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Inve nting Afr ica – How a microbe change d a contine nt
______________________________

Which is more authent i c: a ga m e-rich wil der nes s or a cattle pasture?
Fr ed Pea rce tra ces the bir th of a myt h.

MOST of us hav e a visio n of "prim eval" Afr ica as it was before
Euro peans arriv ed: of bush teeming wit h wildebeest and ele-

phants, lio ns and zeb r as. We’v e se en it on TV in endle ss wil dlife
document aries film ed in the con tinent’s many nation a l parks.

That visio n is largely a myt h. Pre -Euro pean Afr ica wasn’t like
that. The great parks are, in truth , as artificia l as an Englis h coun try
garden – and Afr ica’s garden er, the force that shaped today’s land-
scape, was a mic r obe. The day it reache d Af rica, just ove r a cen-
tury ago, the con tinent change d fo rev er. Before, sophis ti c ated king-
doms thriv ed, boasting nav i es, art and music, elborate cou rt etique tte
and int e rnation a l trade. After, the re was the bush.

The transfo rmation bega n with a sma l l inva sio n. An Itali an expe-
dition ary force was mak ing one of its per iodic forays into the Hor n
of Africa . The sol d iers didn’t get far, but the liv estock that accom-
panied them car rie d a vicious hit ch-hi ke r – a catttle vir us that cau ses
a dis ease called rin d erpest. As it sprea d, it rip ped apart cattle -re ar-
ing kingdoms across the con tinent, opene d the door to col o nia l inva-
si on, and left beh i nd a depopula ted tsets e-ridden bush that Eur o-
peans mis takenly saw as the primeval landscape of wil d anima ls and
prim itive people. To this day, hardly any one outsi de aca demia is
aw are of the calamity, eve n thou gh – as wit h the slave trade – it was
the Eur opeans who reaped the rewards.

The rin d erpest vir us is a clo se rela t ive of mea sle s and canine dis-
temper. Native to the step pes of cent r al Asia, it per iodically swe pt
throug h Euro pe, usually sprea ding wit h cattle bei ng move d to feed
armies dur ing milit ary campaig ns. The deva station mat che d that
wreaked by its compatr iot Genghis Khan. In Afr ica sou t h of the
Sahara, howeve r, rin d erpest was unknow n, probably becau se camels ,
the only anima ls to cross the deser t, were not sus c eptib le.

Bu t in 1887, the "cattle plague" appeare d su ddenly in Eritrea at the
sit e of the Itali an inv asi on. It sprea d throug h Tigre in Ethio pia
in 1888 and then fol lowe d ox trails sou t h along the Rift Valley and
we s t across Sahel herding rou t es via Sudan and Cha d in t o We s t
Af rica . It took just five years to reach the Atlantic, and wit hin a
de ca de it had arriv ed in Sou t h Af rica . "F or pasto r al people, it was a
deva stating exper ienc e – the mor tali ty rat e in cattle was upwards of
90 per cent," wrote John Rowe, a his t orian from Nor thwe s ter n Un i-
ve rsity in Evanstown, Illin ois , in a 1994 study of the great pandemic.
One Masai elde r in East Afr ica lat e r re called that the corpses of cat-
tle and people were "so many and so clo se tog ether that the vul ture s
ha d fo rgo tten how to fly".

The Britis h colon ia l au t hor ities in sou t her n Af rica tried to halt the
passag e of the disease by ere cting a 1, 500 -kilo m etre barbed-wire
fe n ce and shooting infected cattle. But by the end of 1897, "ev en the
anima ls on Cecil Rhodes’ est ate near Cape Tow n we re dyi ng", says
writ e r and his t orian John Rea de r. By the end of the centur y, mos t of
the cattle in sou t her n Af rica had die d, a tol l estim ated at 5.5 mil lio n.

The pandemic has been called the gre atest natural calamity eve r to
befa l l Af rica . No native anima l ha d a trace of immun ity to the dis-
ea s e. "Neve r befo re in the memo ry of man, or by the voi ce of tradi-
tion, hav e the cattle die d in such vast numbers; nev er before has the
wild game suf fered ... The eno rmous ext ent of the deva station can
hardly be exagg erated," wrote Fre der ick Lugard, a Britis h army cap-
tain who trave lle d the carav a n routes of Nor ther n Keny a in 1890
while scouting for an inv asi on of East Afr ica . Rinde rpest only tar-
ge ts clove n-hoofe d anima ls, but indirectly it dev ast ated the hum an
popula t ion, too. Herders had no llive s t ock. Farme rs had no oxe n

to pul l thei r ploug hs or drive the wat e rwheels that irrig a ted the
fields. Hungr y popula t ion s fe ll prey to native dis eases such as
sm allpox, chole r a and typhoid, as wel l as new ones broug ht by the
Euro peans. No moder n re searche r ha s estim ated how many people
died ove r all, but comtemporary accou nts from across the con tinent
reve a l the scale of the catast rophe.

"Eve ryw here the people I saw were gau nt and half-st arved, and
cove red with skin dis eases," wrote Lugard . "They had no cro ps of
any sor t to replace the mil k and meat whi c h fo rme d thei r natural
diet." In places, epi dem i cs coin cid ed wit h drou ght. Bet ween 1888
and 1892, rou ghly a thi rd of the popula t ion of Ethio pli a, sev eral mil-
li on people, are thoug ht to hav e perish ed from the combin ed effect
of rin d erpest and droug ht.

Jo hn Ford, who onc e directed the East Afr ican Trypanoso m iasis Re-
search Organization at Tororo, Uga n d a, con duct e d a det ailed study
in the 1970s of the imp act of rin d erpest on a regio n of cent r al Af rica
we s t of Lake Victo ria . Re cords in two typical dist ricts, Bukoba and
Biharamu lo, show the local cattle popula t ion dro pped from about
400,000 in 1891 to just 20,000 the fol low ing year. The res ult was
fa m ine among the Him a in Karagwe and Ankole, the Tutsi in
Rwa n d a and Bur undi, and the Soga of Uga n d a, who all liv ed alm o st
entirely on a die t of mil k and blood. In sou t h-west Afr ica, the
Na ma and Herero pasto r alis t s we re als o st arving.

Bu t perhaps worst hit were the Masai in Kenya . Thei r fo lklore
stil l tells of the enkidaaroto, the "dest ruction," of 1891. Mos t of their
cattle die d, along wit h the buf falo and wil d ebeest of the Sere nge ti.
The Masai were plu nge d in t o wars for the sur viv ing cattle and re-
du c e d to beggi ng for meat from passing carav a ns. The Aust ria n ex-
plo rer Osk ar Bau mann, who trave lle d throug h Ta nzania in 1891, esti-
mated that two -thir ds of them die d.

"A lmos t in stant aneously, rin d erpest swe pt away the wealth of tro pi-
cal Afr ica," says Rea de r. "The pasto r alis t aris t ocr ats were ruine d.
Where herds had numbere d tens of thousands, only a few dozen an-
im als sur viv ed." Britis h botanist Scott Ellio t trave lle d near Lake Vic-
to ria three years after the rin d erpest hit. He repor ted that wars and
cattle raids had "produced utter dest ruction of the com mun ity ... The
coun try is complet ely uninhabited ." In nor ther n Nige ria, the cattle -
he r ding Fulani "havi ng los t all, or nearly all their cattle, became de-
ment e d," wrote Ford . "Many are said to hav e done away wit h them -
selves. Some roa m ed the bush calling imagi nar y cattle." Much the
same befel l the Dinka and Bari in Sudan and the Karamaj o ng in
Ug anda . Ma ny of thes e socie tie s neve r re cove red thei r numbers, let
alon e thei r we a lth and powe r.

Rinde rpest ser ved up the con tinent on a pla te for Eur ope’s "scram-
ble for Afr ica" in the final years of the 19th centur y. In its wake, the
Germans and Britis h se cure d cont rol of Tanzania and Kenya with
barely a fight. In sou t her n Af rica, the Herero succumbed to Ger-
ma n occupie rs, and the hungr y and destitute Zulus migr ated to the
gold mines of Wit watersrand, hel ping to cre ate the brutal socia l di-
vi de bet ween black and white from whi c h ap artheid sprang. Lugard
noted that rin d erpest "in some respect s ha s favou r ed our ent e rpris e.
Powe rful and warli ke as the pasto r al tr ibes are, their pride has been
hu mble d and our progres s faci lit ated by this awful visit ation. The
adve n t of the white man had not els e been so peaceful."

Bu t the ramific ation s of the rin d erpest epi dem i c did not stop the re.
The cattle dis ease opene d the way for the tsets e fly, whi c h ev en today
is secon d only to AIDS as an obs tacle to Afr ica’s dev elo pment. The
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ts ets e fly liv es among wil d anima ls in low land tro pical bush. It car rie s
tr ypanoso m iasis , a dis ease whi c h is let hal to bot h cattle and hum ans ,
in whom it is called sle epi ng sicknes s. Initally, the rin d erpest was
bad news for tsets e fli es, becau se it kil led thei r hosts. But it soon
created an env ironm e n t in whi c h the flie s retur ned with a venge a n ce.

Ts ets e fli es like lush, ext ensiv e ve g etation whe re adult s can deposit
thei r larvae. Before rin d erpest arriv ed, the cattle on the pla ins kep t
the tsets e in che ck by grazi ng the grass sward ver y cl ose and pre -
ve n ting tre e se e dli ngs and shr ubs from grow ing more than a few
centim etres hig h. But withou t cattle and othe r gr azi ng anima ls, the
woody vege tation grows fast. "Within a sea son or two, the pasture
is transfo rme d in t o woody grassla n d and sha dy tho rnb ush thi cke ts,
creating ideal con d ition s fo r the sprea d of the tset se fly", says Rea de r.

After the rin d erpest epi dem i c passe d, wil d anima l popula t ion s re -
boun d ed much faster than the cattle, provi ding an anima l host for the
ts ets e on ce more. The flie s and the sle epi ng sicknes s they car rie d in
turn kep t hu mans and their cattle from retur ning to graze dow n the
bush that was springi ng up. In a landscape suddenly hig hly con-
du civ e to the flie s , ts ets e spre ad fast.

Ecological revo lut ion

In East Afr ica in par ticular, hig hla n d area s on ce fre e of tsets e and
which sust aine d large popula t ion s of herders became tset se-infected
bush and woodla n d, says Rea de r. In sou t her n Af rica, the tset se,
which largely dis ap peare d fr om the Zambezi and Lim popo valleys
in the mid-1890s as rin d erpest swe pt throu gh, rev ived from about
1904 and took ove r it s fo rme r domain and more, says Ford . From
vi rtually nil it had grown to cov er 5,600 squ are kilo m etres of the
two valleys by 191 3 and 47,000 squ are kilo m etres by 1930.

Fo r people, the imp act was hor rendous. Sle epi ng sicknes s wa s
unknow n in East Afr ica until the ecologi c a l disr uptio n caus ed by the
rinde rpest epi dem i c. But after its arriv a l in the early 20th centur y, it
caus ed mil lio ns of deaths, whi c h le d to large tract s of land bei ng
abandone d to wil d anima ls and tset se flie s , says Keit h Sones, direc-
to r of the Nair obi-base d cons ult anc y St ock Wat ch. An estim ated
fo ur mil lio n peope die d in Uga n d a alon e.

Rinde rpest led to an ecologi c a l revolu tio n ag ain st people and in
favou r of wil dlife. Afr ica has nev er ful ly recov ere d. Probably half a
millio n people con tract sle epi ng sicknes s each year, of whom some
100,000 die. The tset se fly rem ain s a maj or obs tacle to the eco-
nomic deve lopment of whole regio ns – often the best, mos t fe rtile
lowlands that wou ld other wise make ideal cattle cou ntr y. Thes e be -
co m e vi rtual no-go are as for hum ans and cattle ali ke, says John Mc-
Dermott of the Int e rnation a l Live s t ock Research Ins titute (ILRI) in
Na i robi, who has studied the dis ease in Uga n d a. Con ser vation is t s
have called sle epi ng sicknes s "t he best game warden in Afr ica ."

As Eur opeans pou r ed into Afr ica a centur y ag o, this brushy, tsets e-
ridden landscape, newly emp tied of people and cattle and teeming
with wildli fe ins tea d, became the archetype of "un spoi l t" Afr ica . It is
no accid e n t that the idea of tur ning ove r large are as of emp ty Afr ican
savannah into game res erves, first for hun ting and lat e r fo r cons erva-
tion, took hol d in con ser vation is t s’ min ds aroun d this time. "They
ju s t assume d that the cou ntr y they fou nd packe d with anima ls and
em pty of people was the way that Afr ica had alw ays been. They
thou ght it needed protecting, and set about mak ing laws to keep the
people out. Many of those are as are now tsets e-infest e d ga m e parks,"

says Rea de r.

The decades that fol lowe d the rin d erpest pandemic were the great
ye ars of the hun ting safaris to Afr ica . When Teddy Rooseve lt cele-
brated his retirem e n t as US Pre sid e n t in 1909 wit h a mass safari, his
party ship ped home more than 10,000 carca s s es, mos t often to the
Sm ithsonian Ins titutio n. This orgy of hun ting in what Rooseve lt cal-
le d "t he gre ast est of the world’s gre at hun ting groun ds" made a pro -
fo und impre ssi on on the fol low ing gen eration of scie n tis t s. Ju lian
Huxle y, hea d of UNESCO and fou nde r of the World Wil dlife Fun d
(n ow the World Wid e Fund for Nature, the WWF) in the early 1960s,
des cribed the East Afr ican pla ins as "a sur viv ing secto r of the rich
natural world as it was before the ris e of moder n ma n."

With this fiction came a fau lty notio n of African savannah ecology,
says Hol ly Dub lin, chief con ser vation advis or for the WWF in Nair-
obi and author of a study of the changi ng ecology of Kenya’s Masai
Mara Nation a l Re ser ve. The conve n tio nal ecologi c a l wisdom of the
day was that all ecosys tems marche d towards a "c l ima x" vege tation.
And, imagi ning that the bush they saw was the natural pristin e envi-
ronm e n t of the savannahs, con ser vation is t s conclu ded that the bush
wa s the "cli max" vege tation of the regio n. So they set about tryi ng to
pres erve it.

In their ign oranc e, they cre ated Afr ica’s gre at nation a l parks: the Se-
re nge ti and Masai Mara, Tsavo and Selous, Kafue, Okavango, Kruge r
and the rest, from whi c h they decre e d that all hum ans and their cat-
tle had to be exc luded at all cos t s. "They did not realize that 30 or
40 years earli er it had been open grassla n d," says Dub lin.

The Ger man biologi st Ber nhard Grzim ek, writ e r of the book Ser-
enge ti Shall Not Die and directo r of the film of the same name,
wo rke d in d efa t igably to keep the Masai out of the Sere nge ti. "A Na-
tion a l Park must rem ain a pie c e of primo r dia l wilde rness to be ef-
fe ctive," he wrote. "No men, not eve n native ones, shoul d live insid e
it s borders. The Sere nge ti cannot sup por t wild anima ls and domes-
ti c cattle at the same tim e." Likew ise for Huxle y, the Masai cattle were
"r api d ly reducing large stret ches of the land to dusty sem i-des ert."

Pastor al harmony

How wrong the re were. It has become inc rea singly cle ar that the
notion of cli max vege tation fails to exp lain the evolu tio n of Africa’s
savannahs. "It was not until the mid-1980s," says Dub lin, "that we be-
ga n to see that the natural ecology of Afr ican savannahs was much
mo re dyn a m i c, inv olv ing massiv e change s in the space of a decade
or two, switching bet ween woodla n d and grassla n d." That natur al
syst em inv olved wild anima ls, cattle and occasio nal int e rve n tio ns from
bush fire s. "Pasto r alis t s have herded thei r cattle in harmony wit h wild -
li fe for thou s a n ds of years," says Robin Rei d, sys tems ecologi st at ILRI.

The end res ult was a shifting mos a i c of habitats across the pla ins.
The rin d erpest epi dem i c gave the sys tem a sev ere kick, pushing it
towards bush at the expense of open grassla n d. By exc luding cattle
fr om large are as, col o nia l ecol ogis t s and their successors sou ght to
ma int ain that state.

Today in much of easter n and sou t her n Af rica, the re are two eco -
syst ems, cre ated and sep arated by people: area s where farme rs and
cattle herders reign and the bush and tset se are tame d, and are as
where the West’s peculiar visio n of "wil d" Afr ica holds sway, and the
bush run s wild and tset se flou ris hes. The truth is that the real world
befo re the arriv a l of col o nis t s wa s mo re li ke the for mer than the latt e r.
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