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William G. Stairs and the Occupation of Katanga: 
A Forgotten Episode in the 'Scramble' for Africa* 

No one today is inclined to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of 
the Berlin Conference which, in 1885, unleashed the 'scramble' for 
Africa. The shibboleths of free trade, free navigation of the Congo and 
the Niger, internationalization of Central Africa and the suppression 
of the slave trade were used then as mere screens behind which lurked 
the true aims of the partitioning powers. 

One of the men whose life was caught in the web of colonial rivalries, 
following the Berlin Conference, was Captain William Grant Stairs, a 
young Canadian from Halifax, Nova Scotia. In 1891 he became the 
leader of an expedition to Katanga, which aimed at the "effective 
occupation" of that territory on behalf of the Congo Free State, whose 
head was King Leopold II of Belgium. The latter, attracted by the 
commercial possibilities, awaited patiently the first opportune 
moment to implement his secretly cherished colonial designs. 

The establishment of European rule in the Congo took place in 
several stages. In the first stage the commercial potential of the Congo 
basin and the possibility of constructing railway links were investi­
gated. The second step was to establish a "Free State" with the assist­
ance of the well-known explorer Henry M. Stanley, whose activities in 
the Congo lasted from August 1879 to the early months of 1884. 1 

Leopold's real intention was to turn the country into his private 
domain. He feared, however, that a purely commercial domination 
would not prevent th'~ Congo from falling into the hands of the other 
colonial powers. To eliminate any unforseen obstacles to his secret 
designs, he created in 1882 the Association lnternationale du Congo 
(AIC) and in the ensuing stage of intensified political activity, sought 
its recognition by other countries. These activities met with a fair 
measure of success, e~:pecially when the timely recognition of the AIC 
by Germany strengthened Leopold's position at the Berlin Conference 
of 1884-1885, which was to serve as a platform for resolving the vexing 
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problems of contemporary colonial diplomacy. 2 Britain, wishing to 
keep France out of the Congo, originally signed a treaty with Portugal 
supporting that country's Congolese ambitions. The treaty was never 
ratified due tot 1e strong pressures at home and abroad, and Britain 
decided to side with Germany in favour of King Leopold. This change 
was made more palatable by the latter's attractive promise to "internat­
ionalize" that pat of Africa. 

At the price of some territorial conce:;sions to France and Portugal, 
King Leopold emerged from the Berlin Conference as the head of the 
newly created Cl)ngo Free State of some 2,400,000 square kilometres.J 
In the far south, :he vaguely defined frontier extended to the watershed 
between the Congo and the Zambezi, thus encompassing the territory 
of Katanga. 4 In the east the treaties concluded by Stanley with the local 
chiefs included lands as far as Stanley Falls. According to the Berlin 
Act, signed on F~bruary 26, 1885, powers taking possession of African 
territories had tc' effectively establish their authority in regions of their 
occupation, whi ~h would protect the existing rights and, where appli­
cable, freedom Cif trade and of transit.5 

Leopold's problem was that the southern areas of the Congo Free 
State, bordering on the watershed between the Congo and the Zam­
bezi could, at be:;t, be considered as that State's sphere of influence, as 
no treaties had yet been concluded with the chiefs and rulers of 
Katanga. Conclusion of such treaties was a necessary pre-condition 
for the Congo Free State to "effectively occupy" these territories. 
Leopold had serious reasons to be concerned when within a few years 
of the Berlin Conference some English circles expressed the opinion 
that Katanga was open to "rightful" occupation by any foreign power. 
Above all, it was the imperialistically minded Cecil Rhodes who took a 
keen interest in the region seeing there great possibilities of expansion 
for the British ~outh Africa Company (BSAC). George Cawston, a 
member of the toard of the BSAC. And one of Rhodes's associates, 
boldly told Rhodes that he, Cawston, was "very keen on securing this 
country". 6 Apparently, Katanga had the richest copper deposits in the 
world and the presence of gold was also suspected. 7 Rhodes and 
Cawston were ir,terested in an area roughly 1,100 kilometres by 500, 
situated between the Barotse and the Nyasa countries to the north of 
the Zambezi river. In particular, their interest was centred on Msiri's 
kingdom -Garengaze. Msiri, the independent, wily and despotic 
ruler, had not, 50 far, signed any of the treaties with the European 
powers and this made him a desirable prey in the eyes of potential 
occupants of his country. 

An expedition sent by the BSAC, led by Joseph Thomson, arrived at 
Katanga in 1890, but because of various mishaps on the march, it 
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failed to reach Bur.keia - Msiri's capital. A second expedition, 
headed by Alfred Sharpe, also sponsored by the BSAC, entered Bun­
keia on November 8, 1890, but Sharpe had no success in convincing 
Msiri to sign a treat~' and to hand over his country to the BSAC.S 

In the meantime Cawston approached Stairs who at that time 
enjoyed a reputation as an experienced explorer, familiar with East 
Africa and the regions of the Congo Free State, to participate in a new 
expedition planned by the BSAC. 

William Grant Stairs, born in Halifax on July I, 1863. was the sixth 
child and the second son of John Stairs and Mary Morrow, members 
of the "codfish aristocracy" of that seaport town. His father, a stern 
disciplinarian, was the head of one of the well-to-do merchant families, 
who despatched cargoes of salt cod to the British West Indies in 
exchange for sugar, rum and molasses, imported for the grocery shops 
of the Maritime Provinces. Young William broke with the family 
business tradition by espousing an army career. At the age of 15 he 
joined the Royal Military College at Kingston, Ontario, where he 
completed his training in 1882. He then left for New Zealand, where he 
obtained a position on a railway construction project. In 1885, Stairs 
was offered a commission at Chatham, England, and in June of that 
year, was gazetted a Lieutenant in the Royal Engineers. 9 

It seems that he enjoyed his new way of life, although he found it 
difficult to adjust to the everyday, dull routine of an army garrison. It 
is not ~urprising, therefore, that when Stanley advertised for officers 
willing to join his Em in Pasha Relief Expedition, Stairs, with alacrity, 
submitted an application and was accepted. At the conclusion of the 
Expedition, in January 1890, Lieutenant Stairs returned to England. 
where he was offered the post of adjutant with the Royal Engineers at 
Aldershot. Various honours were bestowed upon him. He was given 
fellowships of several learned societies including that of the Royal 
Geographical Society. 

Early in 1891, he o :Jtained a transfer to the 41st Welsh regiment and 
was promoted Captain. 10 As time went on, the glitter and excitement 
of fame began to lose their appeal as did the routine of a provincial 
garrison life. Realizing that life was passing him by, this man of action 
and lover of adventure began to yearn for the life and pursuits of an 
explorer. Opportunities to realize his dreams were not lacking. Yet, 
when during the sum ner of 1890, George Cawston of the BSAC asked 
him to take part in an expedition to the region situated between the 
Congo and the Zambezi, 11 Stairs turned down the invitation.12 He did 
not give any specific reason for his negative answer. It is likely, that he 
had not yet fully recovered from the after-effects of malaria which he 
had contracted during the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition. 
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Another proposal to go to Africa came from Belgium. Early in 1891, 
the Compagnie du Katanga asked Stairs to lead one of their 
expeditions. 

Compagnie du Katanga, modelled on the British chartered compan­
ies, was part of King Leopold's answer to the designs of Cecil Rhodes's 
BSAC. It was an international syndicate, originally founded as an 
offshoot of the Compagnie du Congo pour le Commerce et /'lndustrie 
(CCCI), which h;ld existed since 1886. The latter held shares in the 
Compagnie du !<.atanga. Other shareholders were the Belgian State 
and a number of :=:nglish, French and private Belgian investors. Great 
Britain was represented on the board of directors by the well known 
African explorer Commander Verney L. Cameron, Sir John Kirk, 
former British consul in Zanzibar, and M. Pasteur, president of the 
Oceana Company. 13 Commander Cameron played a prominent role in 
the amalgamation of the British and Continental interests and on 
March 12, 1891, the new company, endowed with a capital of three 
million francs, signed a convention with the Congo Free State. Its 
purpose was to open up Katanga, establish an administrative system, 
assist in the suppression of the slave trade and prevent the importation 
of spirits and weapons of war.l 4 

Immediately after its formation the Compagnie du Katanga under­
took the task of"cffective occupation" of the country for which it now 
became responsitle. At that time the kingdom of Garengaze ruled by 
Msiri, who was a Mnyamwezi, dominated the scene in that part of 
Central Africa. 15 Consequently, Msiri's submission to the Free State 
became a necessity. In order to achieve this, the Company organized 
several expeditions offering Stairs the leadership of one of them. 

Prior to the establishment of the Company, Paul Le Marine] a 
Belgian, received an order from King Leopold to march to Bunkeia, 
Msiri's capital. Although Le Marine! failed to obtain from Msiri 
recognition of the Free State's flag, he did manage to establish a 
permanent station at Lofoi in the vicinity of the capital. Another 
expedition led by Alexandre Delcommune also proved to be a 
failure. 16 

C pon its incorporation, the Compagnie du Katanga, in turn, organ­
ized two new expeditions, one led by Stairs and the other by a Belgian 
Captain Lucien Bia. It was Captain Bia, who continued the work 
begun by Stairs after the latter's forced departure from Bunkeia. 

The offer of leadership to Stairs, can be viewed as an effort on the 
part of the Belgians to placate the interests of the British. In fact, his 
candidature was put forward by the British investors. 17 Stairs accepted 
the offer, in spite of his poor health, with a feeling that he might never 
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return. 1x As soon a~; he was released from his military duties, Stairs 
devoted all his energies to the organization of the expedition. 19 

The origins of Stairs's white companions reflected the international 
character of their sponsor the Compagnie du Katanga. Captain Omer 
Bodson, a Belgian, was second in command. Marquis Christian de 
Bonchamps was a French Cavalry officer. Joseph A. Moloney, an 
Irishman. acted as the expedition's doctor. Thomas Robinson, an 
Englishman, joined the expedition as a general factotum. 20 The cara­
van consisted of 304 porters, 30 askaris, 16 servants and 9 headmen. 
Including the white members, there were 364 participants.2 1 

The choice of routes leading to Bunkeia proved to be very limited. 
Stairs decided to start from Bagamoyo, on the east coast, and to 
continue across Lake Tanganyika, returning by way of Shire and 
Nyasa. The route along the river system of the Congo was out of the 
question in view of the sequence of falls on the Lualaba river. The 
other western route, from Benguela, was not seriously considered. 

On .July I st, 1891, the expedition left Zanzibar for Bagamoyo, and 
on the 4th it began its long march. On the first leg of the journey the 
caravan encountered serious problems in obtaining foodstuffs. The 
countryside was ravaged by a disastrous cattle epidemic (rinderpest). 
and a severe drought. Things became even worse when Stairs's caravan 
crossed Lake Tanganyika and marched in the direction of Lake 
Mweru. The country was ruined by the Arab slave raiders and the 
unfortunate inhabitants were forced to flee into the mountains to save 
their lives. Many of them had died for want of food. 22 

Meanwhile, early in November, events took an unfavourable turn 
for Stairs's mission. Msiri, who previously had refused to .hand his 
country over to the British South Africa Company by sending away 
Alfred Sharpe emptyhanded, now changed his mind. Growing appre­
hensive of the scheming authorities of the Congo Free State he decided 
to seek British support and therefore sent a message to Sharpe, appar­
ently requesting his protection against the Belgians. The letter, written 
in English by Daniel Crawford-- a missionary residing near Bunkeia 
-- was intercepted by Stairs, who took it away, never revealing its 
contents, and continued on his journey. 2J In view of the political 
significance of this incident, it is not surprising that neither Stairs nor 
Dr. Moloney, the two diarists of the expedition, ever mentioned it. 

On November 14th, when the caravan had still some 400 kilometres 
to cover before reaching Bunkeia, Stairs sent out couriers to Msiri, 
with a letter and gifts worth £140. The letter, signed "Stairs, the 
Englishman" announced the impending arrival of the expedition and 
the amicable intentions of its leader.24 
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On December 13th, when Stairs was some six miles from Bunkeia, 
he received a visit from Lieutenant Legat, a Belgian resident in com­
mand of Lofoi Station near Bunkeia. 25 Msiri's disillusionment must 
have been great when his spies reported the amicable meeting between 
the two men to h1 m. 

A day later, on his arrival at Msiri's capital Stairs's first impression 
was one of shock. He recognized the ruler's headquarters-" ... by 
the whitened skelt:tons fixed to stakes all round one section of the town 
and by a hideou; pyramid of human heads and amputated hands 
placed on a sort of rustic pedestal table at the door of this chiefs 
dwelling." Furthermore he observed that 

The famine is such that, even if one were to offer a treasure, one could 
not buy food: there is none left. Firewood is wanting and the water is 
execrable. Th~ missionaries are treated by the chief on a par with black 
slaves. They are terribly afraid of him. If the king were deposed, the 
country would immediately return to order, the Wasanga would be our 
friends and one could achieve great things.26 

The information previously received from Lieutenant Legat and the 
resident missionaries2 7 was further supplemented by the testimony 
from a certain Se nhor Coimbra who resided in Garengaze for a long 
time. 28 Coimbra implored Stairs" ... to put an end to the butchering 
of men that is going on every day." He also told him of the decline of 
the country under the rule of the aging despot 

... three yea ·s ago, one could count ten villages where one now sees 
only one; ... the mountains to the south-west were covered, just a few 
years ago, with flourishing villages. To-day, not a single one is left 
standing. M si "i's cruelty has caused the exodus of the greater part of the 
population_29 

On December 17th Stairs paid his first visit to Msiri. In the presence 
of some 150 locals, including several of his wives, Stairs reproached the 
king publicly for his crimes, and exhorted him to desist from his 
barbarous practices. In reply, the enraged Msiri put the blame on the 
local whites for spreading unfounded rumours about him. He con­
cluded the audience by offering Stairs his friendship. 30 

Two days later 1 second audience took place. When a conversation 
lasting some three hours failed to produce positive results, Stairs 
requested Msiri, i 1 no uncertain terms, to accept the flag of the Congo 
Free State; but when the ruler proved to be intransigent, Stairs 
informed him of his intention to raise the flag that very same day 
regardless of Msiri's objections. Faced with such flagrant flaunting of 
his authority Msiri hastily left Bunkeia for a nearby village. The 
following day Sta1rs sent Bodson and Bonchamps, accompanied by a 
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detachment of askaris, after him, with explicit orders to either per­
suade the king to return to Bunkeia voluntarily, or to bring him back 
forcibly. Msiri's refusal to return was followed by a brief but dramatic 
skirmish during which the king was killed and Bodson mortally 
wounded.3 1 

Fears of an attack by Msiri's men on the expedition proved 
unfounded. Apparently the old ruler was so loathed by his subjects 
that almost no-one felt like avenging his death. Stairs was now left in 
the unenviable situation of having to decide upon Msiri's successor, to 
ensure the safety of his expedition and to defuse the potentially explo­
sive atmosphere arr.ongst the chiefs. He solved the first problem by 
appointing Mukancla Vantu, one of Msiri's sons as the chief of Bun­
keia and the small area around the town, while the authority over the 
remainder of the country, was to be handed over to the inhabitants of 
these lands. After long deliberations with the local chiefs this solution 
was accepted, a treaty was signed, and the Congo Free State flag 
hoisted on December 30th.32 

Eventually, Stairs concentrated all his resources and efforts on 
constructing a fort at Bunkeia. He also had to deal with a threat of 
mutiny by the porters, due to starvation. Retreat was out of the 
question because of the agreement with the Compagnie du Katanga to 
hold the country pending the establishment of some permanent form 
of administration, or the arrival of Captain Bia to relieve Stairs's 
expedition. 

At the beginning of January 1892, Stairs, exhausted and anguished, 
fell dangerously ill and remained incapacitated for nearly three 
months. Bonchamps and Robinson were also struck down with dis­
ease. Only Dr. Moloney was well enough to attend to day-to-day 
matters, nurse his colleagues, and bury the Africans, who were dying 
from disease and starvation at the alarming rate of, on the average, two 
a day. 

As the political situation was gradually defused many chiefs made 
their submission and soon the authority of the Congo Free State was 
established within a radius of eighty kilometres of Bunkeia. Finally, on 
January 30th, relief came with the arrival of Bia's expedition. Seeing 
the gravity of the situation, Bia recommended an immediate return to 
the coast oft he remnants of Stairs's caravan.JJ After a journey of more 
than three months the expedition reached Chinde, at the mouth of the 
Zambezi river, where Stairs came down with a fatal attack of black 
water fever and died on June 9th, twenty-two days short of his 29th 
birthday. 

The work of "effective occupation" commenced by Stairs had to 
wait some years before being finalized. Captain Bia completed the con-
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struction of the fort at Bunkeia and left it in charge of Lieutenant 
Legat. Continuing the work of occupation, his expedition proceeded 
on April 14th to Lake Mweru and then to the south towards Bang­
weulu. The disc•wery of rich copper deposits at Kambove by Jules 
Cornet, the expedition's geologist. 34 was an important achievement. 

The solution of the controversial question of the southern boundary 
of Katanga cam~ only with the settlement of British and Congolese 
claims on May 12, 1894.35 By that time most of that country was 
explored and the existence of important mineral resources established 
beyond any dou Jt. The next six years saw the conclusion of treaties 
with many of the local chiefs and the opening up of a regular commun­
ication line with Tanganyika, but little had been done to develop the 
newly acquired t ~rrit ories. In 1900, the administration of the country 
passed on to the Comite Special du Katanga (C.S.K.}, specifically 
created for that purpose by a royal decree. 

Cecil Rhodes'; earlier unsuccessful efforts to control the mineral 
wealth of Katanga were partly vindicatt~d by the Comite's decision to 
accept the participation of Brit ish capital. An agreement of December 
9th, 1900, betwe:c:n the C.S.K. and Robert Williams, an associate of 
Rhodes and the discoverer of the ric h copper seams in Northern 
Rhodesia, permttted the latter to undertake exploratory work in 
Katanga. In fact, Tanganyika Concesswns Limited (Tanks}, organ­
ized by Williams, was granted a monopoly for mineral prospecting. 
The final result cf his activities was the founding, in October 1906, of 
the Union Minihe du Katanga with a capital of ten million francs, 
divided into 200,000 shares, of which 107,000 were secured by the 
Belgian interests. Further progress had to await the construction of a 
railway link with Rhodesia, an undertaking which was completed after 
1908, when the Congo passed into the hands of the Belgian State. 36 

Until the early years of twentieth century, the absence of any mean­
ingful economic :hange left the African way of life largely unaltered. 
The world prices of copper were depressed, but other natural resources 
such as ivory and rubber lent themselves to easy exploitation. In 
particular, the rubber boom of the 1890s, provided a strong incentive 
to activities of a predatory natureY 

Thus far, the rarrative, and the discussion of events leading to the 
occupation of K atanga by the Congo Free State authorities, has 
chiefly centered on the course of King Leopold's colonial policy, aimed 
at achieving this goal. A little more should be said, however, of events 
that took place between Stairs and Msiri. This crucial encounter 
reflected a conflict of interest, but above all it was a clash oft wo wilful 
personalities. 
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Msiri's personal qualities had enabled him to create the kingdom of 
Garengaze which he ruled despotically. His unlimited powers-allowed 
him to accumulate great wealth in ivory, copper and slaves. His 
subordinate chiefs were forced to hand over to him all ivory as tribute. 
Next in importance was copper. As he conquered new territories, he 
forthwith confiscated all copper mines and established a monopoly of 
their exploitation. The sale of slaves provided him with a third lucra­
tive source of revenue. Msiri's slaves came from two sources - his 
military campaigns and the judicial system which enabled him to 
condemn as many people to slavery as possible. He belonged to that 
class of greedy, ruthless African rulers who lacked sympathy for the 
common people and who, without hesitation, enslaved them in order 
to sell them to foreigners.Jx It is not surprising, therefore, that Msiri 
was not liked by his subjects. Above all, he was a stranger - a 
Mnyamwezi using a gang of Wanyamwezi freebooters to rule over the 
indigenous tribes. As he grew older and the problems of government 
began to mount, M~.iri developed acute paranoia which led to excesses 
of cruelty, making him the object of universal hatred. Revolts against 
his tyranny began to spread. To compound matters still further, there 
was a growing interest on the part of the Europeans in the mineral 
resources of his kingdom, a threat he did not underestimate. In spite of 
his disturbed state of mind his opposition to Stairs's demands shows 
how clear-sighted and determined he could be. European travellers 
who met him carried with them impressions which were not always 
entirely negative. Stairs's companion, Dr. Moloney, who had no rea­
son to admire Msiri, wrote as follows: 

... his appearance was impressive, and his demeanour thoroughly 
regal ... In his prime, Msiri must have looked the ideal of a warrior­
king; he was by no means contemptible in his decline.J9 

In Stairs Msiri finally met a formidable adversary, whose personal 
qualities managed w subdue the powerful ruler, where others had 
failed. Paul Le Marine! and Alexandre Delcommune of the Compag­
nie du Katanga, and Alfred Sharpe of the BSAC, had proved too weak 
and too ambivalent. Stairs, on the other hand, acted with unflinching 
determination. First and foremost he was a soldier. The professional­
ism of an officer of the Royal Engineers, self-possession, coolness in 
command, personal courage and a strict sense of discipline were 
qualities that his military training had instilled in him. 

It is interesting that this thoroughly "English" officer was in fact a 
Canadian, a Haligonian. Although on many occasions he expressed 
his attachment to the country of his origin, when abroad he chose to 
call himself an Englishman. 40 One could suggest several explanations. 
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Firstly, of cours,:, at that time the Canadian sense of national identity 
was much less strong than it is now. Secondly, in many foreign 
countries knowkdge of Canada was limited and the term "Canadian" 
was rather vague, whereas "English" as a term was familiar even to the 
people living in the interior of Africa. Lastly, for those living in the 
British Empire t 1e word "Englishman" represented not only a quality 
of Englishness but also a certain ideal of manliness. Stairs may have 
found it appealirg to consider himself as a gentleman brought up in the 
British tradition, as an officer in the British Army and as a British 
explorer. At the time of his African adventure, the British ideal of an 
explorer or that of a colonial administrator was already well defined. It 
emphasized the qualities of leadership, personal probity, integrity and 
the ability to impire trust. Among the virtues most prized by Stairs 
were energy and courage. He considered the self-imposed norms of 
conduct, often e:ttremely demanding in the African environment, as a 
vital part of the 'white man's burden.''4 1 

How then can one reconcile Stairs's decision to assist in the occupa­
tion of Garenga1e on behalf of King Leopold 11, a foreigner, with his 
ingrained idea of "Englishness" and his loyalty to the British Empire?42 

Stairs does not ~eem to have had any qualms about this. He was on 
leave of absence from the army and his ~mperiors must have been well 
aware of the purpose of his mission, which was obviously not in any 
conflict with the contemporary official British policy with regard to 
Katanga. 

During the course of the expedition there were moments of uneasi­
ness, when a so dier's honour and his conscience were at stake. A 
British army officer enlisted in the service of a foreign power could 
collide with another Englishman serving under the flag of the BSAC. 
Such a possibility did occur when on December 29, 1891 a rumour 
reached Fort Bunkeia that a new expedition, sent by the Company, 
presumably led by Joseph Thomson, was approaching the capital. If 
that were the case, Stairs was determined to offer stubborn resistance. 
Dr. Moloney's entry in his diary reveals feelings undoubtedly shared 
by Stairs when he wrote: "I must confess that the notion of fighting 
against my own fellow-countrymen while receiving the pay of a foreign 
monarch, appeared both unnatural and repugnant." 43 Fortunately for 
both men, after a week of many anxious moments, it turned out that 
the approaching 1:aravan was commanded by Arabs and not by Thorn­
son as was fearec.4 4 

Stairs's attitud~ and actions were largely influenced by his favorable 
view of the expe~ted consequences of the establishment of colonial 
administration in Africa. This optimistic view contributed to his wil­
lingness to participate in the activities leading to the partition of that 
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Continent. An explicit and concise statement of it can be found in a 
speech delivered by Stairs at a special meeting of the City Council of 
Halifax, held in his honour after his return from the Em in Pasha Relief 
Expedition. 4s In this speech, he extolled the efforts to expand Euro­
pean trade in Africa and the ensuing benefits which would accrue to 
the inhabitants of that continent. He also hoped for a speedy suppres­
sion of the slave trade through the influence of the railways and the 
construction of telegraph lines. Moreover, he anticipated that a 
change in political conditions in Central Africa would benefit the 
British Empire and civilization in general. 

Stairs's speech, and statements of a similar nature in his diaries, 
reveal the credo of a colonial idealist, who took literally and uncriti­
cally the slogans of the current propaganda. He seemed to have 
entertained no doubts as to the worthiness of his cause. Men of his 
stamp, ready to sacrifice their lives for Queen and Empire were of 
considerable use to colonial pragmatists, whose motives were not quite 
as sincere as Stairs seems to have believed. 

The expedition led by him achieved the occupation of Garengaze, 
which was followed by the annexation of the much larger territory of 
Katanga by the Congo Free State. Stairs also felt that he had freed the 
local inhabitants from the cruelty of a bloodthirsty ruler. The irony 
was that the country merely passed from the hands of one notorious 
despot into those of some of the worst, most reckless and predatory 
colonial rulers in Central Africa. 

One can be certain that neither the old nor the new system of 
government proved acceptable to the people of Garengaze. But, as is 
frequently the case, f~ee choice was denied them. It is one of the truisms 
of history that often the well-intentioned but misguided pseudo­
idealists know not what they do. And Stairs, this late Victorian 
explorer, and himself the victim of colonial ambitions, was no 
exception. 
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