George Washingron Williams,
a lawyer, journalise, minister,
fiall exposé of Leopald’s reign
of terror in the Congo.

| Although by 1890 scattered

criticism of Leopold’s Congo state had been published in Europe, most of

. it focused on the king discrimination against foreign traders. Williams's

concern was human rights, and his was the first comprehensive, system-

atic indictment of Leopold’s colonial regime written by anyone. Here are
his main accusations:

* Stanley and his white assistants had used a variety of tricks, such as
fooling Africans into thinking that whites had supernatural powers, to
get Congo chiefs to sign their land over to Leopold. For example: “A
number of electric batteries had been purchased in London, and when
attached to the arm under the coat, communicated with a band of
tibbon which passed over the palm of the white brother’s hand, and
when he gave the black brother a cordial grasp of the hand the black
brother was greatly surprised to find his white brother so strong, that
he nearly knocked him off his feet. . . . When the native inquired
about the disparity of strength between himself and his white brother,
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he was told that the white man could pull up trees and perfo,

intimate relation to the sun, and declared that if he were to l'ﬁques
him to burn up h.15 black brother’s vﬂlage it would be dope

ertly slip the bullet up his sleeve. He would then hand the gun g
black chief, step off a distance, and ask the chief to take aim and shg;
the white man, unharmed, would bend over and retrieve the byj
from. his shoe. "By such means . . . and a few boxes of gin, whola!
villages have been signed away to your Majesty” Land purchased i
this way, Williams wrote, was “territory to which your Majesty has ng
more legal claim, than I have to be the Commander-in~Chief of the
Belgian army” :
Far from being a preat hero, Stanley had been a tyrant. His “name
produces a shudder among this simple folk when mentioned; they
remember lis broken promises, his copious profanity, his hot temper,
his heavy blows, his severe and rigorous measures, by which they were
mulcted of their lands.” (Note Willams’ assumption, so unimaginable
to his white contemporaries, that Africans had a right to African land.)
Of the hundreds of Europeans and Americans who traveled to the
Congo in the state’s eatly years, Williams is the only one on record as
questioning Africans about their personal experience of Stanley.
Leopald’s establishment of military bases along the river had caused
a wave of death and destruction, because the African soldiers who
manned them were expected to feed themselves, “These piratical,
buccaneering posts compel the natives to furnish them with fish, goats,
fowls, and vegetables at the mouths of their muskets; and whenever the
natives refuse . . . white officers come with an expeditionary force and
burn away the homes of the nagves.”

“Your Majesty's Government is excessively cruel to its prisoners, con-
demning them, for the slightest offenses, to the chain gang. . . . Ofien
these ox-chains eat into the necks of the prisoners and produce sores
about which the flies circle, aggravating the running wound.”
Leopold’s claim that his new state was providing wise government
and public services was a fraud. There were no schools and no hospi-
tals except for 2 few sheds “not fit to be occupied by a horse.” Virtu-
ally none of the colony’s officials knew any African language. “The
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Courts of your Majesty’s Government are abortive, umnjust, partial and
delinquent” (Here, as elsewhere, Williams provided a vivid example: a
white servant of the governor-general went unpunished for stealing
wine while biack servants were falsely accused and beaten.)

* White traders and state officials were kidnapping African women and
using them as concubines.

* White officers were shooting villagers, sometimes to capture their
women, sometimes to intimidate the survivors into working as forced
laborers, and sometimes for sport. “Two Belgian Army officers saw,
from the deck of their steamer, 2 native in a canoe some distance
away. . . . The officers made a wager of {5 that they could hit the
native with their rifles. Three shots were fired and the native fell dead,
pierced through the head.”

* Instead of Leopold’s being the noble antislavery crusader he portrayed
himself as, “Your Majesty’s Government is engaged in the slave-trade,
wholesale and retail. It buys and sells and steals slaves. Your Majesty’s
Government gives £3 per head for able-bodied slaves for military
service. . . . The labour force at the stations of your Majesty’s Govern-
ment in the Upper River is composed of slaves of all ages and both
sexes,”

Reverend William H. Sheppard, Presbyterian missionary, explorer, and the ﬁ!.’fit omsildcrcfo V:Slt
the capital of the Kuba kingdom. Sheppard’s writings documenting the brutality of the Congo

state made him the abject of a lawsuit and trial,
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Shaban

The rain forest bordering the Kasai River was rich in rubber, and William

Sheppard and the other American Presbyterians there found themselves
in the midst of a cataclysm. The Kasai was also the scene of some of the
strongest resistance to Leopold’s rule. Armed men of a chief allied with

the regime rampaged through the region where Sheppard worked, plun-

dering and burning more than a dozen villages. Floods of desperate
refugees sought help at Sheppard’s mission station.

In 1899 the reluctant Sheppard was ordered by his superiors to travel
into the bush, at some risk to himself, to investigate the source of the
fighting. There he found bloodstained pround, destroyed villages, and
many bodies; the air was thick with the stench of rotting flesh. On the day

he reached the marauders’ camp, his eye was caught by a large number of

objects being smoked. The chief “conducted us to a framework of sticks,
under which was burning 2 slow fire, and there they were, the right
hands, I counted them, 81 in all”’ The chief told Sheppard, “See! Here is
our evidence. I always have to cut off the right hands of those we kill in
order to show the State how many we have killed” He proudly showed

Sheppard some of the bodies the hands had come from. The smoking
preserved the hands in the hot, moist climate, for it might be days or
weeks before the chief could display them to the proper official and
receive credit for his ldils,

Sheppard had stumbled on one of the most grisly aspects of Leopold’s
rubber system. Like the hostage-taking, the severing of hands was delib-
erate policy, as even high officials would later admit. “During my time in
the Congo I was the first commissioner of the Equator district,” recalled
Charles Lemaire after his retirement. “As soon as it was a question of
rubber, I wrote to the government, “To gather rubber in the district . . .
one must cut off hands, noses and ears.”

If a village refused to submit to the rubber regime, state or company
troops or their allies sometimes shot everyone in sight, so that nearby
villages would get the message, But on such occasions some European
officers were mistrustful, For each cartridge issued to their soldiers they
demanded proof that the bullet had been used to kill someone, not
*wasted” in hunting or, worse yet, saved for possible use in a mutiny. The
standard proof was the right hand from a corpse. Or occasionally not
from a corpse. “Sometimes,” said one officer to a missionary, soldiers
“shot a cartridge at an animal in hunting; they then cut off a hand from a
living man” In some military units there was even a “keeper of the
hands”; his job was the smoking.

Sheppard was not the first foreign witness to see severed hands in the
Congo, nor would he be the last. But the articles he wrote for missionary
magazines about his grisly find were reprinted and quoted widely, both in
Europe and the United States, and it is partly due to him that people
overseas began to associate the Congo with severed hands.] h
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In certain ways Morel is harder to fathom than some of the other

figures of the Congo story. For example, it is easy to see how Stanley’s
. painful poorhouse childhood may have fostered his cruel streak and the
. drive to place his mark on the world. The origin of the fiery passion for

justice that fueled Morel is less evident. He spent his youth in the business

. world, not in the socialist movement that inspired many turn-of-the-cen-
" tury crusaders. As a young man, he was not active in any policical party or
 sodial cause. Although he had some Quaker ancestors, he may have dis-
. covered them only later in life, for there is no record of his receiving
* Quaker teachings as a child. Formally, he was an unenchusiastic member
' of the Church of England, but at heart, like another great firebrand of
! Qualker ancestry, Thomas Paine, he had little use for any form of organ-
| ized religion. From his campaign against King Leopold, he had nothing

to gain, only a promising career at Elder Dempster to lose. He had a sick
mother, a wife, and what would soon be a large family to support. In
every way, he seemed an unlikely person to become the leader of a great
moral crusade. His prodigious capacity for indignation seems to be some-

thing he was born witch, as some people are born with great musical

talent. After learning what he had in Brussels and Antwerp, he writes, “to

. have sat still . . . would have been cemperamentaily impossible.”

s

The most effective spokespeople of 2ll, Morel knew, were those with
firsthand knowledge. Starting in 1906, the returned Baptist missionaries
the Reverend John Harris and his wife, Alice Seeley Harris — she had
taken almost all the photographs Morel used — began working full time
for the association. The Harrises’ zeal matched Morels. In their first two
years with the C.R.A., one or both of them spoke in public on six
hundred occasions, A woman in a large audience in Wales was so moved
that she handed Alice Harris her jewels to be sald for the benefit of the
movement. The Harrises displayed chicottes and shackles, and throughout

England they led church congregations in special hymns on “Congo
Su.ndays. To shocked audiences, they described personal experiences like
this one, which John Harris later put down on paper:

Lined up . . . are 40 emaciated sons of an African village, each
carrying his Httle basket of rubber. The toll of rubber is weighed
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and accepted, but . . . four baskets are short of the demand. The
order is brutally short and sharp — Quickly the first defaulter is
seized by four lusty “executioners,” thrown on the bare ground,
pinioned hands and feet, whilst 2 fifth steps forward carrying a
lIong whip of rwisted hippo hide. Swiftly and without cessation
the whip falls, and the sharp corrugated edges cut deep into the
flesh — on back, shoulders and buttocks blood spurts from 2
dozen places. In vain the victim twists in the grip of the execu-
doners, and then the whip cuts other parts of the quivering body
—- and in the case of one of the four, upon the most sensitive part
of the human frame. The “hundred lashes each” left four inert
bodies bloody and quivering on the shimmering sand of the
rubber collectng post.

Following hard upon this decisive incident was another.
Breakfast was just finished when an African father rushed up the
veranda steps of our mud house and laid upon the ground the
hand and foot of his little daughter, whose age could not have
been more than § years. )

T
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E.D. Morel

serow: The docks at Ancwerp, where the young E. D. Marel'’s suspicions about

Conga slave labor were awakened.



. High school teachers and college professors who have discussed this
book in thousands of classrooms over the years tend to do so in terms of
Freud, Jung, and Nietzsche; of classical myth, Victorian innocence, and
original sin; of postmodernism, postcolonialism, and poststructuralism.
European and American readers, not comiortable acknowledging the
genocidal scale of the lilling in Africa at the turn of the century, have cast
Heart of Darkness loose from its historical moorings. We read it as a parable
for all tmes and places, not as a book about one time and place. Two of
the three times the story was filmed, most notablf in Francis Ford Cop-
- pola’s Apocalypse Now, it was not even set in Africa. But Conrad himself
wrote, “ Heart of Darkness is experience . . . pushed a little (and only very
little) beyond the actual facts of the case” Whatever the rich levels of
meaning the book has as literature, for our purposes what is notable is
how precise and detailed a description it is of “the actual facts of the
case™: King Leopolds Congo in 1800, just as the expleitation of the
territory was getting under way in earnest. :

In the novel Marlow; as Conrad had done, begins his trip with the long
walk around the rapids: “A slight clinking behind me made me turn my
head. Six black men advanced in a file toiling up the path. They walked
erect and slow, balancirig smalil baskets full of earth on their heads, and the
clink kept time with their footsteps. . . . I could see every rib, the joints of
their limbs were like knots in a rope, each had an iron collar on his neck
and all were connected together with a chain whose bights swung be-
tween them, rhythmically clinking” These were the laborers starting
work on Leopeld’s railway.

A few pages later, Marlow ‘describes a spot where some starving rail-
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way workers had crawled away to die. Farther along the trail, he sees
“gow and then a carrier dead in harness, at rest in the long grass near the
path, with an empty water-gourd and his long staff lying by his side,” and
notes the mysterious “body of 2 middle-aged negro, with a buliet-hole in
the forehead.” This is simply a record of what Conrad himself saw on his
walk around the rapids to Stanley Pool. In his diary entry for July 3, 1890,
he noted: “Met an offficjer of the State inspecting; 2 few minutes after-
wards saw at a campl[in]g place the dead body of a Backongo. Shot?
Horrid smell” The following day: “Saw another dead body lying by the
path in an atttude of meditative repose”” And on July 29: “On the road
today passed a skeleton tied up to a post.”

During the hike around the rapids, Marlow also describes how people
had fled to avoid being conscripted as porters: “The population had
cleared out 2 long time age. Well ifa lot of mysterious niggers armed with
all Idnds of fearful weapons suddenly took to travelling on the road [in
England] between Deal and Gravesend catching the yokels right and lefe
to carry heavy loads for them, I fancy every farm and cottage theresbouts
would get empty very soon. . . . I passed through several abandoned
villages.” This, too, was what Conrad himself saw. The porters of the
caravan the novelist was with came close to mutiny during the trip. Only
three and a half years later a fierce uprising would break out along this
very route, as Chief Nzansu and his men fought their long, doomed battle
apainst the Force Publique.

In describing the caravans of porters that walked this trail, Marlow:
gives a crisp summary of the Leopoldian economy: “a stream of . i
rubbishy cottons, beads, and brass-wire set into the depths of darkness and
in return came a precious trickle of ivory” In 1890, this was stll the
colony’s most prized commodity. “The word ‘ivory’ rang in the air, was
whispered, was sighed. You would think they were praying to i
says Marlow. He even mentions Leopold’s commission system for agent
“The only real feeling was a desire to get appointed to 2 trading-po
where ivory was to be had, so that they could earn percentages.”

Conrad stayed true to life when creating the charismatic, murde;
figure at the center of his novel, perhaps the twentieth century’s '
farmous literary villain, Mr. Kurtz was clearly inspired by several!
people, among them Georges Antoine Klein, a French agent for an ivo
gathering firm at Stanley Falls. Klein, mortally ill, died on shipboar
Kurtz does in the novel, while Conrad was piloting the Roi des B
down the river. Another model closer to Kurtz in character was M
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dmund Barttelot, the man whom Stanley left in charge of the rear
olumn on the Emin Pasha expedition. It was Barttelot, remember, who
ent mad, began biting, whipping, and killing people, and was finally
iurdered. Yet another Kurtz prototype was a Belgian, Arthur Hodister,
amed for his harem of African women and for gathering huge amounts
of ivory. Hodister eventually muscled in too aggressively on the territory
‘of local Afro-Arab warlords and ivory-iraders, who captured and be-
‘headed him. )

- However, Conrad’s legion of biographers and critics have almost en-
arely ignored the man who resembles Kurtz most closely of all. And he is
someone we have already met, the swashbuckling Captain Léon Rom of
the Force Publique. It is from. Rom that Conrad may have taken the signal
feature of his villain: the collection of African heads surrounding Kurtz’s
house.

The “Inner Station” of Heart of Darkness, the place Marlow looks at
through his binoculars only to find Kurtzs collection of the shrunken
heads of African “rebels,” is loosely based on Stanley Falls. In 1895, five
years after Conrad visited this post, Léon Rom was station chief there. A
British explorer-journalist who passed through Stanley Falls that year
described the aftermath of a punitive military expedition against some
African rebels: “Many women and children were taken, and twenty-one
heads were brought to the falls, and have been used by Captain Rom as a
decoration round a flower-bed in front of his house!” If Conrad missed
this account, which appeared in the widely read Century Magazine, he
almost certainly noticed when The Saturday Review a magazine he ad-
mired and read faithfully, repeated the story in its issue of December 17,
1898. That date was within a few days of when Conrad began writing
Heart of Darkness.

{———-..‘ S,
S,
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Henry Morton Stanley,
in the “Stanley Cap” he
designed for explaring
in the tropics.

Beneath the eagerly repeated stories of wealth and glory to be fotin
by young white men in the Congo usually lay something else: the sly Hint
that you could leave your bourgeois morality back in Europe, (As we shall
see, this would be the case for Léon Rom.) For Europeans of the da
colonies all over the wotld offered a convenient escape. Kipling wrote:

Ship me somewheres east of Suez,
where the best is like the worst,

Where there aren’t no Tén Commandments,
an’ a man can raise a thirst.

In the Congo the Ten Commandments were practiced even less than
in most colonies. Belgium was smizall, the Congo was huge, and the white
death rate in the African tropics was still notoriously high. (Authorities
eried hard to keep such figures secret, but before 1895 fully a third of
white Congo state agents died there; some of the others died of the
effects of disease after returning to Europe.) And so in order to find
enough men to staff his far-flung network of river posts in malaria-rid-
den territory, Leopold had to recruit not just Belgians like Léon Rom,
but young white men from throughout Europe, attracting them by such  +
get-rich-quick incentives as the lucrative commission structure for ac-
quiring ivory. Many who came out to work in the Congo were like the
mercenaries who joined the French Foreign Legion or the fortune hunt-
ers who flocked to the two great gold rushes of the day, in South Africa
and the Klondike. With its opportunities for both combat and riches, to
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Europeans the Congo was a gold rush and the Foreign Legion com-
bined.

This first wave of Leopald’s agents included many hard-bitten men
fleeing marital troubles, bankruptcy, or alcoholism. A popular song sums
up the mood of the time, One official describes in his memoirs how;
» newly arrived in the Congo, he was kept awake all night by drunken

agents singing it endlessly in the bar of his seedy seaport hotel. The first
verse runs:

Yen a qui_font la mavais’ tére
A lesrs parents; -
Qui font les dett’, qui font la béte,
Inutil'ment:
(Qui, un beau soir, de leur mattresse
Ont plein le dos,
IIs fich' le camp, plein de tristesse
Pour Ie Congo. . . .

{There’re those who blow up at their families,
‘Who run up debts, who play the fool in vain,

* 'Who one fine evening are fed up with their girls.

¢ They take off, fill of sorrow; for the Congo. .. .)

fricans in the Congo, meanwhile, were singing very different songs.
issionary transcribed this one:

O moiher, how unfortunate we are! , , |
But the sun will kill the white man,

- But the moon will kill the white mar,
ut the sorcerer will kil the whiteman,
ut the tiger will kill the white man,

ut the crocodile will kill the whire man,
But the elephant will kill the white tnan,
But the river will kill the white man,
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IT WAS RAINING in London on July 12, 1890, but the crowd gatherei
outside Westminster Abbey anyway, ignoring the downpour. Thoi
sands of people surged back and forth on the slick pavement, trying.
glimpse the dignitaries who stepped out of carriages and filed into ths
cathedral between lines of policernen: former Prime Minister Gladstone
the speaker of the House of Commons, the lord chancellor, assorted
dukes and princes, bejeweled women and bemedaled generals. The rich
and famous filled the abbey, even standing in the aisles.

Finally, a carriage pulled up and the man everyone was waiting fo
eased himself out, ill, pale, leaning on a walking stick. Henry Morton'
Stanley was about to do something more daunting for him than any .of
his African adventures, He was getting married. |

The bride, Dorothy Tennant, was the eccentric, high-society portrait
painter who had previously rejected him. While the explorer had been: "
plodding through the jungle in search of Emin Pasha, Tennant had,
changed her mind. On his return to England, she had begun sending *
Stanley startlingly passionate letters. “Suppose a wild, uncultivated tract of
land and suppose that one day this land is ploughed vup and sown with -
corn. If the field could speak it might say: ‘I have never borne corn, [ do
not bear corn, I shall never bear corn’ And yet all the while the wheat lies
hidden in its bosom. . . . My love is a flame which will never die, it began
so small a spark you could not see it light, now it burns like the altar
flame.”

To the altar it was. The news spread, the price of Tennant’s paintings
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soared, the congratulations poured in from around the world. Queen
Victoria gave Tennant a locket with thirty-eight diamonds, and Thomas
Edison sent one of his new phonograph machines. From Brussels,
Leopold dispatched his representative, the Count d’Aarche, to be best
man, .

On the day itself, Stanley was painfully ill with gastritis, an inflamma-
tion of the stomach lining. He had suffered from it before, but its recur-
rence now was probably not by chance. He tottered up the aisle of
estminster Abbey but had to sit in an armchair for part of the ceremony:
After the wedding, he was helped into the couple’s carriage. Protected by

mounted police escort, it headed off through a shouting and jostling
rowd that almost blocked its passage. During the reception, Stanley lay
n a couch in a separate, darkened room, in agony. The illness continued
to the honeymoon. - : -
At war in Stanley all his life were the craving for acceptance and the
ar of intimacy. The fear was so strong, believes the explorer’s most
\orough biographer, Frank McLynn, that Stanley’s marriage was never
nsummated. The evidence is mainly circumstantial. Dorothy Stanley
not produce children, and clearly, despite her letters, had powerful
roses of her own. In a most unromantic decision, Stanley insisted that

18: young male assistant come along on the couples honeymoon in
tzerland. Finally, Stanley’s diary of the honeymoon period has several
ages inked out, apparently by his wife after his death. The end of one
entry, however, is legible: “I do not regard it wifely, to procure these
ures, at the cost of making me feel like 2 monkey in a cage.” Stanley’s
of women was so great, McLynn concludes, that “when he was
y called upon to satisfy a wife, Stanley in effect broke down and
: essed that he considered sex for the beasts”
== Whether this inference is right or wrong, the inhibitions that caused
ley so much pain are a reminder that the explorers and soldiers who
rried out the European seizure of Africa were often not the bold, bluff,
v men of legend, but restless, unhappy, driven men, in flight from
thing in their past or in themselves. The economic explanations of
ial expansion — the search for raw materials, labor, and markets —
valid, but there was psychological fel as well.
tanley’s marriage marked the end of his exploring; he now devoted
e to being famous. Having reached the upper class at Jast, he
something of a caricature of its attitudes. He traveled about the
d giving lectures and after-dinner speeches, receiving honorary de-

.
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A RECKONING

As E.D. Morst, Roger Casement, and their allies caught Europe’
attention with reports of the holocaust in central Africa, newspa-
pers and magazines ran pictures of burned villages and mudlated bodies,
and missionary witnesses spoke of the depopulation of entire districts.
Looking at this written and photographic record today immediately
raises a crucial question: what was the death toll in Leopolds Congo?
This is a good moment to panse in our story to find an answer.

The question is not simple. To begin with, history in this case cannot
have distinct lnes drawn around it as it can, say, when we ask how many
Jews the Nazis put to death between 1933 and 1945. King Leopold II's
personal Etat Indépendant du Congo officially existed for ewenty-three
years, beginning in 1885, but many Congolese were already dying un-
natural deaths by the start of that period, and important elements of the
king’s system of exploitation endured for many years after its official end.
The rubber boom, cause of the worst bloodletting in the Congo, began
under Leopold’s rule in the mid-1890s, but it continued several years after
the end of his one-man regime.

Furthermore, although the killing in the Congo was of genocidal
proportions, it was not, strictly speaking, a genocide. The Congo state was
not deliberately trying to eliminate one particular ethnic group from the
face of the Earth. Instead, like the slave dealers who raided Africa for
centuries before them, Leapold’s men were locking for labor. If, in the
course of their finding and using that labor, millions of people died, that
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A KING AT BAY

many engineers were seized that factories came to a halt; so many railway
men died that some trains did not rn; so many colonels and generals
were shot that the almost leaderless Red Army was nearly crushed by the
German invasion of 1941.

In the Congo, as in Russia, mass murder had a momentum of its own.
Power is tempting, and in a sense no power is greater than the ability to
take someone’s life. Once under way, mass killing is hard to stop; it
becomes a kind of sport, like hunting. Congo annals abound in cases like
that of René de Permentier, an officer in the Equator district in the late
18gcs. The Africans nicknamed him Bajunu (for bas genoux, on your
knees), because he always made people kneel before him. He had all the
bushes and trees cut down around his house at Bokatols so that from his
porch he could use passersby. for targer practice. If he found a leaf in a
courtyard that women prisoners had swept, he ordered a dozen of them
beheaded. If he found a path in the forest not well-maintained, he or-
dered a child killed in the nearest village.

Two Force Publique officers, Clément Brasseur and Léon Cerckel,
once ordered a man hung from a palm tree by his feet while a fire was lit
beneath him and he was cooked to death. Fwo missionaries found one
post where prisoners were killed by having resin poured aver their heads;
then set on fire. The list is much longer.

Michael Herr, the most brilliant reporter of the Vietnam War, captures
the same frenzy in the voice of one American soldier he met: “We'd rip
out the hedges and burn the hooches and blow all the wells and kill every
chicken, pig and cow in the wholef ~ville. I mean, if we can’t shoot
these people, whar s are we doing here?” When another American,
Francis Ford Coppola, tried to put the blood Iust of that war on film,
where did he turn for the plot of his Apocalypse Now? 'Io Joseph Conrad;
who had seen it all, a century earlier, in the Congo. -
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tory lies heavy on Africa: the long decades of colonialism, several

jundred years of the Atlantic and Arab world slave trade, and — all too

ften ipnored — countless centuries of indigenous slavery before that.

rom the colonial era, the major legacy Europe left to Africa was not

emocracy as it is practiced today in countries like England, France, and

elgium; it was authoritarian rule and plunder. On the whale continent,

erhaps no nation has had a harder time than the Congo in emerging
from the shadow of its past.

 When independence finally came to the Congo, the country fared
adly. Like most other colonial powers in Affica, Belgium was taken by
urprise by the demand for self-rule that swept across the continent in
 the 1950s, igniting mass demonstrations in Leopoldville in 1959 that were
bloodily suppressed by the Force Publigue. Until then, Leopold’s heirs

had thought independence might come, but decades hence. Some Afri-
cans were being trained for that distant day; but when pressure grew and
independence came in 1960, in the entire territory there were fewer
than thirty African university graduates. There were no Congolese army
officers, engineers, agronomists, or physicians. The colony’s administra-
tion had made few other steps toward 2 Congo tun by its own people: of
some five thousand management-level positions in the civil service, only
three were filled by Africans.

King Baudouin of Belgium arrived in Leopoldville to grant, officially
and patronizingly, the Congo its freedom. He said, “It is now up to you,
gentlernen, to show that you are worthy of our confidence” An angry,
impromptu speech in reply by Patrice Lumumba caught the world’
attention. Barely 2 month earlier, an election had made Lumumba a
coalition-government prime minister. It was the first democratic national
election the territory had ever had. In substance if not form, it would be,
for more than thirty-five years, the last. Lumumba believed that political
independence was not enough to free Africa from its colonial past; the
continent must also cease to be an economic colony of Europe. His
speeches set off immediate alarm signals in Western capitals. Belgian,
British, and American corporadons by now had vast investments in the
Congo, which was rich in copper, cabalt, diamonds, gold, tin, manganese,
and zinc. An inspired orator whose voice was rapidly carrying beyond
his country’s borders, Lumumba was a mercurial and charismatic figure.
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renamed Lake Mobutu Sese Seko. He acquired palatial homes in France,
Belgium, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, and elsewhere. He made no dis-
dnction between state assets and his own;in a single year, he dispatched a
state-owned jet airliner thirty-two times to Venezuela to ferry five thou-
sand long-haired sheep to his ranch at Gbadolite; while his yacht was
being renovated in 1987, he simply took over the mast comfortable of the
few remaining passenger boaw sdll operating on the river system. And he
demanded, and got, a piece of the action in almost every major corpora-
tion operadng in the country.

It is an oversimplification to blame Africa’s troubles today entirely on
European imperialism; history is far more complicated. And vyet, consider
Mobutu again. Aside from the color of his skin, there were few ways in
which he did not resemble the monarch who governed the same terri-
tory a hundred years earlier. His one-man rule. His greatr wealth taken
from the land. His naming a lake after himself. His yacht. His appropria-
tion of state possessions as his own. His huge shareholdings in private
corporations doing business in his territory. Just as Leopold, using his
privately controlled state, shared most of his rubber profits with no one,
50 Mobuau acquired his personal group of gold mines — and a rubber
plantation. Mobutu’s habit of printing more money when he needed it
resembled nothing so much as Leopold’s printng of Congo bonds.

“Those who are conquered,” wrote the philosopher Ibn Khaldin in
the fourteenth century, “always want to imitate the conqueror in his
main characteristics — in his clothing, his crafts, and in all his distinctive
traits and customs.”” Mobutu’s luxurious Villa del Mare, a pink-and-white
marble colonnaded chéteau at Roquebrune-Cap-Martin on the French
Riviera, complete with indoor and outdoor swimming pools, gold-fitted
bathrooms, and heliport, lay a mere dozen miles down the coast fiom the
estates Leopold once owned at Cap Ferrat. From one cape you can see
the other.

Touoab
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