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BETTINA BROCKMEYER, Geteilte Geschichte, geraubte Geschichte: Ko lo
ni ale Biografien in Ostafrika (1880–1950), Globalgeschichte, 34 (Frank furt 
am Main: Campus, 2021), 401 pp. ISBN 978 3 593 51287 7. €45.00

The biographical approach has been used to good effect in sev eral 
recent stud ies of German colonial ism.1 These have shed further light 
on, among other things, the mech anics of colo nial rule, the vio lence of 
the colo nial pro ject, and German colo nial careers. Typ ically, such stud ies 
have tended to focus on German members of the colo nial ad minis
tration, par ticu larly promin ent of ficials and mili tary offi cers. Bettina 
Brock meyer’s Ge teilte Ge schichte, ge raubte Ge schichte, the pub lished ver
sion of her German habili tation thesis, sim ilarly focuses on colo nial 
biog raphies—in this case in order to exam ine an ‘en tangled’ colo nial 
his tory which links Tan zania, Ger many, and the United King dom. 
Her choice of lesserknown and seem ingly quite differ ent sub jects is 
un usual, and adopt ing the histor ian Natalie Zemon Davis’s model 
of follow ing three life stor ies en ables her to investi gate mul tiple per
spectives of Euro pean colo nial rule as well as colo nial memory and 
the issue of German colo nial am nesia. The result is a wideranging 
study which makes import ant con tri butions not simply in terms of its 
cover age, but also its imagin ative use of sources.

At the forefront of Brockmeyer’s work are three indi viduals, all 
born within a gener ation, who have largely been ig nored in the exist
ing histori ography: Sapi Mkwawa, son of the Tan zanian Hehe leader 
Mutwa Mkwawa and him self a future chief during the period of Brit
ish rule; Magda lene von Prince, German settler, writer, and wife of 
colo nial offi cer Tom Prince; and Severin Hof bauer, a German mission
ary in the ser vice of the Benedict ine order who lived and worked in 
Tan zania for much of his life. Al though the three would appear to 

1 Among many examples, see Peter J. Hempenstall and Paula Tanaka Mo
chida, The Lost Man: Wilhelm Solf in German History (Wiesbaden, 2005); Eckard 
Michels, ‘Der Held von DeutschOstafrika’: Paul von LettowVorbeck. Ein preuß
ischer Kolonial offizier (Pader born, 2008); Katha rina Aber meth, Hein rich Schnee: 
Karriere wege und Erfahrungs welten eines deutschen Kolonial beamten (Kiel, 2017); 
Heiko Weg mann, Vom Kolonial krieg in DeutschOstafrika zur Kolonial beweg ung 
in Frei burg: Der Offizier und bad ische Veteranen führer Max Knecht (1874–1954) 
(Frei burg im Breisgau, 2019).
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have little in common, they were united in several key ways. For ex
ample, they ex peri enced the German mili tary con quest of Tan zania; 
they held promin ent pos itions within colo nial soci ety; and all three 
were known to one an other. Fur ther uniting the three biog raphies is 
the shared space of Iringa, which forms the geo graphical focus of the 
study. As the author out lines at vari ous times, Iringa was a centre for 
the Hehe popu lation, a key site of Afri can resist ance for the German 
colo nial adminis tration, a mission ary base for the Benedict ine mis sion, 
and an import ant region during the period of British man date rule. 
The time per iod the study covers ex tends roughly from the immedi
ate precolonial per iod in Tan zania to en compass German colo nial 
rule over the terri tory as well as the per iod of Brit ish man date con trol. 
By follow ing the lives of her pro tagon ists over this longer dur ation, 
Brock meyer is able to engage with de bates over the exception al ity of 
German colonial ism, which she chal lenges through ac know ledg ing 
both the differ ences and the con tinu ities be tween German and Brit ish 
colo nial prac tices.

As Brockmeyer concedes, picking rather obscure biog raphies to 
exam ine poses poten tial diffi culties in terms of the scar city of trad
itional re search ma terials avail able, the con tent of these ma terials, and 
whose voice can or cannot be heard. The con struction of the colo nial 
ar chive and its Euro centric nature, which erases Afri can agency, is, 
how ever, one of the key pro cesses which she seeks to demon strate 
through out. At the same time, she sug gests strat egies to over
come these re search bar riers. Build ing on the work of the histor ian 
of modern Africa Rich ard Reid, she adopts a method of com bining 
a wide, eclec tic range of public and pri vate ma terials from na tional, 
re gional, and family ar chives in Tan zania, Ger many, and the United 
King dom. This in cludes photo graphs, objects, pub lished and un
published sources, and ego documents. Com plement ing as well as 
chal lenging these forms of evi dence are in formal inter views Brock
meyer car ried out pri marily in Tan zania, but also in Ger many. These 
talks with mem bers of both the Mkwawa and Prince fam ilies brought 
to the sur face alter native forms of know ledge, in par ticu lar mem ories, 
rumours, and stories passed down within fam ilies, as well as new 
infor mation and in sights. Brock meyer em ploys this combin ation of 
sources through out, often to great effect, in order to offer poten tial 
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alter native read ings of selected events, relation ships, and pro cesses, 
which bring into ques tion the domin ant Euro pean narra tives of this 
en tangled history.

The work is split into three broadly based thematic sec tions on 
travel, work, and memory, which are organ ized chrono logically. A 
real strength of the study is the way in which Brock meyer an chors her 
sub jects in time and space by offer ing con sider able con text ual detail, 
which then en ables her to widen her focus and engage with mul tiple 
subthemes. In the first sec tion on travel, for ex ample, she fol lows Sapi 
Mkwawa’s move ments, first to Dar es Salaam, and pro vides a brief 
but rich over view of the develop ment and spatial segre gation of the 
city, in clud ing the sights Mkwawa would likely have been con front
ed with. Later in the sec tion she focuses on his travels to Rome and 
then St. Ottilien Arch abbey in Bav aria, re construct ing ele ments of 
these stays. Over all, this focus on Mkwawa’s travels serves to pro vide 
a broader dis cussion of Afri can mobil ity, the degree to which it should 
be seen as forced or volun tary, and its ab sence from both the ar chival 
record and the histori ography. At the same time, this sec tion on travel 
is also about the move ment and trans fer of ideas. Brock meyer charts 
how over a longer period, begin ning in the precolonial era, Euro
pean repre sen tations of Iringa and the Hehe became selfreinforcing 
in pro ducing a romanti cized repre sen tation of a land scape ripe for 
Euro pean exploit ation and in habited by an attract ive, but war like 
popu lation. These not only in formed both German and British policy 
and prac tice to wards the Hehe, but she also argues that ele ments of 
these con structs sur vived long beyond the end of the colo nial period 
and con tinue to in fluence Euro pean writing on the region and on the 
Hehe.

The long section on work is similarly expansive. Here, among 
other things, Brock meyer exam ines inter est ing aspects of every day 
colo nial prac tices, in cluding vio lence (a theme through out) and the 
ten sions be tween local repre sen tatives of the colo nial adminis tration 
and mission aries on the ground. The bizarre case of the mission ary 
Hof bauer exam in ing the sperm of a Hehe man is taken as an ex
ample of this fric tion, which also caused con sider able annoy ance to 
the Bene dictine mother house in Bav aria. In his zeal to con vert mem
bers of the local popu lation, Hof bauer inter vened in their pri vate lives 
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to a degree that was deemed un wanted and polit ically danger ous by 
German of ficials. In turn, Brock meyer shows how Afri can women, 
in turn ing to Hof bauer for sup port, could use these ten sions to their 
own advan tage to escape un happy relation ships, with out neces sarily 
feel ing any longterm commit ment to Catholi cism. This is one of a 
number of ex amples where the author’s close read ing of her sources 
allows for Afri can agency to be demon strated. A fur ther key ex ample 
in this sec tion is her inter pret ation of Sapi Mkwawa’s re moval as 
chief and his deport ation in 1940, follow ing an in cident in front of the 
British adminis trative build ings. Dis missed at the time as a drunken 
out burst by British of ficials, Brock meyer ana lyses eye witness testi
monies, Mkwawa’s re port ed words, and the greater con text to build 
a con vincing case that his actions can in stead be seen as a form of 
resist ance. The inci dent fur ther serves to high light both the pre carious 
role of Afri can inter medi aries within Euro pean colo nial pro jects and 
prac tices of Brit ish in direct rule.

Work is also understood to include the active involvement of 
her pro tagon ists, pri marily Magda lene von Prince, in shaping colo
nial memory. Over all three sec tions Prince emerges as an un reliable 
eye witness who in her writings, both public and pri vate, con sciously 
sought to culti vate an image of her self and her hus band as colo nial 
pio neers in the ser vice of the German colo nial pro ject. Yet, as Brock
meyer argues, the romanti cized image of ben evolent, success ful 
settlers the Princes wished to por tray out wardly was far from the 
real ity. In stead, the couple attempt ed to impose a feudal system on 
their plant ations and Magda lene espe cially was phys ically vio lent to
wards her Afri can workers. Eco nomic suc cess eluded them and they 
ap peared to be facing finan cial ruin. None the less, in Ger many the 
con structed image of the Princes as colo nial heroes sur vived well into 
the postFirst World War period.

A discussion of colonial memory primarily in Germany and Tan
zania is ex pand ed upon in the final, shorter sec tion of the book, which 
looks more closely at the pro cess of memory making: what is remem
bered, by whom, why, and in what form. Brock meyer first exam ines 
pri vate mem ories by taking a family heir loom—a neck lace said to 
con tain a tooth taken from the body of Mutwa Mkwawa—along
side family stories to unpick sup pressed and hidden mem ories of the 
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colo nial past within the Mkwawa and Prince fam ilies. She then takes 
the betterknown his tory of Mutwa Mkwawa’s skull to con sider the 
changing mean ings it has held in German, Brit ish, and Tan zanian 
memory. These ex amples make clear that while the three coun tries 
are linked by a colo nial past, the remem ber ing (and silenc ing) of this 
past both pri vately and pub licly has cre ated less of a shared memory 
than one which is con tested and divergent.

Geteilte Geschichte, geraubte Geschichte is a rich, complex, at times 
frus trating, but always reward ing and ulti mately very im pres sive 
work. Given the wideranging nature of the study it is in evit able that 
not all the topics en gaged with are treat ed in full. More could cer tainly 
have been said not simply about Afri cans who stayed at St. Ottilien, 
but also about how repre sen tative Sapi Mkwawa’s stay was of Afri can 
migra tion to Ger many in gen eral. At times, the treat ment of the Brit
ish side of this inter woven his tory feels under developed, espe cially 
in the dis cussion of colo nial memory, and not all the alter native read
ings pre sent ed are con vincing. These minor crit icisms aside, how ever, 
Brock meyer makes mul tiple con tri butions not simply to the his tory 
of German colonial ism, but to the his tory of empire in gen eral. As she 
rightly stresses, des pite its short dur ation, the German colo nial pro
ject was part of a greater Euro pean one. Among many other things, 
she pro vides in sight into the mech anics of every day colo nial rule 
and the central ity of vio lence, the con struction of know ledge, Afri
can resist ance, and the leg acies of colonial ism. In add ition, she makes 
clear that colo nial his tory is, to a degree, a shared one which, despite 
asym metric relation ships, im pacts on and binds both the col onizing 
power and the col onized terri tory. At the same time, while this his
tory might be shared, the study stresses that mem ories of colonial ism 
often di verge and that Afri can voices have fre quently been si lenced 
in the ar chival record and in the exist ing histori ography. In cre atively 
employ ing a wide range of dis parate sources, in part to em phasize 
Afri can agency, Brock meyer cru cially demon strates the possi bilities 
for recover ing these hidden, sup pressed mem ories of colo nial rule, 
which can be used to chal lenge longestablished Euro pean narra tives 
of empire.
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