Subsistence amid turmoil 
Daily life in Central Africa during the rubber plunder
The Red Rubber Scandal that swept the rubber-producing regions of Central Africa at the close of the 19th century resulted in enormous devastation for millions of people. The people at ground zero of the industrial world’s thirst for rubber adapted as best they could to a world of dramatic changes. In this paper I examine the socio-economic system of, and daily life within, subsistence in the Lopori-Maringa basin at the end of the 19th century. I will argue that continuity was as strong a theme as change at the time as the local population sought to engage the newcomers on their own terms, and maintain much of what was fundamental in local pursuit of the good life. 

The population of the Lopori-Maringa was integrated into the new imperialist system where the primary strategy was the brutal extraction of the natural riches of the area. The new economic paradigm imposed resulted in tremendous suffering and catastrophic loss of life in the early colonial period. Estimates of depopulation range into the tens of millions,
 although I will not be entering into the numerical controversy surrounding this question.
 

Indigenous communities in central Africa pursued a mixed subsistence economy in the pre-colonial era. Trade, metalwork and other tasks occupied much time for many. The great majority of the population practised shifting and overlapping occupations. Yet most in the Lopori-Maringa basin, men and women, were engaged in farming and fishing, while hunting and gathering activities were also important. Much of the work done was dependent on the vagaries of the local environment, with most of the Upper Congo basin being subject to great variation in the equatorial climate. The basic principle was that no one should be separated from the central task of food production.

Labour recruitment was the basis of African wealth in the pre-colonial era, and kinship (whether real or fictive) often set the terms for this direction.
 Authority regularly divided according to age, so the elders of a community had great control over labour. Questions of gender were most marked in tending the agricultural fields and in the many tasks of domesticity. Insight into the lives of women in pre-colonial times is gained from the fragments of evidence available in the archives and elsewhere as to women’s productive roles, as we will see in the story of Bemanga below. Social history allows us to perceive the stories of locals without recourse to familiar tropes on ‘great man’ (here perhaps ‘big man’) history.
Red Rubber and the people at ground zero
In 1885 the Congo Free State (‘EIC’) of the Belgian King Leopold II was recognised by European powers at the Conference of Berlin. Yet the Association Internationale Africaine (with its traders and adventurers) had been formed by Leopold in 1876 to lay the groundwork for his colonial state. And missionaries had followed hot on their heels, with the CBM’s forerunner, the Livingstone Inland Mission, establishing stations on the Lower Congo from 1878/79. The peoples of the Upper Congo basin, encountering European strangers for the first time, had nevertheless indirectly felt the presence of the outside world over many decades through the encroachments of different slave trades.

In 1889 the EIC decreed that natural products from the area between Bolobo and the mouth of the Aruwimi River (thus covering most of Equateur Province including the Lopori-Maringa) could be exploited only by people receiving concessions from the state.
 By 1900 rubber and ivory contributed ninety-five percent of the total value of exports from Leopold’s Free State.
 The pressures generated by the rubber trade, with its associated violence, intensified in the mid-1890s, initially being centred on Bolobo, Irebu, Lukolela and Tchumbiri on the Congo River in Equateur.
 The Lopori- Maringa basin was at the heart of operations in the concession of the Anglo-Belgian India Rubber Company (‘ABIR’) from the early years of colonial rule.
 ABIR and the colonial state were regularly identified as one and the same by the colonised peoples of the Lopori-Maringa.

The CBM’s first station was at Bonginda, founded in 1889. Missionary Dora McKittrick remarked in 1893 that 'this place is [now] so changed ... we hardly ever have a quiet day ... The people bring us palavers [disputes] morning noon and night. [The new District Commissaire has placed more soldiers along the river and] the Lopori and Maringa have been sold to a trading company, and they have the exclusive right to trade in ivory and rubber. The “State” is developing into a great mercantile enterprise.'
 McKittrick of course saw some benefits to the CBM of State presence, but these were 'insignificant when balanced with the great disadvantages which accompany the advent of a trading or State canoe.'

The rubber companies focussed on tapping the Landolphia vine, using forced labour, to extract rubber latex. The methods employed to this end by European traders and their African sentries were brutal; the suffering and depopulation occasioned by the rubber scandal was immense. Numerous means of violence and intimidation were employed. In addition to the direct and indirect killings of the period, a general anarchy reigned in the Lopori-Maringa basin: ‘wars and fightings between the State and the natives [are] of frequent occurrence, [with] hundreds of houses reduced to ashes, and maize plantings and manioc fields scorched and blackened, with pots, pans and baskets broken by the hundred.’
 Hostage-taking by State forces and rubber collecting agents was common. Mutilation was widely reported.
 Few could close themselves off to the dramatic changes that accompanied the colonialists.
Accordingly the abandonment of villages, with women and children ‘fleeing in terror,’ was a frequent response to the approach of strangers, African or European, in the Lopori-Maringa during the early period of the EIC.
 In 1893 the locals were yet ‘ready to fly to the woods on the least provocation.’
 The chaos and terror struck directly at the well-established norms of food production in the Lopori-Maringa, greatly reducing the population’s ability to withstand times of hardship. 
Food production in the Lopori-Maringa Basin
Farming 

Farming was the centrepiece of village life in the Lopori-Maringa.
 A mixed subsistence economy dictated daily labour requirements. Descriptions of foodstuffs and the attendant work involved give us insight into the daily lives of Congolese on arrival of the CBM missionaries.
 Plantain trees, pepper bushes, maize and kwanga (bread made from fermented cassava) greeted the missionaries on arrival at Lulonga, the location of the second CBM station, in 1889.
 Local staples included manioc (aka cassava), the oil palm and the yam.
 

Areas under cultivation were described from the earliest days of the CBM, but the degree to which these areas remained unchanged upon contact with the forces of colonialism is not always clear from the archives.
 For example the dramatic relocation of the towns of Bolando and Boukando from islands on the Lolanga River to the mainland near Lulonga station occurred in the CBM’s first year in the field, apparently independent of mission if not state influence. Very soon another large town sprang up, with ‘the ground all dug up and planted with manioc and vegetables.’
 
The methods of cultivation used in pre-colonial African agriculture are less clear from the mission archives. Comment is made on the gender-specific nature of much cultivation work below. Clearing of land for agriculture was sometimes performed by both men and women. The tools utilised for this and for cultivating the land included hoes.
 The production of yams, often confused with sweet potato in the mission literature, entails the clearing of new fields on a regular basis. Their storage is also problematic, necessitating open-ended buildings with good ventilation. 
The story of Bemanga, one of the early members of the Bongandanga church
 and a key figure in the early development of Christianity, gives us a glimpse of agricultural work. Strenuous manual labour with baskets and metal tools from early in the morning was the norm for these women:
‘Early in the morning, soon after sunrise, the women are up and start off to work in their gardens before the sun gets too hot. … Bemanga and Bowangali [wife of a local evangelist] would gather other women together on their way to the fields … and out in the midst of the manioca [sic] and maize and plantains, with their baskets and knives ready to set to work [they would pause and one of their number would take the lead in asking the Lord’s blessing].’

Late in the afternoon Bemanga and her cohort would also go to the spring to collect water for their families.
 Then followed the many other domestic duties.
The banana, originally introduced to Africa from Asia in centuries past, held great importance for the societies of central Africa. Bananas and plantains were reported by the CBM from the earliest stages.
 They grew abundantly alongside villages, although the degree of continuing cultivation necessary here may have been limited. A large cleared space containing a grove of plantains was observed at the town/district of Jombo, on the Lopori River, in May 1890 ‘such as generally betoken native settlement.’
 Also near Bongandanga sugar-cane is described among the ‘abundant’ provisions available, although no information is provided with respect to its collection or harvesting.
 Presumably this involved large knives and the matchets that are referred to elsewhere in the archives.
Meat, from a variety of animals, was much sought after in the Lopori-Maringa.
 The chicken was important among domestic animals reared. We learn that fowls are numerous and cheap during a journey to the town/district of Ikuce near Bongandanga in 1891.
 Eggs were commonly traded. In addition to the fowls tended, there is evidence that goats were a common animal on the Upper Congo in pre-colonial times.
 It was reported in 1891 and subsequently that ‘in all Balololand … the flesh of the dog is a favourite dish.’
 

Another indication of the changing labour demands in the Lopori-Maringa was the description of the town of Bondo in the mid-1890s. A ‘floating population’ there consisted of men away for several days at a time procuring fish and rubber. They were required to provision the State post at Coquilhatville with plantains, maize, and fish.
 This described, in addition to hints as to local diets, of course, the chaos of the mid-1890s as the rubber terror intensified on the Maringa River. The diet of local populations deteriorated and resistance to disease was much reduced. Dramatic loss of life accompanied rubber collection due to, among other things, the conditions in which people were forced to live which dramatically impacted food production. Yet both continuity and change are highlighted in the foods delivered to the State Post and in the new power represented by such demands.
Fishing
Fishing was very important for the peoples of the Lopori-Maringa and was an important aspect of local diets in supplying proteins. The many tributaries of the main Congo river, including the six rivers of ‘Lololand,’ are rich in edible marine life.
 Few locations in the Lopori-Maringa are distant from a navigable waterway. Gustav Haupt, part of the first CBM party in 1889, described ‘the most extensive fishing establishments I have seen in Africa’ on lagoons near Lulongo in 1890:

‘a kind of fence, high, and made of tall strong poles, [was drawn across a broad sheet of water] with an opening to let canoes pass. At intervals square cages, each about six to eight feet square, with one open side, were built, a big net hanging like a door in the opening, and so arranged that by connection by means of creeper-ropes with poles at some distance, the net could be lowered so as to close the net chamber when the fish were driven into it. It was a most elaborate arrangement, and on a big scale, sufficiently evidences the industry of the people.’
 

The methods used in fishing thus included trapping. Fishermen employed other methods too. In an illustration from the May 1890 issue of Regions Beyond there is depicted a fisherman standing in a small canoe, holding aloft what appears to be a catfish (still common on the Congo today).
 The figure grasps an implement that resembles a net on the end of a pole. Fishermen may also have used spears. 

A large number of men on the rivers in Upper Congo worked as seasonal fishermen.
 The way of life for such fishing peoples reflected a symbiotic relationship with the riverine environment of Central Africa. Reflecting this, fishermen on the Upper Congo were constantly migrating in response to the seasonal movements of the fish.
 Given the shifting nature of occupations and tasks on the Upper Congo few settlements could claim to be exclusively fishing communities; thus fishing was one more component of the food-producing economy.
The problem of storing fish was met through local means. When caught in large numbers the fish were often smoked for this purpose on the Upper Congo. Smoking the catch facilitated longer-distance trade in fish. A fishing settlement where fish was being cooked was described in 1895, and the missionary notes ‘our boys’ helping themselves.
 The possible interpretations are numerous; the occasion is put down to ‘the hospitable customs prevailing’ on the river.

Fishing activity implied certain social relations. Due to the need for geographic mobility fishing peoples may have had shallow lineages that embraced small numbers of persons.
 In referring to the river people generally,
 Robert Harms has stated that membership of a fishing camp changed constantly and that there were no fixed rules. Decisions were often based on luck in fishing and compatibility with other members of the camp.
 There is evidence of temporary fishing posts in the early CBM archives.
 Their ‘temporary’ nature may have been more apparent than real, with unoccupied land or human structures easily being construed as ‘abandoned’ by the missionaries, given both cultural assumptions and the context of the general anarchy that marked the region in the first decade of the CBM. 

Social institutions of the fishing society emphasised flexibility. The structures and activities of the fishing society required significant cooperation between people at many levels, not limited to those who were in the fishing teams. Major works necessary for fishing were performed by many in the community beyond the fishermen. In his study of labour on the Congo river, Samarin notes that ‘one cannot think of all the activity that went into the construction of fishing weirs [or the elaborate arrangements near Lulongo discussed above], the catching and smoking of fish, and its sale without imagining a network of social relations.’
 The suggested ‘shallow lineages’ of Harms, above, may in truth testify to the great diversity of local communities. Also relevant here is the shifting nature of many tasks and occupations; the notion of enduring vocation being unknown for many local peoples.
Hunters & Gatherers
An abundance of water and vegetation could be found in the Lopori-Maringa. Hunting and gathering were hence important. A critical factor in hunter-gatherer subsistence is ‘the distribution of water relative to game and vegetable resources, so that the amount of territory covered by one camp varies from area to area.’
 CBM stations, and the settlements that grew up rapidly around them, were normally on ground much higher than adjacent rivers. Wild animals were various and posed significant dangers.
Indigenous hunting was being restricted from the earliest days of the EIC.
 By a decree of the King Leopold dated 25th July 1889 elephant-hunting was forbidden throughout all the territories of the EIC without special permission.
 Further, penalties were to be attached to elephant-hunting without a licence. Among the effects of this policy was the removal of the famine reserve that hunter-gatherer activities represented for agricultural peoples of the Congo.
 In the context of the rubber-collecting turmoil of the 1890s, this had particularly dramatic effects.

The Twa pygmy (hereinafter ‘Twa’) of the forest were the noted elephant-hunters in Equatorial Africa.
 Yet there is little mention of them in the CBM literature regarding the Lopori-Maringa basin. Rather we learn in 1895 that the Bafoto [Mongo], are ‘the great elephant-hunters of Lolo Land.’
 Due to the high price that meat commanded, they were very wealthy and this shaped their relationship with outsiders:

In 1895 ‘the king of the Ngombes … [called an important palaver on the occasion of the mission visit to Bokutela (near Bonginda)]. The Ngombe king had come to declare peace. ... To this the Bafoto people readily agreed, as they have long wanted to trade [elephant meat] with those on the river banks.’
 
Together with describing the importance of the trade in meat in the Lopori-Maringa, this was an example of the Mongo and Ngombe using the presence of the missionaries for local political ends.
 

Hunting was done individually and in groups. A hunting party of Ngombe with ‘nets and game’ was described on a journey north of Bongandanga in 1896.
 The nets are evidence that trapping was involved; Twa hunters would often use strategies of forcing scared animals into nets, and this may have been the case with the Ngombe.
 Unfortunately we only learn on this occasion that, upon sighting the mission party, the Ngombe hunters flee into the forest; description of the charred remains of a burnt out town then follows, in the context of the rubber-induced anarchy of the 1890s.

We also learn of varied and opportunistic meat-hunting by the Mongo and Ngombe. When a turtle was brought to the missionaries at Bongandanga for sale it proved ‘tender and delicious.’
 Many passages help illuminate the eagerness with which meat was traded and eaten in the Lopori-Maringa. Tales of opportunistic meat-hunting included the ‘joy’ of the Mongo party when a European managed to kill a hippopotamus with a rifle shot from the mission steamer.
 Yet it would appear that opportunism was the exception; hunting provided another important foundation for the local food economy.
Various fruits and nuts were gathered from the forests, and some of these have been described above in the context of agricultural production. Food products of the forest may testify to a relationship, either social or commercial, between the Bantu Africans of the Lopori-Maringa and the Twa forest-dwellers. One product gathered in the wild was honey, combs of which would be wrapped in plaintain leaves before being transported from hives.

A changing local economy?
From the different systems of production employed we can draw some conclusions on social relations. Control over labour was the most important form of wealth in pre-colonial times. Age was central in the allocation of labour in the Lopori-Maringa. The exploitation of the labour of sons, nephews and other dependants, and women, in Central Africa was regularly orchestrated by elders, lineage heads, and chief merchants (who might be the same persons).
 The role of tradition and values lay in reinforcing the authority of the elders.

As part of this control over labour, the institution of slavery was important for every society in the Lopori-Maringa. Slaves provided a substantial part of the economic and labour force for many local communities. Slavery derived from different sources, including indebtedness, but the large numbers seen in the Lopori-Maringa in the late 19th century may largely have been due to warfare and strife.
 Intensification of the slave trades, through both foreign and domestic impulses, was one product of Central Africa’s encounter with the industrialised world.
Women’s work throughout Africa was frequently the more labour-intensive, low-status work. According to Robertson and Klein the dominant sub-Saharan pattern was for women slaves to do the same things that most free women did, which meant most of the agricultural and virtually all of the domestic work.
 Women also performed much of the work involved in local subsistence markets. On market day at Baringa in the new century: 

'women and children from neighbouring villages may be seen trooping in ... for the market. The women usually carry on their backs huge baskets containing their garden products for sale, such as manioca roots and leaves, plantains, pine apples, maize and pine nuts, while the stock in trade of others may consist of leaves to cover cooking pots, knobs of ngola (cam-wood), small baskets or pieces of native cloth. ... the women [also] often carry their babies ... Generally the husband walks in front of the wife and carries nothing.'

The value of women slaves in Congo was based on the sexual division of labour in the larger society. African female slaves performed mostly productive labour, just as most free women did. Estimates of the proportion of agricultural labour performed by women in sub-Saharan Africa today indicate a preponderance of female labour in the fields.
  There is no reason to suspect that in precolonial times women did not also perform much of the agricultural work.
 Increasing production throughout society depended mostly on acquiring control over female labour. 
Beyond the cultivation of agricultural plants much work was involved in preparing these items for consumption.
  Again this was often gender-specific work. We know of the work involved in the modern age in producing these foodstuffs. For example kwanga involves peeling the roots of cassava, soaking the tubers for 2-4 days (the process of fermentation), removing and straining the tubers to produce a paste or dough, rolling the dough and wrapping a quantity in banana leaves, before boiling it.
 

Much work was entailed in preparing evening meals even if European eyes rarely perceived this.
 One exception to this was in the early account of Lily de Hailes. Evidence of domesticity was as follows:

‘Their fires are like the gipsy [sic] fires you see at home, with the large cooking pot hanging in the middle, from three crossed pieces of wood. In this pot is boiled their fish, hippopotamus, elephant, vegetables, or whatever food they have.’

Thus women's roles were very demanding on the arrival of the CBM. There were certain duties where their labour was not invoked, such as in paddling the canoes. But the great majority of tasks, particularly the less-desirable work in agriculture, were assigned to women. They did not occupy positions of authority within village units, with the possible exception of coercive power over fellow wives junior to them in the same family. Age might ameliorate a workload; yet gender was inescapable.
Conclusion
The ramifications of colonialism preceded the actual arrival of European colonialists (including missionaries), so that daily lives for people in the Lopori-Maringa basin were already changing before the first direct contacts were made. Social history points us to the complexity of local economic and social life and this plays a key role in explaining local responses to the colonising project. This is particularly evident in the persistence of models of control over the allocation of labour, for example through age and gender, and in control over food production. 
The new extractive economy imposed on Congo, and the resulting chaos and suffering in the rubber-producing regions, produced many and varied reactions. This included the oft-reported (and recalled) response of flight into the bush by Congolese, to face untold dangers in the face of the known threat from foreigners. This had dramatic consequences for the mixed subsistence economy, for public health, women and the survival of indigenous society.
Yet notwithstanding the awesome assault of the industrial economy on the Lopori-Maringa, local societies did survive. We have seen the sustained efforts to maintain traditional food production in the face of the new economy. The selective engagement of locals with the new ways of life promoted by the mission and state resulted in various adaptations to the new realities. However much continuity with past practices and traditions, notably in the key role played by food production in the Lopori-Maringa, is evident from the stories of those evangelised by the CBM.
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