when he reached the age of five, he was considered old enough to ride each day to a governess school. The track passed through woods and one afternoon, while riding home alone, my father was once again attacked by the coachman. The terrible death inflicted on Norman had done nothing to heal the man’s grievance. He came running out of the trees waving an axe and shouting, ‘I’ll get you this time!’ The pony bolted, my father kept his seat and they galloped home.

When he told his mother of the ambush in the woods she realised that her son would never be safe until the man was convicted of Norman’s murder. She hired a private detective from Cape Town called Davis who did his work thoroughly and eventually found the tradesman who had supplied Wilson with arsenic. Armed with the evidence supplied by my grandmother, the police re-arrested Wilson and he was re-tried for murder.1 Again he denied all responsibility. He said that he had purchased the arsenic to kill rats.

During cross-examination the prosecutor said, ‘You bought more poison than you would need for rats. What did you do with the rest?’

‘I threw it on the fire.’

‘Was there any reaction when you threw the arsenic into the flames?’

‘They flared up.’

‘What colour were those flames?’

‘Yellow.’

The next prosecution witness established that arsenic burns with a blue flame.

The coachman was convicted of murder, sentenced to death and hanged. My father was able to ride to school again in safety and my grandmother was able to mourn Norman in peace. Or so she thought. Sometime after the trial she travelled to England to visit her cousins. The case had worn her out and she needed a refuge from the anxiety that had overtaken her happy life in Helderfontein. At Southampton Docks she boarded the London train. The porter found her a seat and lifted her case into the luggage rack overhead. The Union Line label read, ‘Mrs Arthur Marnham, Stellenbosch’. As the train drew out into the Hampshire countryside and my grandmother began to enjoy the change of scenery and the feeling that she had finally put some distance between herself and the recent nightmare, the woman opposite leaned forward and said, ‘Are you related to the lady whose little boy was murdered in the Cape?’

The murder of Uncle Norman had been covered in the press right across the Empire. By the time the story reached the Auckland Star,2 three months after the event, the entire family had been poisoned.2 The crime was a striking illustration of the colonial nightmare: the feeling that there were scores to be settled and a price to be paid. A people forcefully dominated would one day take their revenge. Conrad’s Heart of Darkness had been published in volume form in 1902.

Nonetheless, the death of Norman seems to have bound my grandparents to Africa. Although Arthur had originally emigrated to the Cape to regain his health, and had always wanted to return to England, both he and his wife spent the remainder of their lives at Helderfontein. When Arthur died the members of the Methodist Church in Stellenbosch, which was the church of the Cape Coloured people, engraved his name on a stone by the door of their chapel, adding that throughout his time in the Cape he had ‘gone about doing good’. My father left South Africa when he was twenty-one and never lived there again. He never talked about the fact that, when he was a small boy, a man whom he had regarded as a friend had tried to murder him, twice. When he left Helderfontein to study medicine in England, John X. Merriman, the last prime minister of the Cape Colony, gave him a farewell present. It was a copy of On the Edge of the Primeval Forest by Albert Schweitzer.

You need a visa for the Congo. The embassy stands in a line of small nineteenth-century north London terrace houses. It’s the only one with a flagpole. Grey brick on a grey day. There is a grubby blue and red flag twisted round the pole, drooping in the fumes and the rain. Many of the houses have become betting shops or fast-food bars. Rusty aerials wired onto crooked chimneys seem to hold the stacks in place. For years this was a red-light district. Outside No. 281 Gray’s Inn Road, below the flag, there were two CCTV cameras on the day of my visit, and three unmarked bells. This was a doorstep in King’s Cross but already, after thirty years, there was a sense of Africa. The unfamiliar flag, the choice of unmarked bells, the feeling that from somewhere in the trees you were being watched – all said, ‘Are you sure you want to come in?’

Previously I had been sure I wanted to get out. That was in the 1970s in Haute-Volta, later renamed Burkina Faso. The capital is still Ouagadougou. There had been trouble over an exit visa. Which did not exist. In those days, faced with a demand for a document that did not exist, I refused to pay. I had no money and had spent a number of years working in Africa. I promised myself that if I ever got past this uniform without paying for an imaginary visa it would be the last time.

Now the choice of unmarked bells offered another chance, not to go back. But I had signed a contract to travel to the Congo and I needed a Congolese visa, and though none of the bells worked the embassy door swung open with a light push . . . so the chance disappeared. Behind me the street door creaked shut. On the floor, glimmering in the obscurity, lay a mulch of working-girls’ business cards. It is said that the Congolese ambassador to Tokyo once sold the embassy. His staff probably ended up in the Japanese equivalent of No. 281. In the gloom, the outer edge of darkness, I could make out the unpainted wall of the hallway that seemed to have survived a fire. From the ceiling, a fuse box suspended from a single wire dangled out of the blackened plaster. On the opposite wall there was a glass panel and an interior door. Through the glass, what looked like the counter of a betting shop was just visible. Two barred windows set above the counter were still in use. One was marked, ‘Consular Section – Visas’.

Behind the grille in the downstairs front room of the Congolese Embassy in Gray’s Inn Road, sat a majestically handsome woman wearing a gorgeous flowing robe. If visitors addressed her in English she replied severely in French. If you responded in French she switched back to English. Or vice versa. Question of control. She handed over a detailed form. The charge for the visa was £40. She assured me that there would be a lengthy delay, indeed she could not guarantee any date for delivery. Unless I took the Express Service, 24 hours or less. A further £30 was required, cash, no receipt. There was a second form that required me to confirm my good character. If I took the Express Service I could fill in this second form by myself, certifying that I was unknown to the police. So much for the lesson learnt in Ouagadougou. £70 changed hands. She accepted the offering but did not smile. The visa was ready within 12 hours. The flight left from Brussels.



1 Under Roman-Dutch law a person acquitted could be re-tried on the basis of new evidence.

2 Auckland Star, 9 June 1906, p. 13.


CHAPTER TWO

The Justice House

IN NOVEMBER 1889, Józef Teodor Korzeniowski, a Polish merchant seaman, was marooned in London and looking for work. Twelve years earlier, in a black mood in Marseilles, he had shot himself through the chest.3 The bullet had missed his heart. Now he held a deep-sea master’s ticket, but could not get a ship. His agent told him that there were opportunities for riverboat captains in the Congo Free State, a vast area of the African interior that had been acquired by King Leopold of the Belgians as his personal fief. Enquiries were to be made in Brussels. Korzeniowski knew of King Leopold as a man who spent his life going about the world doing good; he was notably celebrated for underwriting a civilising mission in Africa.

The African enterprise that seemed to offer a chance to the Polish sea captain was one of the most extraordinary political arrangements of its time and had no precedents and no successors. It came about entirely by the will of one man, the European monarch of a prosperous but uninfluential country, who invented for himself a secondary function as the despot of a huge area of the unexplored world. Any armchair fantasist could indulge in similar dreams; Leopold’s genius lay in persuading the leading statesmen of his day to accord his private empire international recognition. In 1885, by skilful manoeuvring, he gained control of a region as large as western Europe, which he proceeded to plunder for as long as he could.

 

Even today the Democratic Republic of the Congo, once the Congo Free State, later the Belgian Congo, still later Zaire, is by far the largest national unit in equatorial Africa. When Leopold first announced his intentions towards the territory he declared, privately, that ‘Belgium too must have its share of this magnificent African cake.’4 At that time his competitors included Great Britain, then the most powerful country in the world; Germany, the principal European power governed by another genius, Bismarck; France, the world’s second imperial power; and Portugal, the best-established colonial power in the Congo region. Leopold ran rings around them all. His method was to advance, masked, as a philanthropist. But even a genius needs luck and his great stroke of luck was to acquire the services of the English explorer Henry Morton Stanley at a time when no other European government was prepared to give Stanley the time of day.

In 1874, when Leopold had been on the Belgian throne for nine years, Stanley set out from the island of Zanzibar on the east African shore, leading an expedition that was intended to discover the source of the Nile. He disappeared into the forest for three years. By the time he emerged on the Atlantic coast, Leopold had convened a geographical conference in Brussels. This conference made two significant decisions: it founded the International African Association, whose chairman was King Leopold, and it announced a forthcoming programme of scientific exploration of the Congo basin that would set up a chain of ‘missions and research stations’ for the benefit of Africa and of mankind. When Stanley returned to Europe he was promptly recruited by the king and together they worked out how best to rule and exploit the Congo.

Until the nineteenth century Africa was protected from European intrusion by formidable defences. There was the surf that made so many beaches too dangerous for landing, the river deltas that drained the continent through sandbanks and rendered the great river mouths invisible, then the river cataracts, the menacing forests with their deadly plants and unfamiliar wildlife, fever, and finally the spears. All this changed when Stanley crossed the continent from east to west and emerged from the trees at Boma in 1877. He had failed to find the source of the Nile, but he had mapped the Congo River and its principal tributaries and so acquired an X-ray of the impenetrable forest that was as exact and fit for purpose as the X-ray of any human skeleton.

Leopold used much of the wealth he gained from plundering the Congo to endow Belgium with a splendid capital, a city that could vie with Berlin or Paris. The king’s plans were drawn up on an imperial scale, and in less than twenty years Brussels had been transformed. By April 1890, when Józef Teodor Korzeniowski arrived, palaces, avenues, parks and arcades were already taking shape. Some years later the Polish sea captain, writing as Joseph Conrad, recalled in Heart of Darkness his impressions of a city that, as he got to know it better, made him think of ‘a whited sepulchre’.

There is a statue of King Leopold II in Brussels that stands at the gates of a public garden just outside the royal palace and it shows a huge man with a long, pointed beard sitting astride a black horse. It has been said that when Belgium was extracted from the wreckage of Napoleon’s empire in 1831 it was deliberately designed by technical advisers from Rothschild’s bank as a small country that could be dominated by a large bank. Unfortunately the resulting country was so small that it was extremely difficult for the European powers to persuade any suitable candidate to become its king. And then this gigantic man named Leopold arrived, mounted on his gigantic horse.

Today in Belgium there are still some who venerate the memory of the country’s most celebrated ruler. In 1960, when violence erupted in the Congo following independence, demonstrators in Brussels even knelt in front of the statue of the long-dead king, invoking his assistance. There are other memorials to the same king both in Brussels and elsewhere, and they are all on the grand scale. The royal palace in the centre of Brussels seems much bigger than Buckingham Palace. It takes several minutes to walk past it although no giants inhabit it today. When you eventually reach the far end there is a pretty square that predates Leopold, but here too is a statue of a man on a horse. This time the man is dressed in a suit of armour. It turns out to be Godfrey of Bouillon, the founder of the Christian kingdom of Jerusalem. That kingdom, established in 1100 after the First Crusade, lasted for only eighty-nine years before it fell to Saladin. So the royal palace is flanked by two equestrian kings both of whom invented an exotic kingdom to disastrous effect.

Leopold II never visited Africa and never showed more than a nominal concern for the fate of the Africans delivered into his care. But when he acquired what became one of the most lucrative colonies in the world he gave the Belgian people a unifying interest. Brussels and Ostend were endowed with their magnificent structures and parks, the nation was aggrandised by this process and so was its king. When the link was cut, the national fabric began to unravel.

Because Belgium today has a federal structure and a heavily devolved system of regional government the country employs a huge bureaucracy. London and Belgium have approximately the same population. But whereas London has one minister, the mayor, Belgium has seventy. If China had the same ratio of ministers to population, the Chinese government would be composed of 35,000 ministers – and cabinet meetings would have to be held in a football stadium.

And yet a country which is so precisely regulated, and which is at the heart of the movement towards a united Europe, is itself showing signs of national disintegration. In Flanders and Wallonia, the Dutch- and French-speaking regions that divide almost all the national territory, relations between the two communities have become steadily worse. The Flemish generally refuse to speak French and the Walloons still struggle to speak Dutch. A visitor sometimes has the impression that Brussels itself is the only place in Belgium where members of the two communities seem to get along.

Sometime in June 2011, Belgium broke the world record for the time elapsed between the result of a general election and the formation of a new government. For eighteen months, due to communal infighting, the country was without any government at all, though this made little visible difference to national life. In the first months of the interregnum, the fiftieth anniversary of Congolese independence was celebrated, and despite the lack of a prime minister, a foreign minister, a defence minister, a minister for overseas development, or indeed any other minister whose absence from such an event would normally have been unthinkable, Belgium was able to send an imposing official delegation to the Congo, led by King Albert II. The inhabitants of Matongé, the African quarter of Brussels, were so delighted by this situation that they circulated a petition demanding ‘the Immediate Re-attachment of Belgium to the Democratic Republic of the Congo’.

The petition was phrased in the pugnacious high-spirited style of Kinshasa, the DRC’s capital. It argued that Belgium had always been dependent on the Congo, that the Congo had greatly contributed to the civilisation and prosperity of Belgium, that Belgium should at once be accorded the status of overseas territory of the DRC, that the language problem should be solved by making Lingala the official language throughout Congolese territory – including the outlying province of Belgium – and that all Belgians should henceforward be granted Congolese citizenship. The sting in the joke lay in its underlying truth: Belgium’s internal divisions and industrial decline both gathered pace in the years that followed Congolese independence.

One of King Leopold’s great advantages as he manoeuvred towards imperial power was that many of his fellow European rulers considered him to be a rather naïve idealist. The Belgian monarch was apparently prepared to risk his considerable private fortune merely to ‘do good on a great scale to the wretched people of the earth’.5 The king himself compared his International African Association (AIA) to the International Red Cross of Africa. And among its stated objectives was the establishment of the rule of law. There would be justice for the millions of natives of the Congo, who would henceforth be granted habeas corpus to protect them from the slave trade.

In the event, the crimes committed by the agents of King Leopold in the Congo established his regime, which he called the Congo Free State, as one of the most ferocious examples of colonial oppression. Leopold will always be remembered as a brutal tyrant who instituted a reign of terror and enslaved millions. It will never be known how many Africans died at the hands of his agents. The majority succumbed to the consequences of being enslaved: famine, exhaustion and disease – all of which caused a dramatic decline in the birth rate.1

In view of how things worked out in practice, the most appropriate monument to Leopold’s reign might be the largest construction he erected, which is still the most prominent in the city, the Palace of Justice. This stands on the edge of a cliff overlooking the Marolles, which was at the time the poorest quarter of the town. Built on a crushing scale, with a dome that is 320 feet high, the court house, or Palais de Justice, exceeds the size of St Peter’s in Rome and is believed to be the largest building raised anywhere in Europe during the nineteenth century. It dominates the skyline for miles around.

The Palace has 30 separate entrances and its neo-classical exterior encloses 350 rooms. These stand above a labyrinth of 5 subterranean levels housing legal archives and home to a race of blind cats – blind because they are born and they die in the dark and never see the light of day. It was inaugurated by Leopold 17 years after work began. Its most impressive space is the colossal entrance hall, the salle des pas perdus. The plans for this were authorised by Leopold I but it was actually built during the second Leopold’s reign and it was the son who decreed its size. This is beyond impressive; it is overpowering, it brooks no argument, it embodies an arctic authority. Leopold I had been offered the throne of Belgium after the previous ruler, the King of Holland, was overthrown by a popular uprising. The building he and his son constructed stands as a permanent warning against any attempted repetition.

The same inhumanity that marked the king’s reign in Africa seeps out from the huge interior space of the entrance chamber, a square formed by four colossal arches linked by stone galleries with staircases and balustrades. Orson Welles wanted to use the salle des pas perdus when he was shooting The Trial, but was refused permission. Standing in this entrance chamber and looking around, one can readily understand why the architect is said to have gone mad before the palace was finished.

Below the balconies, sixteen oak tables with benches are set against the walls. On my first visit one or two of these tables were occupied by lawyers and clients in consultation; all the clients seemed to be African. Perhaps they were Congolese seeking residential status. As I made notes the brass lamp on my table rattled, like a ship’s lamp at sea. On its metal base someone had scratched a message, ‘La justice nique’. Courtroom after courtroom was empty and unused, no one challenged me, there were no security cameras, the walls of one abandoned corridor were lined with photographs of grey-faced men in black robes, long dead.

Eventually I chanced upon a courtroom where two living lawyers were sitting, reading newspapers. A side door opened and three policemen marched in leading a young man in shirtsleeves with his hands cuffed behind his back. The prisoner looked around; neither of the lawyers paid him any attention, then he sat down with his hands still cuffed. The little group waited, three in uniform, two in robes, one in handcuffs, but no more doors opened and no judges came to sit on the distant bench.

At the end of another corridor there was a discreet steel door, with buttons, and hoping to ascend to the dome I entered and pressed button no. 4. But the lift went down, not up, and came to a halt at what proved to be Level 5. There was no heating at this depth. A single light bulb revealed another steel door and a belated notice: INTERDIT AUX PUBLIQUES. The light flickered and seemed to have no switch. A maze of tunnels and wired-in shelves led out into the darkness. The shelves contained the records of evidence and judgements made by the long-dead men in the photographs, a fitting monument to the ultimate futility of sharp-witted lives passed in legal argument. As the lights flickered again I summoned the lift and to my surprise it returned.

Today the Ministry of Justice wants to abandon King Leopold’s courthouse which has been overdue for repair for fifty years. Its façade is crumbling, the building is too big to guard and too many prisoners who escape into the underground labyrinth get away. It towers over the city, a mausoleum of human mischance and suffering, one of the last remaining symbols of a united Belgium.

King Leopold’s imperial design included several other features that were never completed, among them the Musée royal de l’Afrique centrale at Tervuren. This museum, which is housed in a splendid chateau situated in a forest thirteen miles outside Brussels, was opened in 1899 and its initial purpose was to record Leopold’s scientific and humanitarian progress through the Congo. The existing structure was originally intended to be merely one part of a much larger palace that was conceived as a museum, not of Central Africa, but of Mankind. But the king died, the Great War came and the imperial project was abandoned.

One has the impression on entering Tervuren today of visiting a petrified zoo. There are displays on African and colonial life and the myths of King Leopold’s reign are lavishly illustrated. There are masks, dances, stuffed animals, ceremonies and villages, dugout canoes, idols and drums. A bronze statue shows a group of three, the African woman prostrate before the Arab slaver, despite the protests of her courageous husband, a reminder to visitors that one of Leopold’s stated intentions had been to drive the Arab slave merchants out of the Congo. Another display shows a reconstruction of a twelfth-century Congolese tomb complete with skeleton, copper ornaments and an extensive array of jars and pots. In a curious inversion, the museum’s collection, which was so misleading when it was meant to record a non-existent ideal colony, has become a valuable record of the colonial mind. The message, in summary, is that the people of the Congo, naked and illiterate, were savages living in the Stone Age and that the soldiers, engineers and missionaries sent out to them at the king’s expense were self-evidently acting to the Africans’ advantage. But the evidence undermining this assumption is displayed in the museum. Many of the most beautiful pieces of carving come from the region of Kuba.

For over 250 years the people of Kuba lived under their kings, governed by law and custom, developing a common memory and a culture that was notable for its artistic achievements in weaving and woodcarving. Their territory on the banks of the Kasai River was so deep within the forest that for over 400 years they remained untroubled by the traders and slave-raiders who came from east and west. When in 1885 Leopold II declared dominion over the lands bordering the Congo River he reserved one tenth of that territory, 250,000 square kilometres, half the size of France, as crown property – and this land adjoined the kingdom of Kuba. Leopold had never heard of Kuba, which as far as he was concerned was merely an area of forest that contained many of the finest wild rubber vines remaining in central Africa. But the king of Kuba had heard of the Belgians and he had given orders that anyone assisting these invaders to find their way to his kingdom should be put to death.

However – as Hochschild relates – one Presbyterian missionary, an African-American called the Reverend William Sheppard, penetrated Kuba and reached its capital without losing his head. Although Sheppard was there to preach the gospel, and fulfilled his mission, it is likely that he learned far more from the people of Kuba than they learned from him. Having noted their exceptional beauty he took a young mistress. It was a reverse conversion.

All this happened to Mr Sheppard without any shadow of the ‘horror’ that surrounded Leopold’s emissaries. Then, eight years later, the rubber agents, following in the missionary’s track, arrived in Kuba. In 1900, one year after Tervuren was opened, King Leopold’s forces reached the capital of the kingdom, sacked it and – in forcing its people to gather rubber – reduced them to the condition of slavery. Shortly afterwards the archaeologists and ethnographers set to work, and shortly after that the first packing cases of cultural treasures left Kuba on their way to Tervuren.

Six months in the Congo marked Conrad for the rest of his life. After spending a few days in Brussels he took the train to Bordeaux, where a Portuguese coaster was waiting to carry him out to Banana at the mouth of the Congo River. His visit to Brussels had been a success. He had been hired as a steamboat captain and had signed a three-year contract with the Société anonyme Belge pour le commerce du Haut-Congo.

In Heart of Darkness Conrad recalled the city he had left. He described the streets lined with tall, narrow houses ‘as still and decorous as a well-kept alley in a cemetery’.6 He remembered the ‘deserted street in deep shadow’ where he had been interviewed; the woman knitting in the antechamber, ‘guarding the door of Darkness . . . full of desolation and sympathy . . . Not many of those she looked at ever saw her again.’ The mortality rate among the men sent out to Matadi and the trading stations upriver, in the forest, was high. Conrad’s own health was to be ruined by his brief period in the Congo, and the skipper he was hired to replace had been murdered by Africans.



1 The American author Adam Hochschild, in King Leopold’s Ghost (1998), has accused Leopold of killing 10 million people in ‘a holocaust’ of ‘genocidal proportions’. But the first real wealth the king acquired from the Congo came from gathering wild rubber, a labour-intensive activity. If the king’s crimes had included genocide his labour force would have been wiped out and he would have lost his investment. The Belgian historian Jean Stengers has suggested that the true mortality figure may have been a fraction of Hochschild’s total, although this would be atrocious enough.


CHAPTER THREE

The Merry Dance of Death and Trade

CONRAD’S FIRST IMPRESSION of Africa came on his voyage out: an encounter with a French warship anchored off the tropical coast, lobbing shells into a silent forest. He described the moment in Heart of Darkness. ‘In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was, incomprehensible, firing into a continent . . . There was a touch of insanity in the proceeding . . .’

His Portuguese coaster out of Bordeaux called at a string of trading posts as it passed down the western shores of Africa. It did not enter harbour very often because there were few harbours to enter, and many of the river mouths were unsuitable for navigation. The west coast of Africa is a lee shore, not as dangerous by 1890 as it had been in the time of sail but still potentially fatal to a steamship with engine trouble. This had been another geographical detail that helped to explain the historical isolation of the entire continent. The slave trade had been abolished fifty years earlier, and by now the original explorers in quest of knowledge had given way to settlers seeking wealth. The French warship observed by Conrad was stationed off the coast of Dahomey, until then the most notorious and feared of the west African kingdoms. The ship was not firing entirely without purpose. It was firing the opening shots in a war that would last for three years7 and result in the French overcoming the kingdom of Dahomey and establishing the foundations of the Soudan, a vast colonial empire that was later broken up into a dozen sovereign states.

Four hundred years earlier the first Portuguese explorers, having crossed the equator, continued south along the forest coast and sailed into a patch of ocean that was dark red and so realised that they were passing through a river current. It was at this point that the Portuguese explorers – and Conrad’s ship – turned in to the shore once again and anchored off Banana, in the broad estuary of the Congo River. This is, with the exception of the Amazon, the greatest outflow of fresh water into the sea anywhere in the world. Here Conrad was able at last to stop ‘watching the coast’, of which he had seen more than enough; that coast, ‘smiling, frowning . . . insipid, or savage, and always mute with an air of whispering, “Come and find out”.’ At the river mouth Conrad changed ships and was carried upstream to the first of the rapids that had guarded this highway into the interior until the day thirteen years earlier when they were finally unlocked. Then he continued on foot, walking up a road that was littered with the corpses of men who had been chained together and forced to build a railway. For 230 miles he picked his way along the periphery of a war zone. From the moment of his arrival, Conrad was introduced to the horror and brutality of King Leopold’s Free State.

Joseph Conrad’s time in the Congo very nearly killed him. He contracted malaria and dysentery and one night while trying to negotiate a river bend in a canoe he almost drowned. His ship had reached Banana in June 1890. By December, he was on his way home, invalided back to Europe. During his six months in the Congo, Conrad made one long voyage upriver to Stanleyville, now called Kisangani, which was the ‘Inner Station’ of the Belgian trading company that employed him. Shortly after his final departure for Europe some of the company’s agents were captured by hostile natives, tortured and put to death; in the words of The Times, ‘their heads stuck on poles and their bodies eaten’. It was a local custom. But Conrad escaped this nightmare fate. He survived and ten years later he produced Heart of Darkness, which must rank among the most complex and richly allusive texts in English literature.

Heart of Darkness opens with an unnamed narrator sitting in a boat anchored on the Thames, downstream from London, at night, waiting for the tide to turn so that the little craft’s seaward voyage can continue. He is listening to a story told by another member of the crew, a seaman called Charlie Marlow. Marlow recalls how he was once engaged to work as a riverboat captain in an imaginary African colony, clearly based on Leopold II’s Congo Free State, for a company whose agents were colonising the interior and collecting ivory. The company’s general manager instructs Marlow to sail upriver into the interior and check on the wellbeing of an agent called Mr Kurtz, a brilliant and solitary figure who is the chief of the Inner Station, ‘an emissary of pity, and science, and progress . . .’ Whereas the company’s secret policy was to ‘tear treasure out of the bowels of the land, with no more moral purpose at the back of it than there is in burglars breaking into a safe’, Mr Kurtz believed that ‘each station should be like a beacon on the road towards better things, a centre for trade of course, but also for humanizing, improving, instructing’. In other words the disagreement between the general manager and Mr Kurtz reflected the conflict between the true and the stated intentions of King Leopold’s African enterprise in the Congo.

Marlow’s appalled description of his river voyage is couched in the terms of the period; he sees Africa with the eyes of an English seaman turned colonial servant. But Heart of Darkness is written on several levels simultaneously; as F. R. Leavis noted in The Great Tradition, Marlow is an invention ‘for whom Conrad had more than one kind of use, and who is both more and less than a character and always something other than just a master-mariner’. In this case he is a man trapped in a land-locked nightmare. Marlow describes the hazardous journey upriver – the stream is full of whirlpools and hidden rocks, and the people living on its banks are in a state of insurrection. He describes his meeting with Mr Kurtz, the outcome of that meeting and his eventual arrival back in Brussels.

Objecting to the suggestion that Conrad’s novel was intended as a charge sheet against Leopold’s regime, the historian Jean Stengers noted that most of the crimes committed by the government of the Congo Free State were due to the way in which rubber was exploited, and that this exploitation did not begin until a year or two after Conrad had left the Congo. That is perfectly true, but Conrad’s main point was not to criticise the behaviour of certain rubber-gatherers. It was to question the very nature of the colonial relationship and to highlight a problem that went far deeper than any atrocities associated with the collection of one commodity. The violence that Conrad observed with his own eyes was not a consequence of the rubber trade; it was part and parcel of the penetration of Africa, a response to resistance by local rulers and their forces. It was also a consequence of the ivory trade, which had formerly been in African hands but which, under Leopold, had been monopolised by the administrators of his Free State. Conrad’s letters and diary show that this menacing atmosphere was everywhere; as his character Marlow recalls, the men who lived ‘in that dark immensity inhabited a vast, secret, hidden world, which knew nothing of ours’. There was horror enough in the colonial penetration of the Congo long before rubber became a prize.

Conrad’s title never referred simply to the Congo or to Africa. Though the story is set in the Congo, the darkness is not of ‘darkest Africa’, and though the Congo is at the heart of the continent, the heart of the title is not African at all; it is the colonial heart, and its darkness – which is ‘impenetrable’ – is the colonial future or consequence, the world we live in today. This deeper meaning unfolds gradually as the voyage proceeds.

Waiting in the departure lounge at Brussels airport with the film director Manu Riche, I bought a copy of Le Soir. There was news of an air crash at Goma in the eastern Congo, with photos, twenty-one dead. A DC-9 had crashed on take-off. A local airline, Hewa Bora. But we had tickets on Brussels Air, so it was nothing to do with us. Then I asked Manu if he had ever heard of Hewa Bora and he said that he thought that we were booked with them for our next two flights.

The night before I had an unusually vivid dream. It was about an old lady, and a dog that wept. It was one of those dreams you cannot entirely leave; bits of it kept coming back as we flew over the Sahara. Conrad wrote, ‘No relation of a dream can convey the dream-sensation . . . that notion of being captured by the incredible which is of the very essence of dreams.’ This is a widely held view; I re-read it during the flight. Then we landed and walked into a different dream; the dream of Africa.

Immigration at Kinshasa airport and after 30 years everything seems reasonably familiar. It is evening, the early dusk of the tropics, and passengers are queuing up on the tarmac because they cannot get into the building. Some people are being filtered through the crowd, the African passengers. The whites remain outside. Smartly dressed policemen with sticks are marshalling us into two lines, shouting, ‘Blancs à gauche, sauf Belges’, ‘Whites to the left, unless they hold Belgian passports’. Soon there is no one remaining on the tarmac except for a small group of white passengers who do not hold Belgian nationality. ‘Whites to the left’? It is just like the old days in Leopoldville, except then it was the blacks who had to put up with these minor inconveniences. Our passports are collected and taken into an office marked ‘Head of Immigration’. We are called in one by one for a personal interview with this senior official. Judging by his manner this is a confidential affair. When my turn comes he is the soul of courtesy. Have you been here before? Business or tourism? Where is your letter of introduction? As a matter of fact it is already in the baggage hall in the pocket of a Belgian cinéaste. This is regrettable, it is not normal, but for the Head of Immigration there remains one essential question: ‘Vous avez les moyens?’ Yes. ‘How much?’ What? ‘Combien, combien . . .?’ The Democratic Republic of the Congo has a limited social-security system and it is hard to imagine that many European down-and-outs are flying into Kinshasa hoping to live off the state, but he wants to have a peek in my wallet. We look in it together. Apparently there is enough there. I am free to go. With renewed courtesy he waves me out of his office and into another queue: passport control. Here another officer, junior but older and angrier, is holding my passport. And he, of course, has been informed about the amount of money in my wallet and the missing letter of introduction. No letter, no entry. The passport remains with him. At this moment a furious row breaks out at the neighbouring guichet where the only African passenger still in the immigration net is attempting to enter the country without her yellow-fever vaccination certificate. She is not of the DRC, she is from Gabon, she is very well dressed and she is accustomed to being obeyed. But so is the Yellow Fever Inspector, also female, who is not from Gabon and who is, in addition, wearing a white hospital coat. The battle sways back and forth across the hall, the mood becomes near hysterical, the crowd of participants on both sides grows. Finally the whole struggling mob bursts out onto the tarmac and disappears into the night. Perhaps it is time to wake up? But no . . . the dream continues.

‘Qu’est-ce que



























































‘Any average sized town can now be wiped out by a bomb the size of a football . . . Mechanical civilisation has thus reached the ultimate degree of savagery . . . (and) science has signed up in the cause of cold-blooded murder . . .’

Albert Camus, Combat (August 1945)
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