Belgian Congo (late 1800s)
Leopold II Gets His Colony
Leopold II, the king of the Belgians, was frustrated that tiny Belgium possessed no colonies. As a constitutional monarch, he held little power at home. But he yearned to rule a rich colonial empire.  In the 1870’s, Leopold persuaded Henry Stanley, the now famous explorer to return to the Congo acting as the king's personal agent. For hundreds of years many tribes lived in what would become Leopold’s “Free Congo State.”  In the west of the region there thrived the powerful and prosperous Kingdom of Kongo. To justify his claims, Leopold spoke of civilizing the poor backward people of the Congo, but in reality he instructed Stanley to secretly establish monopoly control over the rich Congolese ivory trade. To do this, Stanley manipulated or bribed various clan chiefs into signing over 450 treaties turning over their lands and the labor of their people to Leopold over the next five years.
In 1884-85, the Berlin Conference decided the colonial status of central Africa.  The European powers and the United States agreed to grant Leopold possession of the Congo River basin, an area 80 times larger than Belgium. The people of the Congo took no part in the Berlin Conference and were unaware that their lives were about to tragically change.
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"The Heart of Darkness"
On May 29, 1885, King Leopold was proclaimed to be the supreme authority of the "Congo Free State

 HYPERLINK "http://ourworld.compuserve.com/homepages/Tielemans/hp50marc.htm" ." In reality, it was neither free nor a state, but it was the personal possession of Leopold. Leopold required the native people to trade only with Belgium or with his "concessions" (private companies that paid him half of their profits). The natives were forced to hunt elephants for their ivory tusks and gather sap from wild rubber vines growing in the rain forest. This involved the hard labor of many men who were often away from their families for long periods.  A rubber boom of the mid-1890s encouraged Leopold to find more workers to go deeper into the forest in search of wild rubber.  Workers were given daily quotas of extracted rubber. If they did not cooperate and fill their quotas, their wives and children could be held hostage or they could lose a limb. 
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The Congolese people rebelled by ambushing army units, fleeing their villages to hide in the wilderness, and setting the rubber vine forests on fire. Leopold's army crushed any rebellions by burning villages, cutting off the heads of chiefs, and slaughtering the women and children of men refusing to collect rubber.  The army officers sent their soldiers into the forest to find and kill rebels hiding there, even children.  This terror campaign succeeded in quickly getting workers back to collecting rubber and Leopold’s profits soared.

"A Secret Society of Murderers"
Edmund Morel, a young British shipping clerk, made a horrifying discovery in the late 1890s. He noticed that while the Congo Free State exported tons of raw rubber to Belgium, little was shipped back except guns and bullets. He guessed rightly that the many natives needed to collect the rubber were forced to do so at gunpoint. "I had stumbled upon a secret society of murderers with a king for a [partner]," he later wrote.
To expose Leopold's bloody Congo enterprise of hostage-taking, floggings, mutilation, forced labor, and outright murder, Morel used photographs and slide shows picturing children whose hands had been cut off.  Leopold tried to appeal to Britain and the US, but Morel's pleas for human rights in the Congo turned public opinion against the Belgian king.

Under pressure from Britain and the US, Leopold turned over ownership of the Congo Free State to the Belgian government in 1908; meaning the Congo was still under European control. Belgium did little to improve the well-being of the people or to involve them in administering their own  government.  Rich in copper, diamonds, oil, uranium, and other minerals, the Congo would not achieve independence until 1960.  Life in the Congo is beyond desperate to this day. 

King Leopold's Congo Free State was an economic, environmental, cultural, and human disaster for the Congo people. Historians estimate that 8-10 million persons perished from the violence, forced labor, and starvation caused by Leopold's lust for power and profits. When he died in 1909 at age 74, much of the world despised him.
1. How did Leopold attempt to justify his desire to colonize the Congo?

2. How did Leopold create a monopoly over the Congolese ivory trade?

3. Describe living conditions in the Congo Free State.
4. Describe how the passage of power from Leopold to the Belgian nation affected the Congolese people.

5. Provide at least 3 reasons why the world would allow Leopold to commit such heinous human rights abuses in the Congo.
The chopping off of a hand was a common punishment in the Congo Free State. 





For 23 years, from 1885-1908, the Congo Free State was "the world's only colony claimed by one man." Incidentally, Leopold never stepped foot on his colony!








