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61. RECORDS OF MAJI MAJI 
THE MAJI MAJI REBELLION. 1905-1907. 

On a fateful morning in July 1905 the men of Matumbi in southeast Tanganyika 
rebelled against the German administration of German East Africa. They had been 
forced by Arab government agents, akidas, to cultivate cotton for negligible wages, 
to the neglect of their own subsistence cultivations. A stateless society, the Matumbi 
resented the authoritarian imposition of colonial rule, which sought to draft them 
into the colonial rule that sought to draft them into the colonial economic order. 
Without a traditional structure of centralized leadership the Matumbi resistance 
rallied around the prophet Kinjikitile Ngwale who, possessed by the spirit ofHongo, 
a subordinate to Bokero, the principal of the stateless peoples of southern Tangan­
yika, became the locus of grievances whose loyalty -he insured by distributing 
sacred water, maji, accompanied by a ritual whose origins appear to have come 
from the Southern Sudan, and which would guarantee the insurgents protection 
against the bullets from European rifles. Under the leadership of Kinjikitile, who 
took the title of Bokero, the cult, known in history as Maji Maji, swept through 
southern Tanganyika mobilizing the disparate clans against the German adminis­
tration until they were ruthlessly suppressed in 1907. The saga of this African resis­
tance is recorded in the writings and memories of the participants. 

Our news is this, that the Germans treat us badly and oppress us much, because 
it is their will. 

So wrote an eighteen-year-old schoolgirl from Chiwata in southern Tanzania in 
1898. Thirteen years before, German adventurers had claimed a protectorate in 
East Africa. They had fought their way inland along the caravan routes, establish­
ing garrisons o/askari at key points, recognising or deposing tribal leaders, and cre­
ating an administration of subordinate staff called akidas and jumbes. By the late 
1890s Tanzania was an occupied country: 

Here at Chiwata there is a court every Wednesday, and many people are beaten 
and some are imprisoned by order of the German Government. But we, who have 
for so long been used to govern ourselves, find the laws of these Germans very hard, 
especially the taxes, because we black people have no money, our wealth consists 
of millet, maize, oil, and groundnuts, etc. Here at Chiwata two houses have been 
built, one for the court and one for the prison. . . . 

The Germans began to seek profit from south-eastern Tanzania by forcing the 
people to grow cash crops for export to Europe. A few German settlers established 
cotton plantations in Matumbi, while smaller plots were laid out by the jumbes and 
akidas. The Matumbi were forced to work in the fields, and their hatred grew: 

The cultivation of cotton was done by turns. Every village was allotted days on 

From Records of the Maji Maji Rising, ed. G. C. K. Gwassa and John Iliffe (Nairobi: East African 
Publishing House, 1967), Historical Association of Tanzania, Paper No. 4, pp. 3-30. Records of the Maji 
Maji Rising has been elucidated by the editors, so rather than delete their editorial comments, I have 
retained them in italics to make the records themselves more meaningful. Robert O. Collins, ed. 
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which to cultivate at Samanga Ndumbo and at the Jumbe's plantation. One person 
came from each homestead, unless there were very many people. Thus you in might 
be told to work for five or ten days at Samanga. So a person would go. Then after 
half the number of days another man came from home to relieve him. If the new 
man did not feel pity for him, the same person would stay on until he finished. . . . 
Then after arriving there you all suffered very greatly. Your back and your buttocks 
were whipped, and there was no rising up once you stooped to dig. The good thing 
about the Germans was that all people were the same before the whip. If a jumbe or 
akida made a mistake he received the whip as well. Thus there were people whose 
job was to clear the land of trees and undergrowth; others tilled the land, others 
would smooth the field and plant; another group would do the weeding and yet 
another the picking; and lastly others carried the bales of cotton to the coast beyond 
Kikanda for shipping. . . . The work was astonishingly hard and full of grave suf­
fering, but its wages were the whip on one's back and buttocks. And yet he [the 
German] still wanted us to pay him tax.. . . Thus they hated the rule which was too 
cruel. It was not because of agriculture not at all. If it had been good agriculture 
which had meaning and profit, who would have given himself tip to die. . . ? 

There were European planters in Matumbi, but elsewhere along the southern 
coast cash crops were grown on communal plots supervised by akidas and head­
men. These plots were established between 1902 and 1905 by European-controlled 
district development committees called "Communes." Two officials of the Dar es 
Salaam Commune described how the plots were organised in Uzaramo: 

When and how were the village plots organised? 
Village plots were set up in each akida's and headman's area early in 1902 

(September-October). Bushland was mainly chosen. The people were consulted in 
choosing the post. Each headman made a plot for his area in the neighbourhood of 
his headquarters. The principle was that every 30-50 men were to cultivate 2.5 
acres.. . . Where possible the advice of the natives was obtained as to the crop to be 
grown. So far as possible, one crop was to be grown on each plot, according to the 
type of soil. Some 2,000 acres were cleared and cultivated. The size varied from 2.5 
to 35 acres; the average was about 12.5 acres. 

In 1903-04 it was ordered that each village plot should be extended by at least a 
quarter. The total area in that year came to 3,215 acres. Maize, millet, sini. sim, 
groundnuts, rice, chiroko, and coconut palms were grown during 1902-03. Cotton 
was added in 1903-04. 

No extension took place in 1904-05, but the cultivation of other crops was aban­
doned in favour of cotton. 

What was the labour situation and the supervision? 
. . . According to returns by the headmen, the number of able-bodied men 

amounted to: 
1902-03 c. 25,00 men 
1903-04 c. 26,000 men 
1904-05 c. 25,000 men 
During the last year, women and children had to be brought in to help, since the 

men frequently refused to work. 
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In Herr von Geibler's opinion, two days' work a week, as proposed by the 
District Office order, was insufficient from the start: 50-100 per cent more had to 
be worked from the first. When cotton became a main crop, continuous work was 
sometimes necessary. . . . 

Were refractory workers punished, and by whom? 
Last year (1904-05), following reports from the akidas and from Sergeant 

Holzhausen, who was sent to inspect the headmen, numerous headmen were pun­
ished by the District Office with imprisonment in chains or solitary confinement for 
totally neglecting their village plots as a result of the natives' refusal to work. The 
last, in June, was headman Kibasila, who got one month in chains.. . . 

Forced cultivation of unprofitable cash crops was a widespread grievance in 
southern Tanzania, but it was not the only one. Each area had its own sufferings. 
The Matumbi, for example, hated the Arab akidas and the askari whom the 
Germans set over them: 

Another reason again had its origin in ruling, that was the second reason: the rule 
of Arabs which arose from the German Government when it ruled this country and 
brought Arab akidas. Since the days of old, Warriatumbi had refused to be ruled. 
Those Arabs had failed in the past to penetrate into this country, because they had 
been completely barred from coming to capture people to enslave them. But when 
they got work as akidas they began to seize people and reduce them to slavery: in 
fact they practised complete fraud and extortion and tortured them unjustly. . . . 

Behind all these particular grievances lay the fact of alien rule: 
All these are words that buzz like bees. If you had experienced it, you would 

have known how grave it was. To be chained, to be shot with bullets in the crown 
of one's head and in one's chest, while in addition you carried loads as the great eye 
of heaven rose up! Alas, such was life, and those iron chains were many—he made 
them in his own country. Better remove such suffering; fight him off so that the 
loads are carried by the askari themselves. . . . 

The people waited and suffered, conscious of their disunity and the military 
strength of their rulers. Then, in the year 1904, a prophet arose. His name was 
Kinjikitile. Near his home at Ngarambe there was a pool in a tributary of the River 
Rufiji. Kinjikitile was possessed by the spirit Hongo who dwelt in the pool: 

He was taken by an evil spirit one day in the morning at about nine o'clock. 
Everyone saw it, and his children and wives as well... . Then he disappeared in the 
pool of water. He slept in there and his relatives slept by the pool overnight waiting 
for him. Those who knew how to swim dived down into the pool but they did not 
see anything. Then they said, "If he is dead we will see his body; if he has been 
taken by a beast or by a spirit of the waters we shall see him returned dead or alive." 
So they waited, and the following morning, at about nine o'clock again, he emerged 
unhurt with his clothes dry and as he had tucked them the previous day. After 
returning from there he began talking of prophetic matters. He said, "All dead 
ancestors will come back, they are at Bokero's in Rufiji Ruhingo. No lion or leop­
ard will eat men. We are all the Sayyid Said's, the Sayyid's alone. . . ." 

Pilgrims began to flock to Ngarambe early in 1905. A German officer later 
described these pilgrimages. He was probably wrong to think they were engineered 



308 DOCUMENTS FROM THE AFRICAN PAST 

by a conspiracy of chiefs: 
The chiefs of the Matumbi and Kichi Hills spread it among their people that a 

spirit, living in the form of a snake in the Pangani Rapids on the River Rufiji, had 
given a magic medicine to a medicine man living in Ngarambe who had assumed 
the title Bokero (intermediary between men and the spirit). The medicine would free 
those who possessed it from all agricultural cares. Further, it would confer prosper­
ity and health, would protect them from famine and sickness, and would especially 
protect the fields against devastation by wild pigs. It guaranteed a good harvest, so 
that in future people would no more need to perform wage labour for foreigners in 
order to obtain accustomed luxuries (cloth, beads, etc.). Finally—and here mention 
was made only of the warfare customary between natives—the medicine would also 
give invulnerability, acting in such a way that enemy bullets would fall from their 
targets like raindrops from a greased body. . . . The medicine consisted of water, 
maize, and sorghum grains. The water was applied at Ngarambe by pouring it over 
the head and by drinking. It was also handed out in small bamboo stems, to be hung 
round the neck. . . . 

Kinjikitile prepared the people for war He promised them protection against 
European weapons. He offered them leadership, organisation, unity. But he told 
them not to fight until he gave the order. By July 1905 no order had come, and the 
Matumhi were impatient: 

At Ngarambe he told them, "The Germans will leave. War will start from up-
country towards the coast and from the coast into the hinterland. There will defi­
nitely be war. But for the time being go and work for him. If he orders you to cul­
tivate cotton or to dig his road or to carry his load, do as he requires. Go and remain 
quiet. When I am ready I will declare the war." Those elders returned home and kept 
quiet. They waited for a long time. Then the elders wondered. "This mganga said he 
would declare war against the Germans. Why then is he delaying? When will the 
Europeans go? After all, we have already received the medicine and we are brave 
men. Why should we wait?" Then the Africans asked themselves, "How do we start 
the war? How do we make the Germans angry? Let us go and uproot their cotton so 
the war may rise. .. ." 

They heard that cotton had been uprooted in Wolo [NandeteJ. The Arab at Kibata 
told Jumbe Kapungu to send his wife to investigate the reports of cotton uprooting. 
Jurmbe Kapungu refused, saying, "If you have heard they have uprooted cotton you 
must realise that this is the beginning of war. . . ." 

The movement had begun in a religious message of a prophet. The power of the 
maji—power over European weapons—depended on religious faith. And as the 
movement expanded away from the Riufiji Valley during August and September it 
was again carried by prophets. These men called themselves hongo, messengers. 
They carried maji which they administered to the people. They promised unity and 
invulnerability. They called on all black men to rise against European rule. Theirs 
was a revolutionary, or more accurately, a millennial, message, a promise to rid the 
world of the evils witchcraft and European rule. It is likely that the people of south­
ern Tanzania had heard such millennial teachings before, but only as attacks on 
witchcraft. Now this religious tradition was mobilised against the Germans. It was 



RECORDS OF MAJI MAJI 309 

a revolutionary message because established leaders who opposed it often found 
themselves swept aside by the force of popular belief. The following account of a 
hongo comes from a remote area, Uvidunda. It is unsympathetic, but it shows very 
clearly the millennial character of the movement: 

In that year there arrived in the country a certain man, a great deceiver, called 
Hongo.. .. Hongo asked the people, whether they were prepared to sit down under 
the European order to pay the tax, of three rupees every year and they answered that 
they could not help themselves, for how could they fight the Europeans with their 
guns when they themselves had only spears. Hongo then explained his troublesome 
teaching to them. He said that he was a son of God and that with his help they would 
be able to defeat the Europeans for he had a medicine which resisted the penetration 
of their bullets, and in fact they would not be able to fire at all as their bullets would 
turn into water... .Then Hongo gave orders that every man must anoint himself with 
his Using a medicine: anyone who refused was to be caught and killed. People 
began to fear that they would be called witches and all the people of Kidodi and the 
people of Jumbe Kulumzima went to Hongo to receive his medicine. When they had 
been anointed with it, he lay in the road and ordered that everyone should jump over 
him without touching him and if anyone touched him he should be killed... .When 
Hongo saw that his strength was increasing and that many people were following 
him, he gathered them together to go and take Kilosa. . . . 

August 1905 was the month of victories. By its end, German forces existed only 
on the coast and in the four powerful military stations at Mahenge, Kilosa, Iringa, 
and Songea. If they were to win, the Maji Mafi fighters had to capture these stations. 
On 30 August, the Mbunga and Pogoro peoples tried to take Mahenge. A mission­
ary described this greatest single action of the rising. In Mahenge boma [fort], the 
day had begun with executions: 

Scarcely were the five condemned men hanging on the trees when a messenger 
rushed in with the news that the enemy was approaching. Everyone made for the 
post allotted to him and peered out in the direction of Isongo, from which they were 
supposed to be coming. We did not have to wait long before catching sight of the 
first groups. These groups halted in sight of the boma, probably waiting for each 
other. Shortly after seven o'clock they advance on the boma in close columns. There 
must have over a thousand men. Since they came to make an end of all of us, we 
had to defend ourselves and take part in the firing, which opened on the attackers at 
about a thousand metres. Two machine-guns, Europeans, and soldiers rained death 
and destruction among the ranks of the advancing enemy. Although we saw the 
ranks thin, the survivors maintained order for about a quarter of a hour, marching 
closer amidst a hail of bullets. But then the ranks broke apart and took cover behind 
the numerous small rocks. Now and again a group rushed out on the road, lifted one 
of the fallen and quickly fled again behind the rocks. Scurrying from rock to rock, 
they made their retreat. Then suddenly the cry rang out: "New enemy on the 
Gambria side!" Everyone looked in that direction, and there thick clouds of smoke 
were rising from our three schools and a second column of at least 1,200 men was 
advancing towards us. Fire was opened upon them immediately. The enemy sought 
to reach Mahenge village at the double. There they were hidden by the houses and 
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stormed up the road towards the boma. As soon as they reappeared within range 
they were met by deafening fire. The first attackers were only three paces from the 
firing line when they sank to the ground, struck by deadly bullets. Those behind 
them lost courage, turned, and scattered. Fortunately, the attack had been beaten off. 
When no more enemy could be seen, the Station Commander climbed down from 
the top of the boma tower, from which he "had commanded the defence" and dis­
tributed champagne. . . . 

By October 1905, three months after the rising had started, German forces were 
gaining the initiative. Now the Maji Maji jighters had to defend themselves by 
guerilla action. The terms of surrender were harsh: 

The following terms of submission, either for individuals or for whole areas, are 
to be imposed according to circumstances: 

1. The surrender of ringleaders and witch-doctors. 
2. The surrender of all firearms, bows, arrows. And spears. If necessary pressure 

may be exerted on the people by arresting the headmen until the required weapons 
have been surrendered.. .. 

3. Besides the tax which he normally pays, every man who submits is to pay a 
fine of three rupees. In cases where this is not available, the man is to be required 
to perform paid labour for a productive enterprise of a public corporation, in order 
to earn the fine... The requirement of fines does not prejudice the right of military 
commandeers to require especially refractory tribes to perform compulsory labour, 
e.g. to construct fortifications. . . . 

4. Major sultans and other influential tribal leaders who declare the submission 
of the native communities they rule are to be required to provide contingents of sev­
eral hundred men for punitive and compulsory labour for the government on the 
coast. The punitive labour will last three to six months for every contingent. . . . 

The great men of' Ungoni were dead, but other men were fighting for their lives 
in guerilla warfare throughout the south: 

The war is going on just the same: the Wamakonde are to the north of Chitangali 
river; they have rebelled again in these days, and the fighting is there. I think it will 
be many days before the fighting ceases, for the rebels on every side would rather 
die than be under the Germans, and many of them have died and their wives and 
children have been take for spoil, but they will not leave off fighting. 

German forces had no military answer to guerilla warfare. Instead, they used 
famine. One commander had recommended this as early as October 1905: 

In my view only hunger and want can bring about a final submission. Military 
actions alone will remain more or less a drop in the ocean. The people will be com­
pelled to abandon their resistance completely only when the food supplies now 
available have been consumed, their houses have been destroyed by constant raids, 
and they have been deprived of the opportunity to cultivate new fields. 

Some officers saw famine as the final solution to the threat of revolt. Captain 
Richter in Songea believed this: 

When Fr. Johannes drew the District Officer's attention to the possibly imminent 
famine, he replied, "That's right, the fellows can just starve. We shall be sure to get 
food for ourselves. If I could, I would even prevent them from planting anything. 
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This is the only way that we can make the fellows sick of war." 
Nine years before, a schoolgirl in Chiwata had expressed her bitterness at Ger­

man rule. Now, a married woman, she recorded the horror of starvation: 
We and all the people in our village are in the same condition, we are suffering 

from famine. Since my birth I have never seen such scarcity. I have seen famine but 
not one causing people to die. But in this famine many are dying, some are unable 
to do any work at all, they have no strength, their food consists of insects from the 
woods which they dig up and cook and eat. Some they eat without cooking. Many 
have died through eating these things from the woods and wild fruits. Some do not 
die at once but when they taste good food like millet, maize, or beans, etc., which 
is their usual food, at once their bodies swell and they feel ill and die, but some 
recover. 

For many people, as for the Matumbi, the famine marked the end of a way of life: 
There came three years of famine. Those who survived did so by Providence. . . 

. It was extremely fierce famine and people denied their children and wives. It was 
only those who really loved each other who remained together. And even these 
cooked their food under strict regulations, like this: Down in the cooking pot was 
the child's food over which were laid pieces of wood. Above these sticks was put 
the wife's food and more sticks were placed. The food of the husband came on top. 
During eating they followed a similar procedure. The husband started first. When 
he reached the sticks he knew his wife's food lay immediately below the sticks and 
that his share stopped above them. In the same way, when the wife reached the 
sticks she knew that only the child's share remained. On the other hand, if they did 
not love each other everyone went his way struggling to survive. That is why some 
men had to marry the same woman twice, for they had deserted them during the 
famine. When he searched for his former wife her parents asked him, "Where did 
you leave her?" So he had to pay dowry again. This famine was called Fugufugu. 
There has never been the like either before or after Maji Maji. Other famines are 
merely babes before the famine after Maji Maji. People died in multitudes and bod­
ies were left to rot as there was nobody able to bury them. People slept in the open 
for there were no houses, and lions ate one after the other. There was no seed to 
plant. During famine we ate insects. . . . Before the war the population was very 
dense and it was very difficult to find a piece of land on which to grow food. If you 
got a small piece of land you thanked God —there were too many people. Now alas 
you only see much bush everywhere. 


