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Introduction

In 1973, I presented a doctoral dissertation on the Baganda catechists to Makerere University in Kampala. Thirty years later, in the course of a fairly active retirement, I have brought the historical research undertaken at that time up to date. The result is a short presentation of the history of the Catholic mission in southern Uganda, a chronological presentation drawing attention to the socio-political context, and certain thematic perspectives on the methods used by the Missionaries of Africa, especially in the organization of the catechumenate.

Thanks to his knowledge of Church history, Archbishop Lavigerie knew the value of the catechumenate as a way of preparing adults for baptism. With some daring, he required the missionaries he sent to Central Africa to organize a catechumenate, which was to last four years. This was to be a systematic preparation which would last much longer than what was then practised in other missions. Ten years after Lavigerie’s death, more than 120,000 adults were registered as catechumens in the southern Uganda mission. This study will show how the catechumenate worked there at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries. It takes a fresh look at Lavigerie’s instructions, and we shall see how they were applied on the ground, sometimes after sharp discussion. It is impossible to understand this organization of the catechumenate outside the context of the general evolution of the mission in the country.

I propose six phases for this survey of the history of the Uganda mission:

1: The time of the pioneers - 1879-1882

2: A community without priests - 1882-1885 

3: A semi-clandestine Church in time of persecution - 1885-1888

4: The years of revolutionary turmoil - 1888-1892

5: Development centred in Buddu - 1892-1900

6: Development of a strong community - 1900-1914

7: Perspectives: The First World War and its aftermath

This study is not a general history of the mission. It touches too briefly several important aspects of the strategy of the first missionaries and the evolution of the mission. My research is based essentially on the writings of the missionaries themselves, and I describe the development of the mission and the organization of the catechumenate as they saw them. So it is not an insider’s view of what the Ugandans experienced, for instance, since I cannot know how the Ugandan catechumens lived the time of their preparation for Baptism.

I have restricted my research to those parts of southern Uganda entrusted to the Missionaries of Africa (White Fathers), omitting the regions assigned from 1894 onwards to the Mill Hill Fathers. I have said practically nothing about the development of the Anglican Church which, in parallel with the Catholic Church, and at the same time, was also achieving impressive results. Despite these limits, I hope that these historical materials will throw light on the remarkable beginnings of the mission in southern Uganda.

I have had the good fortune of being able to use many primary sources, from which I have quoted extensively. Although I have consulted secondary sources, I have kept the references to a minimum so as to produce a readable text. All the photographs come from the photographic archive of the Society of Missionaries of Africa in Rome; some of them have been retouched.

In writing this work, I wish to express my admiration for the hundreds of men and women, missionaries, catechists and the Ugandan chiefs who have contributed to the success of the Catholic Church in southern Uganda. We know the names of 184 Missionaries of Africa (159 priests and 25 Brothers) who worked there before 1914. But who can now find the names of the hundreds of catechists and the many chiefs who contributed as much as the missionaries to this success? Having worked for thirty years in commercial enterprises, I am more than ever convinced that the results and the success of an enterprise, of whatever size, depend above all on the personal worth of its leaders. Without in any way denying the importance of grace and the action of the Holy Spirit, I believe that this observation is also true of the development of the mission.

Marinus Rooijackers

Chapter 1

The time of the pioneers

 1879-1882

Arrival of the first 

Catholic missionaries in Buganda

On February 17th 1879, Father Simeon Lourdel and Brother Amans Delmas disembarked at Kyattale (Entebbe). Both were Frenchmen, members of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, known as the White Fathers, an institute founded eleven years earlier in Algiers by Archbishop Lavigerie. These first two Catholic missionaries to arrive in the country belonged to a group of five sent by Lavigerie to the kingdom of Buganda. The other members of the pioneering group were Fathers Livinhac, Girault and Barbot.
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The first Catholic missionaries in Buganda: seated, Frs Girault, Livinhac, Lourdel, and Barbot. Standing, Brother Amans. (Photomontage combining elements of two photographs of members of the first caravan in 1878 with the addition of Fr Barbot..)
They had set out from Marseilles on 21st April 1878, sailing first to Zanzibar. After crossing to Bagamoyo on the mainland, they formed a caravan which trekked more than 1200 km via Tabora to the southern end of Lake Victoria, which they reached more than six months later on December 30th 1878.
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Father Lourdel and Brother Amans were not the first European missionaries to reach Buganda. More than 18 months earlier, Reverend Wilson and Mr Sheergold-Smith, the first Anglican missionaries sent by the Church Missionary Society (CMS) had preceded them. They were joined, three months before the arrival of Lourdel and Amans, by Mr Mackay, and then in the same week of February 1879, by three other Anglicans. 

During his very first audience with the Kabaka (king) Mutesa, Lourdel obtained permission to teach the people. Some time later, in May, the Kabaka allowed the other missionaries of that first group to enter his kingdom; he sent boats to fetch them. This first group, to which we might add Father Lévesque who arrived in December 1880, may be called the pioneers of Uganda, or ancestors in the faith.
Simeon Lourdel (1853-1890)
He soon came to be called Mapera by the Baganda; he is considered as the Apostle of Uganda. Born at Arras in the north of France, he was ordained priest in 1877. He was 25 years old when he arrived in Uganda. From the start he exercised great influence. His knowledge of the language, his personality and his influence with the Kabaka and at the court made him the de facto leader of the group. He only worked in Uganda for seven and a half years, dying at Rubaga on 12th May 1890. 1
Léon Livinhac (1846-1922)

Born in the diocese of Rodez in the Auvergne, he was ordained priest in 1873. He was 28 years old when he arrived in Uganda. In fact he was only to work there for four and a half years. He was leader of the first caravan to Equatorial Africa and superior of those who went to Uganda. Through his decisions on the methods of evangelisation and the division of responsibilities among the missionaries, Livinhac had a decisive influence on the beginnings of the mission: ‘Livinhac was the true animator of the mission; he was the far-sighted decision-maker’. 2 He was to be the first bishop in Uganda, ordained in 1884. In 1890, after founding a mission on the Sese Islands, he returned to Algiers where he became Vicar General of Archbishop Lavigerie, with responsibility for all the White Fathers. On Lavigerie’s death he became their Superior General, and was to fill this post until his death in 1922. Despite his deep desire, he never returned to Uganda. 3
Amans Delmas (1852- 1895)

Born in 1852, he was 27 years old when he came to Uganda with Father Lourdel. He was not a priest, but a lay brother in the Society of Missionaries of Africa. When he set out he had not yet pronounced his final vows: he was to do this in Uganda in October 1879. He was to work in Uganda for 12 years. Livinhac wrote of him in April 1881: ‘He performs invaluable service in manual work and supervising the orphanage’. He died at Bagamoyo on his way back to Europe in January 1895.

Ludovic Girault (1853-1941) 

A priest, he arrived in Uganda in June 1879, but was to pass only 20 months there. In 1880 and 1881, he tried to found posts outside Buganda, at first in northern Uganda, and then in northern Tanzania. During the first exile he founded the post at Bukumbi (Kamoga). When Father Livinhac returned to Europe for his episcopal ordination, he became responsible for the group of missionaries remaining. In 1886, he became the first superior of the new pro-vicariate of Unyanyembe, in present-day Tanzania. He had to return to Europe in 1889 because of problems with his eyes. From 1890, and for 32 years, he worked in North Africa, at first as one of the elected Assistants to the Superior General of the White Fathers, and later as General Bursar. He died at Algiers in 1941.
Louis Barbot (1846-1882)

A priest. He too arrived in Uganda in June 1879. He was to spend only ten months there. He was the architect of the first rectangular house built by the missionaries at Nalugalala-Lubya. With Girault, he tried to found posts outside Buganda. In April 1881, he set out for Europe with four ‘orphans’ - ex-slaves - to take them to the school for doctor-catechists in Malta. He died at Zanzibar in December 1882.
Augustin Lévesque ( 1849-1912)
A priest. He reached Uganda at the end of 1880. He was to work there for two years and was in charge of the orphanage. Returning to Europe in 1884, he worked in North Africa until 1891. Afterwards, after a short stay in Uganda, he stayed at Kamoga, with the orphans. There he was known as ‘Bwana tumbo’ [Thunder chief] on account of his stature and his imposing manners. He returned to North Africa in 1899, where he died in 1912.
Why  Buganda ?
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The beginning of the Catholic mission in Buganda was organized and planned by Archbishop Lavigerie of Algiers. He considered Buganda as one of the points of departure for the evangelisation of the interior of Equatorial Africa. While he read the accounts published by the first European travellers in the region, he was worried by the activity of the International African Institute founded by King Leopold in Brussels in 1876. He feared that, under the influence of Protestants and freemasons, the European powers were not giving enough support to the spread of Catholicism in central Africa. In a secret memoir about the Brussels association, he outlined to the Pope his own plan for the evangelisation of Equatorial Africa. Then in February 1878 he received from the Pope responsibility for Catholic evangelisation in Equatorial Africa. Father Livinhac was then charged with the mission to the Victoria Nyanza, a vast region covering all of present-day Uganda and much more besides (see p 103).

Buganda was chosen because the country was considered, following the accounts of Stanley and other travellers, as an organized society, very well governed, and densely populated. Lavigerie hoped - and he gave his missionaries instructions in this sense - that the king would be one of the first converts, for Stanley had said that he was interested in Christianity. Lavigerie thought of him as a new Clovis, whose conversion would bring about that of all his people. Of central Africa, he wrote that: ‘until now, force has been the only law, and it has always been military leaders who have brought about the mass conversion of barbarian peoples’. 4 In his instructions to the missionaries, he stressed the importance of winning Kabaka Mutesa to their cause. When, in 1881, Lavigerie judged that Lourdel had been too severe with Mutesa, he reproached him: ‘Father Lourdel thinks he has been clever in replying as he did to Mutesa, that he could not become a Christian unless he abandoned all save one of his wives.’  ‘Mutesa is the fortress to be taken.’  For Lavigerie, the conversion of Mutesa was the key to their success: ‘By winning over the chief, you will do more for the progress of the mission than if you won over one-by-one hundreds of poor blacks.’ 5

The missionary strategy of beginning conversion with the leader of a society is a principle of missionary efficiency which Lavigerie knew from his studies of Church history. He was not to know that the principle was also perfectly acceptable in Baganda culture, where the authority of the Kabaka is so strong that it is quite natural for the people to follow their king, even in religious matters.
Charles Lavigerie (1825-1892)
Archbishop Lavigerie, founder of the Society of Missionaries of Africa, composed long written instructions for his missionaries when they set out for central Africa. The most important of these instructions are those of March 1878, for the first caravan, February 1879, for the second caravan, then April and November 1880. In the instructions, Lavigerie writes of the spiritual requirements of a missionary, methods of apostolate, the social and political environment, slavery, the situation of mission stations, material details such as the organization of a caravan, health, food etc. This body of instructions is not a complete manual, but they are of capital importance for understanding the strategy followed and the methods adopted by the first missionaries. The instructions were later published selectively because many of the details, concerning the organization of a caravan, for instance, were no longer relevant. For a summary of their contents, see Renault, p 238-246. In this study I have used the 1950 edition which includes, in addition to the most important parts of the instructions, Lavigerie’s correspondence with the missionaries..

 Kabaka Mutesa

When the missionaries arrived, Mutesa had been on the throne for 23 years; he still enjoyed absolute power, but was worried about possible invasions from Egypt and Sudan. From the beginning of his reign, he had admitted other foreigners into his kingdom: Swahili Arab traders, to whom he sold ivory and slaves, and from whom he obtained firearms. For a few years, and at different times, he more or less adhered to Islam, but without committing himself completely. He allowed British missionaries into the kingdom, because their presence helped ward off the Egyptian threat. Furthermore, he wanted to have at his service people capable of teaching new technologies, including armaments and the maintenance of rifles. Mutesa was in fact a shrewd diplomat who, for reasons of regional geopolitics, allowed foreigners into his realm, thinking to dominate them completely as he had managed to do with the Swahili Arabs.

Yet there were not just political considerations: the Kabaka was at times fascinated by the new religions which the missionaries brought. But the hopes of the missionaries were not to last long once they realised that his favours moved from one group to another of the foreigners he had at his court: in September 1879, he asked the Anglican missionaries to baptize him; in October, he made the same request of the Catholics; in November, the Christian missionaries discovered that he was praying with the Muslims, and in December of the same year he recalled the adepts of the traditional religion. 6 

Missionary courtiers 7

The ambiguous attitude of Mutesa did not discourage the missionaries, who continued during this first period to be much in evidence at the court in order to instruct the king. Father Lourdel was not under any illusions: ‘Mtesa (= Mutesa) is always the same. He claims to be on our side, with the same ease as he will show that he is against us a few days later; he changes tack as caprice or interest move him to do so.’ 8  Lourdel owed a great deal of his prestige to the fact that he was constantly present at the court, and that he had a talent for healing, which gave him direct access to the king. In addition, the first missionaries taught reading and music at court, and carried out certain works for the king.

During this first period, being present at court was their most important activity. In fact they had little choice; they were not permitted to travel elsewhere in the kingdom. This constant presence at court had the advantage that ordinary people took them for notables of the kingdom, in direct contact with the Kabaka. This prestige was an advantage and gave a cachet to their teaching.

Truth to tell, the great advantage of this constant presence at court was to be revealed a few years later: their audience at court consisted not only of the Kabaka, his wives, his slaves and the great chiefs, but also of the pages, young men coming from all parts of the kingdom to be at the king’s service. It is traditional in Buganda, where the chieftancy is not a hereditary position, for talented young men to be sent to the court to be trained; being at court is an honour, which can open the way to a career. Several of these young men, keen to learn about the outside world, were won over by the message of the new ‘imported’ religions. They were to become the first pillars of the future Christian community. But the fact that there were two formulae, proposed by two charismatic missionaries, the Catholic Lourdel and the Anglican Mackay, led to the creation of two churches: ‘Unconsciously, Lourdel and Mackay were to become known as rival founders, and the advisers of two allegiances.’ 9 

The beginning of inculturation
During their stay at the court, the missionaries initially used Swahili, and sometimes Arabic. From the start, however, they were learning Luganda. That was in keeping with Lavigerie’s instructions: ‘I wish that, as soon as possible, and at the latest, six months after reaching the mission, all the missionaries should speak among themselves only the language of the tribes among whom they reside.’ 10 In December 1879, i.e. six months after their arrival, when Father Barbot set out for Europe, he took with him the manuscript of a first catechism, which was to be published at Algiers in 1881 under the title Petit catéchisme en langue kiganda.
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This booklet contains, first, a catechism of 19 pages, then 7 pages of prayers, followed by a 15-page syllabary to teach reading. The catechism itself consists of ten chapters with questions and answers. It is interesting to note what words were chosen by the missionaries to translate Christian ideas into Luganda. 11 A number of words were simply transcribed from the Latin, e.g. sakramentu and misa. Others were taken from Kiswahili, like dini (religion, ddini), sala (prayer, sala) or malaika (angel, malaika). For ‘God’ the missionaries first chose Katonda, the name of Lubaale (superior being) the most important and powerful of the deities known in traditional Baganda religion. For Jesus Christ they chose the Arabic name Aisa Masiya; this name was used by the local Muslims and would be used in Uganda until 1907 when Bishop Streicher ordered that it be changed to Yesu-Christu. 12

One other observation: this catechism does not develop at length the ‘natural truths’ which, in Lavigerie’s mind, were the starting point of all religious instruction. The first chapter deals with the existence of God and his nature, the fourth chapter already speaks of the Trinity.

What is most surprising in this catechism is the last part, the syllabary to teach reading. From the start, the link between Christianity and literacy characterized the missionary methods used in southern Uganda. The link between preparation for baptism and literacy does not occur anywhere in Lavigerie’s instructions. A few years later, knowing how to read was to become an indispensable condition for receiving Baptism in the south of Uganda, and this requirement was to have an enormous impact on the modernisation of the country. This was a positive side-effect of the confrontation with the Anglican missionaries, for they used Bible reading as the starting point of their instruction, and not the memorisation of the questions and answers of the catechism as the Catholics did. It also reflects the desire and the openness to what was outside their own country of many Baganda. The first Christians in the country, Catholics as much as Anglicans, were in fact known as basomesa, that is those who can read.

The effort of learning the language and writing it down took up a lot of the missionaries’ time, as did material tasks linked to buildings and food. On this last point it was hard to adjust, as Father Livinhac wrote six months after his arrival: ‘Uganda seems to me much more healthy than all the other countries we passed through. Our diet is less than ideal: meat and bananas, bananas and bananas. That’s the menu at every meal.’ 13  They lost no time in starting to cultivate wheat and vegetables. In Buganda they had no food problems. Another time-consuming activity was the ‘orphanage’. As prescribed by Archbishop Lavigerie, they ransomed some slaves, not with the intention of founding villages of Christians whom they had liberated, but in connection with Lavigerie’s idea of forming African doctor-catechists. By the end of 1879 they had at the mission a group of 20 to 30 boys, freed slaves, whom they called orphans, who helped them with the manual work, and to whom they gave some instruction.

The catechumenate of the first converts
In Archbishop Lavigerie’s first instructions, dated 12th March 1878, there are no precise indications of the organization or duration of the preparation of adults for baptism. He simply wrote that the missionaries should begin their religious instruction with those truths accessible to all: ‘The existence of God, and the punishments and rewards of the other life should precede everything else. Later you will talk to them about Jesus Christ, the Church, and the principal acts of Christian worship.’ He added that they should not present these truths ‘from a reasonable and philosophical point of view’ but rather that of ‘the supernatural side of religion, its miracles and prodigies.’ 14

Apart from being present and giving instructions at the court, from November 1879, the missionaries took it in turns to teach the faith to the young men who came to the mission. By March, about 250 candidates were taking instruction. On March 27th 1880, after only four or five months of instruction, three adults and a youth were baptized. These were Paolo Nlubanwa and his brother Petro Ddamulira, Yosefu Lwanga, and Leon, the last two being ransomed slaves. Four other adults followed them on May 14th 1880. 15 For admission to Baptism they had to meet the following conditions: good moral conduct, know by heart and understand the first catechism, and promise to die rather than abjure the faith. During this first period, the missionaries did not insist on four years of preparation for Baptism because Lavigerie’s instructions on this subject, penned in June 1879 only reached Uganda on June 1st 1880. These fresh instructions from Lavigerie are much more developed on the subject of the catechumenate. After outlining how it was lived during the first centuries, he wrote:

‘Thanks to this prudent conduct, the Church was able to avoid the scandal in the eyes of the pagans, of apostasies, which would have been innumerable without these strict precautions. For the same reason, missionaries today should follow the same discipline in the midst of the pagans of Equatorial Africa. Let them be under no illusions: in today’s missions to the infidels, apostasies are very numerous, compared with the number of conversions. Moved by a thoughtless desire to mark souls with the seal of children of God, some give Baptism too readily …

‘These different motives compel me to use the power I have received from the Holy and Apostolic See for the establishment of missions in Equatorial Africa, and to decide, by virtue of this power, and in view of the moral situation of the peoples whom the Fathers are to evangelise, that the ancient discipline of the Church, which has never been formally abrogated, shall be strictly followed by our missionaries. Consequently, they will establish among their neophytes three distinct orders: the first will be the Postulants to whom they will teach only the fundamental truths of a natural order, illuminated by Revelation (such as the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, the distinction between good and evil, and the moral law as taught by the Decalogue, the punishments and rewards of the other life) while refraining from teaching other matters; the second will be the Catechumens to whom they will explain the essential truths of Christianity, but without talking to them of worship and the sacraments other than Baptism; lastly, the third group will be the Faithful for whom there will be no more secrets.

‘I require that, except in case of death, the neophytes should spend at least two full years, first in the order of Postulants, then in that of Catechumens, and that it be only at the end of these four years that they be baptized; there will be many cases in which it will be necessary to wait until their deathbed. I forbid you to allow them to be present at the Holy Sacrifice or at any other service at which the Blessed Sacrament is exposed. I forbid you to administer Baptism, even after four years, to anyone who does not offer serious moral guarantees of perseverance, particularly in abandoning polygamy for good. In such cases it will be enough to promise them Baptism on their deathbed, and in such cases you will teach them that, if it should be impossible for them to receive Baptism before they die, the desire for this Sacrament will make up for it.’ 16 

In a letter written in October 1880 he added: ‘My prescriptions are express orders, which I give you with the agreement of the Holy See; they therefore bind you in conscience.’ 17

The analysis of these instructions reveals three reasons for Lavigerie’s imposition of a long and systematic catechumenate: from his reading of the books of the early explorers he had a certain idea about the religious and moral decadence of the African peoples, he wanted to bring masses of people into the Church and not just an elite few, and his belief that a long preparation would avoid post-baptismal apostasies.

These new instructions from Lavigerie worried Fathers Livinhac and Lourdel considerably. In a letter of 6-7 June 1880, they explained that the Baganda are more intelligent than the people of other tribes, that they already possess some idea of the primary truths, and that furthermore it is impossible not to say something rapidly about the mysteries of the faith when confronted by Protestants who do speak of them. To quote Father Lourdel:

‘How can we teach the great truths of the faith for two years to people who come two or three times a day for instruction, without speaking of our Saviour Jesus Christ? If we reject them, they will cease to come. What reply are we to give to those who ask why our religion alone is good? Don’t the Arabs and the Protestants also claim to teach the rules of morality? Don’t they teach about God who rewards, and the immortality of the soul? Either we must say that these religions are good, or we must show in what they err. If the poor blacks find nothing more with us than with the Arabs and the Protestants, why should they come to us?’ 18

While waiting for Lavigerie’s answer to these objections, they followed the instructions received and ceased baptizing, apart from serious exceptions (two baptisms in articulo mortis and one of a condemned criminal). Lavigerie’s reply, written on February 10th 1881, arrived in Uganda in March 1882. Although insisting on the implementation of the 1879 instructions on the four-year catechumenate, Lavigerie did allow some exceptions. He pointed out that to give Baptism too easily would end up by ruining the mission because apostasies would certainly follow. It was necessary ‘to prepare the reception into the flock of a multitude, who will come if they are gently led, but who will spoil everything if you try to rush things.’ And Lavigerie added: ‘You must explain in your instructions that there are two kinds of Christians, those who believe in Our Lord Jesus Christ without yet being baptized, whom we call catechumens, and those who are baptized, whom we call the faithful.’ 19

Once more, he explained that the catechumenate should be open to all people of good will; as a result, they should admit all who request instruction, even if they have several wives. On the subject of Mutesa he wrote: ‘By asking him to commit himself to trying to be a better person, and by promising him, on this condition, Baptism at the time of his death, I have always believed that we could arrive at a satisfactory outcome for the mission.’ 20 

In this reply, Lavigerie did not insist on the necessity of preaching only ‘natural truths’ during the first part of the catechumenate. As a result, the missionaries went on using the first catechism, judging it impossible to delay talking about Jesus Christ, dogmas, and the Sacraments. 21

Between June 1880 and their departure from the country in October 1882, the missionaries continued to baptize very cautiously, e.g. in cases of serious illness, persons condemned to death, or certain exceptional personalities - as in April and May 1882 when they baptized Mukasa Balikuddembe and Kaggwa, two future martyrs, and the young chiefs Luka Banabakintu and Matia Kalemba. At the end of November 1882, Livinhac mentioned that there were 19 baptized Christians and more than 400 catechumens. Four more adults were baptized in May and another in August.

The departure of the missionaries in 1882
On October 27th 1882, after three years of presence and a start in the formation of a Catholic community, the missionaries decided to leave Uganda. What made them do that? It is directly linked to their work with the orphans. During the summer of 1882, the missionaries found that some of the boys were engaging in homosexual activity. For them it was an enormous disappointment, especially when they learned that the origin of this moral corruption came from outside the group, i.e. from Christians and catechumens. At this point, they decided unanimously to leave the country. They argued that if one continues a work that is totally spoiled, it could only finish up with some greater evil. So they quit the country voluntarily, but disillusioned. 22

During these first three years, by their teaching and their translations, the pioneers laid the foundations. They sowed. There were not many of them, four or at the most five at any one time, and they were geographically limited to the capital. The strategy of converting a people through their leaders did not work. The response of the king and the senior chiefs was negative. On the other hand, they did succeed in winning over to the faith young men, future chiefs, the very ones who, a few years later, were to take in hand the destiny and transformation of the country. Once they had received Lavigerie’s detailed instructions on the organization of the catechumenate, the missionaries followed them to the letter, at least insofar as the four-year catechumenate was concerned. They had other ideas, but they obeyed.

Chapter 2

A Community without Priests

1882-1885
End of Mutesa and beginning of the reign of Mwanga
The missionaries were absent from Uganda for two years and eight months. During that time, on October 10th 1884, Kabaka Mutesa died, and at the end of October, Mwanga, the new Kabaka was enthroned. Mutesa is considered a king who succeeded in holding his kingdom together, despite the threats which began to appear from outside. The three ‘imported’ religions arrived during his reign. At different times, he was sympathetic towards each of the three faiths but in the end he died without having given himself completely to any of them. He did, however, permit his subjects to adhere to the new religions.

Mwanga, who became king at the age of 18, has been described by many European and Ugandan historians as a weak king, when compared with his father, but a king who, in the course of his reign, had to deal with an organized European presence and the beginning of colonialism, a situation very different from what had gone before.

At first, the missionaries thought him their friend, for he had been a sympathiser as prince. Ten days after his installation, he sent messengers to the missionaries, inviting them to return.

A community without priests

When they went into exile, the missionaries left behind them about 15 baptized Christians and  a group of some 400 catechumens and sympathisers who came together for prayer and instruction. One might have expected that this group would not last long on its own and would either disappear or be absorbed by the Anglicans. At that time, there was very little difference between Anglican and Catholic Baganda. Socio-political antagonisms did not yet exist. In fact there was a lot of movement between the groups attached to the imported religions: ‘Almost all the first Christians have been Muslims for a while. In general the first Catholics were not only ex-Muslims but also ex-Protestants.’ 23

During this period without pastors, it is noteworthy that, instead of disappearing, the group of Catholics survived and grew without the assistance of any missionary. They were grouped around what we might call four ‘house churches’: 24

A first group met in the Kabaka’s own compound, under the leadership of Joseph Mukasa Balikuddembe, who was assisted by Jean Marie Muzeyi, and later by Charles Lwanga. Mukasa was the personal major-domo of Mutesa, and subsequently of Mwanga.

Another group, also in the capital at Natete, gathered around Andrea Kaggwa and Mathieu Kasule, whose functions brought them into frequent contact with the court; the first was the chief musician, and the other in charge of the forges.

A third group met at Mityana about 80 km from the capital around Matia Kalemba and Luka Banabakintu.

There was another small group of faithful at Kitomu, in the province of Bulemezi, led by Yosefu Kaddu.

In these groups, they continued to teach each other. We know that some of the leaders, like Kaggwa and Muzeyi, had not yet been baptized. They encouraged each other and prayed together. They knew it was important to be baptized to obtain eternal salvation, and they did not hesitate to baptize people on their deathbeds. As there were outbreaks of plague during these two years, it is estimated that they baptized at least 380 persons in danger of death. Some travelled to the south of the lake to meet the missionaries, who had settled in northern Tanzania after leaving Uganda. Thus a group of them arrived at Kamoga (Bukumbi) in May 1884; others went as far as Tabora, another mission post. Among these one can mention: Paolo Nalubandwa, one of the first to  be baptized, Cypriano Mutagwanya, his brother Karoli Buuza, and Gabriel Kintu, who were to play an important part in the history of the country.

At Tabora, seven Baganda catechumens were baptized in 1884 on completion of their four years of preparation. Father Lourdel at the mission of Bukune (also called Djewa la Singa a station in the centre of Tanzania which was only occupied for eleven months) continued the instruction of the catechumens who came from Uganda and baptized two Baganda in August 1884. Thus the voluntary exile of the missionaries between 1882 and 1885, rather than weakening Catholicism in Uganda, strengthened it. When the missionaries returned, they discovered that there were many new adherents, despite the deaths of some 130 of them. Furthermore, they discovered that several of the converts now held important posts at court, and that there were now groups of sympathisers outside the capital. Father Lourdel wrote on his return to Uganda: “God’s work went ahead marvellously during our absence; we can take no credit for it”. 25 The conviction, the initiative, and the sense of responsibility of the first Baganda Christians saved the situation.

Chapter 3

A semi-clandestine Church and the persecutions

 1885 to September 1888
Return of the missionaries
In November 1884, the missionaries at Bukumbi in northern Tanzania were invited by Kabaka Mwanga to return to Buganda. Father Lourdel arrived at Entebbe on July 12th 1885 with Brother Amans and a new missionary priest, Father Giraud. 26 They had been absent from the country for 1051 days. The new Kabaka received them warmly. The mission began again with the same methodology as had been used before the exile: presence at court, regular instruction of the Baganda who came to visit, and the organization of the orphanage. It was not a new start. On the contrary, they were amazed at the number of new sympathisers.

Lourdel wrote on July 27th: ‘Our catechumens have attracted many proselytes. They number at least 500. There are some villages which, with their outskirts, have a hundred catechumens. Many women are being instructed. Of all the former catechumens, only five have joined the Anglicans. Occasionally, early in the morning, a former catechumen turns up with a dozen proselytes whom he has recruited and who have never seen a missionary. ‘Here are the ones I’ve taught’ he says as he introduces them, ‘there are 30 or so others in the village; I’ll bring them another time’. 27 In the first days after their return, the young king was very kind. In this middle of 1885, they entertained great expectations.

A church of the catacombs and persecutions

Enthusiasm for the new king was not to last. Very soon the missionaries found that his acts of kindness were variable. As early as January 1885, before the return of the Catholic missionaries, he had had three young Anglican servants put to death, but Father Lourdel still believed in him and thought that he was not yet firmly settled on the throne. Certainly, Mwanga was still trying to impose his authority, but his vacillation and, above all, his anger towards the young Christians at court made them anxious about the future.

The murder of the Anglican Bishop Hannington, in October 1885, provoked the assassination of Joseph Mukasa Balikuddembe, major-domo to the king, and guide of the Christians at court. Mukasa had reproached the king with this murder, and he was suspected of having communicated to the missionaries the state secret which was Mwanga’s involvement in it. From the morrow of Mukasa’s murder, and during the following months, Mwanga made it clear to the young men at his court that they were in danger if they continued to pray; in his eyes that was a rebellion against his authority.

These were troubled times and Lourdel, aware of the threat, agreed to baptize more readily those who requested Baptism, even if they had not completed four years of catechumenate. In the course of November he baptized 136 persons, and another 46 in January 1886. From November 1885 onwards, Christians and catechumens came to the mission at night. In the following months, a number of the young men at court preferred to follow their conscience rather than agree to the homosexual advances of the Kabaka; their rejection of these advances only heightened the tension. In May 1886, the king’s anger exploded and, between May 25 and 30, twelve Catholic and Anglican Christians were killed. A week later, on June 3rd 1886, 13 Catholics, led by Charles Lwanga, and 13 Protestants were burned alive at Namugongo. Several of these martyrs had been baptized by their fellow prisoners, after having been made captive on May 26th. It is believed that 31 persons were burned alive at Namugongo but the names of five of the martyrs are unknown. Mwanga also sent soldiers outside the capital, to Mityana among other places. There is no doubt that many other Christians were killed, but the exact number is unknown. They were probably between 100 and 200. At the end of January 1887, the Kabaka seems to have grown calmer and the persecution ceased.  

There was no general persecution of the Christians in Buganda. Many of them managed to hide and so escape the fury of the Kabaka. Several of the Christians employed at the court survived. A surprizing aspect of this period is that Father Lourdel continued to see the Kabaka from time to time, and that Bishop Livinhac, on his return to Buganda, had an audience with him on June 2nd when the martyrs of Namugongo were already under arrest. Historians point out that it was just after this period that Mwanga began to organize his army and to create new regiments commanded by young Christian chiefs. This period in the history of the Church in Uganda is well known thanks to the many studies of the martyrs. 28 They were heroic young men. King Mwanga had them killed, not only on account of their Christian faith, but because he perceived their attitude as a challenge to his authority. The exemplary nature of their conduct was proclaimed when they were beatified in 1920 and again in 1964 when 22 of them were canonized. Despite the persecution and insecurity, the numbers continued to grow. 29
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There were no more missionaries than before, five at the most, and their activity was limited to the capital. For the organization of the catechumenate, they followed Lavigerie’s rules, but on account of the insecurity of those years, they exempted many from the full four years of catechumenate. At this time, there were not yet any professional catechists to help the missionaries, but there was a spontaneous movement, a strong conviction among the neophytes, who spread the faith to their family and friends.

Chapter  4

The years of revolutionary turmoil

1888-1892
The coups d’état of September and October 1888
About the middle of 1888, Kabaka Mwanga tried to gain firmer control over the new regiments he had founded two years earlier, or he may even have wished to eliminate them. As a result, a coalition of Christian and Muslim units chased Mwanga from his throne on September 10th 1888, and installed one of his brothers, Kiwewa, in his place. These regiments were led by men like Honorat Nyonyintono, a Catholic, and the Anglican Apollo Kaggwa.

Honorat Nyonyintono (? – 1889) 

He was head of the pages at Mwanga’s residence when the latter turned against the Christians. In May 1886 he announced boldly that he was a Christian, and was castrated. Later he was given command of one of the new regiments when Mwanga reorganized his army. He was one of the military leaders of the coup d’état in September 1888, and for a short time became Katikiro, or prime minister of the new Kabaka. When the Christians were defeated by the Muslims in October 1888, he and his men fled towards Kabula, where he became the leader of the Christian armies for the reconquest of power. He was slain at the battle of Kawuki in 1889. ‘His death was a serious loss for he was one of the few people who was trusted by both Catholics and Protestants, and who might have been able to prevent the enmity which grew up between them, and eventually flared into the Battle of Mengo 1892.’ 30
In these Christian regiments, just as in those led by Muslims, religion was a sort of ideological cement for the group. The attitude of the young Christian chiefs was quite different from the more submissive attitude of their elders, who had undergone the persecution two or three years earlier. It is understandable that these young military leaders had no wish to lose their privileged position.

It was a coup d’état and an event with far-reaching long-term implications which brought about this coalition. It was the start of the weakening of royal power and the transfer of political power to a group of young leaders who, for the most part, adhered to the new ‘imported’ religions. Thus October 1888 marks the beginning of a special status for religions in Buganda: the link between political power and religion started with the coups d’état. Religion was at the heart of military-political groupings, and this situation was to be for generations the cement of socio-political positions in Buganda. At first, it was just a matter of rivalry for power between chiefs; later this was translated into opposition between armed and structured political parties, which were called bafransa and bainglese. The origin and internal cohesion of these parties was generally religious, even when their goal was political power. From then on, ‘access to power and the associated privileges was achieved, not by favour of the king, but from religious political parties’. 31

The agreements between Christian and Muslim chiefs would only last a few weeks. The Muslims were stronger in arms and they thought the division into chieftaincies had been unfavourable to them. At the beginning of October, they alone took power in another coup d’état. They scattered the Christian regiments. They obliged Kiwewa to declare himself a Muslim. When he refused, they installed Kabaka Kalema on the throne. For the next 16 months, the Muslims sought to establish an Islamic state and, among other obligations, imposed circumcision. Kalema’s government soon became unpopular throughout the country.

Expulsion of all the missionaries

The immediate effect of the September coup d’état, in which Christian chiefs had played the leading role, was an increase in the numbers of people sympathetic to the mission: the figure of 3000 is mentioned in the first weeks. But after the Muslims seized power on October 10th 1888, the missionaries - Bishop Livinhac, Fathers Lourdel and Denoit, and Brother Amans - were imprisoned by one of the Muslim chiefs.

Camille Denoit (1862-1891)

A priest, he arrived in Uganda in 1886. He experienced the expulsion of October 1887 and after taking part in the foundation of the post at Nyegezi for the Baganda exiles, returned to Bulingugwe in September 1888. Subsequently, he worked at Rubaga where he died in 1891 after four and a half years of work in Uganda. He is remembered for his work on the Luganda-French dictionary, and the grammar begun by Bishop Livinhac, published in 1894 and reissued by Father Wolters in 1921.
Once the missionaries had been stripped of their possessions, the mission was burned. On October 18th all were put aboard a boat, together with the Anglican missionaries, and expelled from the country. Many of the ransomed ‘orphans’ were again reduced to slavery by the Muslims; the missionaries were only allowed to take with them 15 of the 40 boys, and 7 of the 33 girls who were at that time in the orphanage. A consequence of the seizure of power by the Muslims was that ‘hundreds of slaves, most of them Ganda Christians, were exported the following month’ towards the coast. 32 Once again the Catholics of Buganda were alone, without priests, and the mission station closed. Just as during the first exile of their pastors, Christian leaders again maintained the practice of their religion, and spread it. The great difference between this period and 1882-1885 was that now the leaders of the Christian community were also military commanders.

Seizure of power by the Christian chiefs, 1889-1890
Under the leadership of the Catholic chief Nyonyintono, and the Anglican chief Apollo Kaggwa, the armed groups who had been driven out by the Muslim armies, regrouped and made incursions into Buganda from Kabula (Ankole). Kabaka Mwanga found refuge in northern Tanzania with a Muslim trader whence he fled after two months to rejoin the Catholic missionaries. He expressed his sorrow and seemed serious in his efforts to learn and practise the Catholic religion. He took the name Leo. After coming to an understanding with the Christian chiefs at the beginning of 1889, he undertook to regain power. There were several battles, and in the course of one of them Nyonyintono was killed. Mwanga went to live with his supporters, many of whom were Christians, on the island of Bulingugwe. In a battle on October 11th 1889, the Christian armies took the upper hand and Mwanga was reinstalled. Kalema fled, without however being completely defeated, and his army drove Mwanga out of the capital again in November. Finally, in February 1890, after another Christian victory, Mwanga was definitively reinstalled. The great chieftaincies of the country were then divided equally between Anglicans and Catholics, while Muslims and traditional (pagan) chiefs were excluded, at least from the highest posts. The young Christian chiefs who restored Mwanga to the throne retained real power.

Reinstallation and development of the mission, 

1888 to the beginning of 1892

After their expulsion, the missionaries feared the creation of a Muslim kingdom in Buganda and were hoping that the Christians would be strong enough to chase the Muslims by ‘hampering if not completely preventing them from settling, not only in the rich kingdom of Buganda, but also among the numerous fertile countries around the lake.’ 33 Many Baganda fled from their own country. Some went to the mission station at Bukumbi, in northern Tanzania, where Fathers Lourdel and Denoit and Brother Amans founded a new mission for them at Nyegezi, near Bukumbi, called Our Lady of the Exiles, in January 1890. This station was to remain open until March 1891.

In September 1889, almost a year after their expulsion, Lourdel and Denoit rejoined Kabaka Mwanga on the island of Bulingugwe. They were surprised by the increase in the number of people sympathetic to the Christian religion, and edified to see how the exercises of Christian piety had become part of the daily life of the armies. At the same time, however, they were alarmed at signs of tensions between Catholics and Protestants. After the victory of the Christian armies, Lourdel returned briefly to the capital in November, and definitively at the beginning of February. Kabaka Mwanga granted the missionaries new lands at Rubaga. In April, he laid the foundations of the first church at Rubaga. This was just a few weeks before his death on May 12th 1890.

Enormous numbers of people frequented the mission at Rubaga. The pace of conversions was increasing. The situation really was changing. Nearly all the chiefs in the country were Christians, the Muslims having been expelled or slain. It was no longer dangerous to call oneself a Christian. For the adherents of the traditional religion, it was becoming fashionable to convert, and there were  definite advantages in being on the side of the victors. This was to the advantage of the Anglicans almost as much as of the Catholics, but since, at that time, the Kabaka seemed to favour the Catholics, more people were coming to Rubaga than to the Anglican mission at Namirembe. Many very down-to-earth considerations influenced conversions in those years. They mingled with a desire for a new world vision, and the attraction of the Christian message with its promise of eternal life. As it was religion that bound political parties together, political leaders had every interest in drawing new adherents to their religion and their group. After the departure of Bishop Livinhac for North Africa at the end of 1890, Bishop Hirth became Vicar Apostolic; he appreciated the situation clearly and took good account of the socio-political implications of these conversions. In May 1891 he wrote:

‘For some time now we have been baptizing thirty to sixty adults each month, without counting a hundred others who fall victim to the plague and are baptized on their deathbeds. Some have been receiving instruction for more than four years. Sometimes it is hard to make choices in this crowd of 3-4000 men who are attending the catechism classes at the Rubaga mission alone. But we are helped in making our decisions by the great chiefs of the different families, to which the new aspirants belong. Every chief knows his men and can vouch for them … As politics are mixed with religion, everyone tries to strengthen the parties.’ 34 

The growth in the number of candidates enrolling for catechetical instruction was impressive.

The Catholics in 1890
10 000 Catechumens
2197 Baptised
It became necessary to reorganize the catechism classes in order to cope with this growth: instruction was given morning and evening to the same group, but only every third day. Despite the numbers, it was still the missionaries themselves who gave the lessons. Throughout this period, the missionaries followed Lavigerie’s orders about the four-year catechumenate. At Christmas 1891, they baptized 400 adults. In 1890-1891 some new missionaries arrived. Bishop Hirth replaced Bishop Livinhac as Vicar Apostolic in 1890, and was to remain there for four years.
Joseph Hirth (1854-1931)

Was born in Alsace (which at the time was French) in 1854, and was ordained priest in 1878 (by which time Alsace had become a German territory) and arrived at the mission of Bukumbi-Kamoga, in northern Tanzania, in 1887. After his appointment as Vicar Apostolic, he travelled frequently between Bukumbi and Rubaga. It was he who founded - among others - Villa Maria, Bikira, and Bukumi; it was he who began the first seminary, and who was the first to use auxiliary catechists; and he reorganized the catechumenate. When in 1894 the Nyanza Vicariate was divided into three, he took charge of the Vicariate of Southern Nyanza, that is to say, the part to the south of Lake Victoria, which at that time was under German colonial influence. 35
Henri Streicher (1863-1952)
Born in Alsace, when it was still French, he was ordained priest in 1887, and arrived in Uganda in February 1891. He was sent first to the north of Buddu where he founded the mission of Kiwala (later transferred to Villa Maria). On the death of Bishop Guillermain, he was given responsibility for the vicariate at the age of 33 and was ordained bishop in August 1897. He was to govern the vicariate for 38 years. When he arrived in Uganda there were just two mission stations (Rubaga and Ssese), and when his resignation was accepted in 1934, there were 40. He was the great organizer of the vicariate. In 1939, he was in Rome for the episcopal ordination of Bishop Kiwanuka. He died on June 7th 1952, after more than 59 years of apostolate in Uganda. 37 
By the end of 1891, 14 missionaries had replaced the pioneers; these were men who had not known the first decade of the mission, when the Kabaka still exercised absolute power and there was no established colonial presence. Brother Amans was the only one of the original missionaries still in the country. Fathers Barbot, Giraud, Chantemerle 36, Lourdel and Denoit were all dead. Bishop Livinhac and Fathers Girault and Lévesque had left. The increased number of missionaries permitted the opening of other missions outside the capital. Until then, it had been the zeal of the new converts alone which spread word of the new religion beyond Kampala. From 1891 onwards, a more methodical approach was adopted: the missionaries followed the movement and founded posts outside the capital to encourage and instruct groups of sympathisers. In March 1891, Father Streicher settled at Kiwala (near Villa Maria) in the north of Buddu. The same year, other missionaries founded a mission in the province of Kyagwe where the provincial chief, Alexis Sebowa, was favourably disposed. At the same time, they tried to open a station in Busoga, a region near Buganda. These two foundations did not last. 

It was also in 1891 that the first ‘professional’ catechists appeared. These were men sent by Father Streicher from Kiwala to contact the chiefs of other regions, some of them outside Buganda. They were ‘ambassador’ catechists, who were to go ahead of the European missionaries to establish friendships and, if they were accepted, to pass on the first elements of the new religion. They did not yet have the responsibility of systematically instructing catechumens. 

The colonial conquest

During the years of internal political upheavals in Buganda, the colonial powers began to take a serious interest in the country. Be it noted that the seizure of power by the Christian chiefs between 1888 and 1890 had taken place before the installation of the colonial powers and without their direct interference. During his exile, Mwanga had asked for help from Jackson, the envoy of the Imperial British East Africa Company, the British company interested in establishing exclusive trading rights with Buganda. The German, Peters, who was trying to establish the influence of his own country in the region, intercepted a letter from Mwanga to Jackson. He hastened to Buganda and in February 1890 signed treaties with Mwanga. At that time, the Catholic party and the Catholic missionaries leaned towards the Germans. The Englishman, Jackson, arrived in April. Supported by the Anglican party and the Anglican missionaries, he negotiated another treaty with Mwanga. This treaty was signed at the end of 1890 by Lugard. Meanwhile, an agreement concluded in Europe between the British and the Germans stipulated that Uganda was to be a sphere of British, not German, influence. Thus the arrival of the IBEAC heightened the tensions between Catholic and Anglican parties, for the latter now considered themselves better protected.

A war of religion - beginning of 1892

After several minor incidents between the two Christian camps during 1891, open warfare broke out at the beginning of 1892. The battle of Mengo on January 24th 1892, between the Anglican and Catholic parties, sometimes called the second war of religion, was yet another historical event with long-term consequences. Lugard, by allowing it to take place, and supplying arms to the Anglicans, who were less numerous, but attached to his cause, succeeded by force in imposing his seizure of  power on the king and the country. During the attack by the Anglicans on the mission at Rubaga, the Catholics and Mwanga were soon beaten due to the intervention of the IBEAC forces. The Catholic mission was completely burned down and about 40 people killed.

The mission station was abandoned until the end of March. The Kabaka and the Catholic party fled to the island of Bulingugwe, where the missionaries joined them after having spent several days in the British fort. On January 30th, Captain Williams, supported by the Anglicans, attacked the Kabaka with his supporters and the Catholics who had taken refuge on the island. It seems that more people were killed during this second battle than at Mengo. The Kabaka and Bishop Hirth managed to flee. Seven missionaries were taken to the fort at Kampala, from which some were soon released and sent as messengers to open peace talks. The last were freed at the beginning of March after 33 days of detention. After the battles of Mengo and Bulingugwe island, power was firmly in the hands of Lugard and the Protestant party whose leader was Apollo Kaggwa.

From that time on, and on account of the alliance between the Anglican party and the colonial power, Catholics were considered - and this was to last for decades - as second-class citizens. Waliggo sums it up as follows: ‘While the successive revolutions of 1888 eliminated Mwanga from the throne, the Christians and their missionaries from the country, and traditionalists from political domination, those of the 1890s eliminated the Muslims and the Arabs from Buganda, legalized the exclusion of traditionalists from power, and finally excluded the Catholics from the central focus of political control.’ 38
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