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Conclusion

It was 15 September 1914 when the British ship Armadale Castle bombarded 
the radio station of Swakopmund. Decorations for the celebration of Germa-
ny’s victory in the Battle of Tannenberg were still up.1 Fearful of additional 
attacks German offi  cials decided to destroy the apparatus themselves.2 Aft er 
inhabitants wrecked water pumps and other supply structures an evacuation 
followed.3 Germany’s entry point, the key to the colony, it seemed, turned into 
a “ghost town.”4 In the early hours of 18 September, British and South African 
forces then slipped into Lüderitzbucht. Th ey came with two cruisers, four tor-
pedo boats, more than ten transport ships, and 8,000 soldiers; yet they also 
brought instruments meant to deal with logistical issues: 750,000 gallons of 
bottled water, an extra locomotive, railway tracks, thousands of pack animals.5 
Once the remaining Germans on sight saw them, they hastily raised the white 
fl ag.6 What else was there to do other then maybe poison the water supply 
and surrender? Once on site, the occupation troops erected an evaporator and 
storage spaces to supply troops with drinking water.7 Th ey knew water was 
hard to come by. Meanwhile, German forces under major Victor Franke had 
withdrawn inland. Maybe ironically, they now tried to turn the Namib Desert 
into a shield against outsiders.8 Aft er dealing with delays tied to a rebellion 
at home, South African troops led by Boer War hero Louis Botha moved to-
ward Windhoek. Th at Franke and Governor Seitz eventually surrendered at 
the water hole, in Khorab, near Grootfontein, 9 July 1915 seemed only fi tting.9 
On 21 October 1915, German Southwest Africa offi  cially became the British 
Protectorate of South-West Africa; four years later, in June 1919 representa-
tives of the German government—ironically none other than colonial critic 
Matthias Erzberger—signed the Treaty of Versailles.10 According to Article 22 
of the Covenant of the League of Nations there were three types of mandates, 
theoretically supervised by the League’s Permanent Mandates Commission.11 
German Southwest Africa became a class C mandate assigned to neighboring 
South Africa, the actual overseer of the area. Offi  cially, at least, German colo-
nialism had come to an end.
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Th e war disrupted investments and turned Southwest Africa into a back-
water. For one, those German settlers returning to the colony aft er this global 
confl ict now had to deboard in Walvis Bay. Occupying forces had taken apart 
the wooden pier in Swakopmund; the metal jetty had only reached about 262 
meters when the war broke out.12 Overall, one might say, Swakopmund was 
left  to its own devices.13 Soon the appearance of the coastal town began to 
change. As outlined by one contemporary in the 1920s, “Th e massive work of 
German engineering was now little more than Swakopmund’s landmark and 
promenade [meant] for those suff ering of too much leisure on their hands. 
If someone would be enterprising enough to build a casino at its bridgehead 
then a completed jetty like in Nice [in France] would have emerged. But no 
one had the courage and so the big tower cranes whose rattles and turning 
gave testimony to German diligence and German hard work, rose lonely and 
sad into the air, unsavable [and] shortly giving in to rust, no good for anything 
anymore, except as resting places for seabirds.” “Today,” he added, “the jetty 
is gone from the townscape. With melancholy in our hearts, we had to watch 
how the British removed it, how it got shorter and shorter, how it was hauled 
away by [train] wagon-load.”14 Th e same applied to railways and other infra-
structure projects, as well as measures around aff orestation.15 Th e dam and 
irrigation system of Farmer Brand, for instance, did not deliver as anticipated. 
He had been unable to fully complete it.16 Th e same applied to the construction 
of dams along the Fish River as virtually everything came to a grinding halt, a 
storyline that of course conveniently fi tted into a development-narrative long 
pushed by German settlers.

Environmental infrastructure had reshaped much of the region. Aft er natu-
ral forces virtually rerouted travel away from the shoreline it became the com-
modifi cation of nature that drew human agents into this borderland. Dingy 
structures appeared near Cape Cross, Walvis Bay, and Lüderitzbucht. Th ese 
constructions were meant to help outsiders plunder. Eventually the British 
snatched up Walvis Bay, the key to colonizing the region. Th e birth of German 
colonialism came with the annexation of Angra Pequena in 1884, the only 
other entry point into the colony. Local resistance led by Hendrik Witbooi, 
combined with dependence on the British in Walvis Bay, encouraged Germans 
to create their own harbor in Swakopmund. Investments into landing struc-
tures seemed to solve the entry question, thereby providing the basis for colo-
nization, transformation, and Germanization of the interior; the construction 
of a railway from Swakopmund to Windhoek followed a similar trajectory. 
Yet apart from German ingenuity and mostly African labor it became natu-
ral forces that defi ned these setups: ocean currents, fl ash fl oods, wandering 
dunes. Non-human agents, specifi cally a virus and a mollusk, further shaped 
emerging environmental infrastructure and with that German colonialism. 
Animal transfers, most notably the introduction of camels, underscored ef-
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forts to rethink existing structures in the face of new challenges. Meanwhile, 
eff orts to solve the water question meant to stabilize transport and expand 
settlements already hinted at broader visions of the colony. All of these fac-
tors, human and non-human, mattered when Herero and later Nama groups 
widely revolted against German colonial rule in 1904. Environmental infra-
structure as an instrument of war, or logistics more broadly, shaped that con-
fl ict. African forced labor compensated for Germany’s logistical problems and 
failures—and underscored the close relationship between death and develop-
ment within this colonial setting. Th e African reliance on remote locations 
and hidden precolonial structures captures the importance of such setups for 
resistance. Aft er Rinderpest and genocide, and thanks in large part to the dis-
covery of diamonds, the colony experienced a turning point. Investments into 
landing structures and railways, as well as irrigation schemes, now provided 
German settlers with ways to potentially reach world markets; African labor, 
experimental stations, and other subsidies further sustained their eff orts as 
they created a white settler colony. By 1914 it was thus not surprising that the 
colony seemed to be on an upswing.

Colonial narratives repeatedly constructed such eff orts as the conquest of, 
or a struggle against, nature. Dramatic episodes such as the construction of 
the Mole became packaged as heroic tales in a faraway, hostile land. Here, the 
dichotomy between German culture, encapsulated in technology and science, 
clashed with nature—hostile ocean waters, arid landscapes, backward inhab-
itants. Heroic storylines of brave German pioneers weathering storms, heat, 
thirst, and even ambushes to transform land and people soon characterized 
countless tales. Prior to 1914, toward the end of German rule, such a model 
colony seemed on the horizon. In line with settler colonialism elsewhere, 
farms and homesteads, small towns made up of hard-working, pioneering, 
and self-sustaining Südwester people, characterized that vision. Novelist Gus-
tav Frenssen captured the essence of his narrative.17 Farmer Carl Schlettwein 
agreed when writing in 1914 that settlers needed to have a certain “diligence 
and a sense of duty”; they also had to be self-suffi  cient in frontier environ-
ments, upright given all kinds of temptations, and hard working.18 Th e use 
of the English term farmer instead of the German word Bauer speaks vol-
umes about a certain identity. Th ey were to “domesticate the harsh nature of 
the land and to push for technological progress based on machines,” as Birthe 
Kundrus writes.19 Land and space, elbow room, according to one narrative,20 
or Lebensraum (living space) for a people without it, to follow another.21 For 
contemporaries such life meant living in a pre-industrial Germany, a better 
and more idyllic time, defi ned by middle-class values like frugality, discipline, 
modesty, and a certain German manliness.22 Th e obituary of German settler 
John Ludwig encapsulates this mentality when stating, “Here he realized with 
clear eyes what to make out of the Klein Windhuk Valley: Th e water sources 
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and the excellent soil seemed meant to create a fl ourishing settlement. And what 
moved in the mind . . . developed through iron willpower, courage, and knowl-
edge.” In this view, John Ludwig left  behind “history and development,” setting 
an example for those to come aft er him, before returning home in death.23

German women played important roles in these settings, especially since 
there was a constant shortage of them in the colony. Similar to men, they 
framed their lives as struggles against nature. Take the previously mentioned 
Ada Cramer, wife of Ludwig at the farm Otjisororindi. In her volume focus-
ing on their years of “learning and suff ering,” she binds together the struggle 
against nature at the periphery of the colony with the fi ght against the indig-
enous population, all in her eff ort to defend her husband’s brutal punishment 
and the subsequent death of two Herero women.24 On a broader level, and 
as outlined by Lora Wildenthal, these colonial women were wives and moth-
ers with the duty to ensure racial hierarchies; otherwise, miscegenation laws 
meant little.25 Women were “to serve as a bastion of national culture, to resist 
the potential dangers to Deutschtum, and to ensure an enduring German pres-
ence in the region,” as historian Daniel J. Walther writes.26 Clara Brockmann, 
a settler herself, agreed: “Th e fact is undeniable: a farmer with a wife comes 
ten times farther than one without one.”27 Magazines like Kolonie und Heimat 
advertised the colony to women, and in that illustrated their assigned role of 
the “German homemaker in the colonies,” as caretakers of children and over-
seers of domestic servants in rugged environments. However, women did not 
just fi ght nature in supporting roles. As gardeners women were supposed to 
wrestle fl owers and vegetables from the dry arid landscape that had presum-
ably laid barren and unused before they came.28 In that sense, they fought their 
own struggles against nature.

Most settlers and farmers were dependent on government structures; plus, 
many did not even live such a “frontier fantasy” in the fi rst place.29 Much more 
a myth than reality, this identity was a settler narrative. German newcomers 
certainly faced challenges and toiled on the frontier. Yet they had an array of 
factors working in their favor. If anything, it had been an unexpected environ-
mental agent in Rinderpest that weakened those inhabiting the land econom-
ically; that disaster also facilitated the German takeover and settlement of the 
interior. Th e German foothold then remained precarious and provisional until 
genocide, forced labor, and the exploitation of diamonds invited large-scale 
funding and a greater commitment to settlements and German living space 
in the metropole. At that point the continuing exploitation of labor, discrim-
inatory laws and daily colonial violence turned the African population into 
a proletariat subjugated to build and maintain environmental infrastructure. 
Th ey worked on farms, toiled in mines, and collected diamonds. It had been 
their blood, sweat, tears, pain, and lives that had created a new homeland for 
a white German settler minority. A dose of Social Darwinism, this struggle 
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between a Kulturvolk and a Naturvolk, at times became a way to justify dis-
crimination, exploitation, and destruction. “Th ere is a fi ght against sand and 
rocks,” noted one German contemporary, “a fi ght of the white race against 
blacks and yellows; within the white race, a battle between high and low Ger-
man (Boer) and Anglo-Saxons, a fi ght between farmer and the big industry of 
mining towns. . . . Th is cannot be achieved without hard work, without duty, 
without love for Volkstum (people), and certainly not without Christianity. But 
if we utilize all moral power then we can unearth a treasure out of the stony 
steppe, which brings us blessings.”30 Similar justifi cations describing the de-
struction of certain groups as “natural” were oft en added with hindsight. “Just 
like the times of elephants and rhinoceroses are over,” noted one voice in 1916, 
“the Bushmen [San] and work-shy indigenous population step aside for the 
value-creating Kulturmenschen (culture people), the days of the extensive un-
inhabited steppe are numbered.” Th at description directly tied land to people 
when adding, “People will come, others that you have provided a safe haven to 
so far. Th ey will move into your depths and draw the exhilarating water that 
you have been hiding. Th e plow will dig wide furrows in your face. . . . Con-
clude your thousand-year-long dream, sleeping steppe, a young generation of 
hard-working people, whose homeland does not have enough space for them 
anymore, will ask for entry into your empire. Open your doors and give them 
their daily bread.”31 Yet many times such reasoning or rationalizing was not 
even necessary. Th e struggle to overcome nature, the struggle to transform 
an arid landscape, the struggle to Germanize a region, all of that had always 
entailed the destruction of those living there.32

Th is mythical storyline was also devoid of non-human agents and natural 
forces. Th ese factors were more than just passive players repeatedly overcome 
in some sort of endless fi ght. Instead, they shaped and reshaped environmen-
tal infrastructure throughout this period—and continue to do so to this day. 
Th e Rinderpest pandemic fundamentally remade the colony; the exploitation 
of diamonds, combined with other factors, provided the basis for the creation 
of German living space. Flash fl oods and mobile sand dunes, silting-in and 
wood-eating mollusks, all of these players actively shaped logistics and with that 
the colony. Th e loss of structures, debates about the value of the colony, calls for 
more funding, the employment and exploitation of African labor, and even the 
stress and anxieties German soldiers felt during the war, all of these dynamics 
speak to an array of cluttered agencies. Stories of conquest, trial-and-error nar-
ratives, references to optimistic Germans by outside observers, or the artifi cial 
division between nature and culture, do not adequately capture those nuances. 
Kreike’s concept of environmental infrastructure, on the other hand, the combi-
nation of human and non-human factors, can help unpack these muddled and 
entangled agents, and by doing so it helps deconstruct still prevalent colonial 
storylines of development and progress.
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All of this matters also because such narratives did not end with Ger-
many’s loss of the colony. According to van Laak, “German colonialism as 
Realgeschichte real history ended with World War I yet not as fantasy and pro-
jection history (Fantasie- und Projektionsgeschichte).”33 Once apartheid South 
Africa administered Southwest Africa, a nostalgic loss-of-Heimat narrative 
brought idyllic and romantic stories of a far-away paradise all the more into 
the light. Many government offi  cials, travelers, and seemingly anyone with any 
experiences in the region began publishing their views; settlers like Voigts, 
Schlettwein, Falkenhausen, Eckenbrecher, and Brockmann also shared their 
nostalgia for a lost time and place. Lydia Höpker wrote that “Everything was 
so dewy fresh and untouched, roundabout loneliness and quiet; only from afar 
did the call of a bird resound now and again. We hiked silently through this 
beautiful morning. A dreamlike feeling enveloped me, and I felt enchanted, as 
if in another world.”34 A sense of accomplishment drove many of these tales. 
As former colonial offi  cial Oskar Hintrager wrote in the 1950s, “What the Ger-
mans have achieved in Southwest Africa has been acknowledged by leading 
South Africans.”35 Aft er all, German colonialism had accomplished much, so 
the story went, disrupted only by an unnecessary war triggered in faraway 
Europe that settlers in Southwest Africa had little to do with. German expedi-
tions to the region eventually resumed as well, including explorations of har-
bors and coastline.36 Individuals previously involved with the colony stayed 
connected, such as geologist Range, hydrology engineer Rehbock or former 
settlement commissioner Rohrbach.37 During the 1930s, former colonial offi  -
cials actively pushed for the return of “German colonial glory.”38 Th ey pointed 
to the past eff orts and development presumably still visible in landing struc-
tures, railways, and dams to sustain their claims.39 Decolonization, or even 
just the inclusion of subaltern voices when it comes to the acknowledgment of 
African labor, remained largely missing.

German perceptions of Walvis Bay, thoughts about the water question, and 
other discussions tied to the environment and German ingenuity are cases in 
point. From that German colonial perspective, a shift  to the formerly British 
enclave just did not make sense. Aft er all, Swakopmund was deemed clean, 
friendly, and orderly. Th at entry point included “green areas magically created 
from the desert along the coastline,” to follow one description.40 Walvis Bay, 
on the other hand, although a busy harbor, lacked streets, trees, and bushes. 
Plus, progress had been made regarding infrastructure thanks to German ef-
forts. “Aft er two decades of investigating and experimenting,” to follow one 
publication from 1938, infrastructure projects moved forward aft er the war 
and could do so again now.41 Similar conversations emerged when it came to 
the water question. Take one publication from 1919 meant to showcase the 
current status and overall development. It acknowledged that “high expecta-
tions regarding the production of wheat and corn did not materialize due to 
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the brackish ground [water].” However, that failure was “solely explicable based 
on the fact that all works were grounded in unscientifi c and un-technological 
eff orts” by laymen.42 Discussions of railway projects, and the role of German 
colonial engineers as pioneers, also speak to continuities well beyond 1915. In 
the 1930s, the image of the German colonial engineer as a universal authority 
and grantor of progress became increasingly dominant and widespread.43 Still 
pushing colonial narratives of fi ghting against nature in a transportation-hostile 
Africa, such glorifi ed narratives and overall hero-making thus continued well 
beyond 1915 without much scrutiny.44

Continuities also defi ne life in Southwest Africa. Th e South African take-
over of the colony and the institutionalization of an apartheid system ultimately 
changed little for the white German settler community: they kept their privi-
leges, status, and land. Th is lack of decolonization allowed for the continuation 
of cattle farming and agriculture, maybe with fewer government subsidies but 
still the availability of cheap labor. As several historians write, “Much native 
aff aires legislation throughout the early South African period was, like that 
of the Germans before them, centred around labour procurement for white 
farmers and colonial industry.”45 A rigid apartheid system meant to control 
black Africans elevated German interests. In the early 1920s, the South Afri-
can government resettled thousands of Herero from central fertile parts of the 
colony into so-called Native Reserves. In a way, and to follow one historian, 
that move just completed their economic disenfranchisement.46 Over time the 
South African government permitted some cattle ownership. However, loss—
loss of home, loss of land, loss of cattle, loss of life—remained a key ingredient 
of Herero identity, especially since apartheid continued to push them to the 
margins. According to Mutjinde Katjiua, the head of the department of land 
and property studies at the University of Namibia, land dispossession was not 
simply about the loss of livestock, resource rights, and so on. “For the dispos-
sessed communities, losing the ancestral land means that they have lost the 
connection to their ancestors.”47

Experiences for German settlers in postwar Namibia were diff erent. Ger-
man business models oft en survived South African takeover, such as wool 
production. Although it became no second Australia, it was a worthwhile 
economic endeavor.48 Stories about the struggles against nature remained 
prominent as well. In mid-December 1933, for instance, a major fl ood de-
stroyed a bridge across the Swakop River. According to one recollection, “Th e 
inhabitants of Swakopmund in their struggle against the Swakop fl ood were 
an excellent example of endurance, diligence, and co-operation.”49 Südwester 
stories speak of stranded farmers and the will to overcome nature’s onslaught.50 
Th ey saved the metal jetty in Swakopmund from ocean currents.51 And their 
Südwester-centric stories defi ned textbooks for school children in which Uncle 
Erhard arrived in “steppe and bush, just like god had created it in primeval 
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times,” “looked for water,” and ultimately turned wastelands into farmland.52 
Continuities also exist when it comes to water structures. The Avis Dam, first 
proposed in 1895 by Ludwig Sander to solve the water issue for a growing 
Klein-Windhoek,53 became a reality by 1933.54 New “pioneers” such as Heinz 
Stengel already contemplated future avenues for development.55 Such storylines 
of harnessing nature continue to define current projects. Take Namibia’s new-
est irrigation site, the Neckartal Dam. Originally envisioned by “father” Theo-
dor Rehbock,56 the site holding back the Fish River near Keetmanshoop is now 
meant to make “a desert bloom.”57 However, “[t]he unseen costs of these dams,” 
according to one critique, “is that communities who traditionally sustain them-
selves from riverbed farming—a pre-colonial practice—cannot do this any 
longer.”58 A local inhabitant by the name of Willibald Gaseb of Otjimbingwe 
added, “We cannot dig for the underground water anymore because the riv-
ers are dry. It is also not possible to produce vegetables—grains, watermelons, 
pumpkins, carrots, those that we used to plant; we can’t do that anymore, the 
space is too limited and there’s no water anymore.’”59 In a sense, and in line 
with broader legacies of colonialism, little has changed.

Leftover colonial structures also continue to haunt modern-day indepen-
dent Namibia. Land-ownership and broader settlement structures are obvious 
examples; the forbidden zone still off limits is another. Namibia’s tourism land-
scape, largely in the hands of and catering to whites, celebrates the remains of 
German colonialism. Environmental infrastructure still littering the country 
thus has taken on new meaning as tourist hotspot. Visitors travel to Etosha 
National Park in the north, a game reserve originally created by Governor 
Friedrich von Lindequist in March 1907. Like other parks, it is a space for Af-
rican wilderness, a space feeding European imaginations of empty landscapes, 
devoid of people and history. They can walk through the abandoned diamond 
town Kolmanskop outside Lüderitzbucht, to marvel at German efforts to make 
this hostile space livable—ice was available in the desert, a guide will tell them. 
Their photographs then capture how sand dunes are “reclaiming” buildings 
and other remains of empire. Visuals that might capture the importance of 
African labor are rare, however, and do not play a role during tours. In the 
town of Lüderitzbucht, a campground now sits atop the former location of 
Shark Island concentration camp. It comes with a gorgeous view of a quaint 
bay. Gravestones tell some stories there—but a chat with a local manning the 
gate is needed for any unassuming traveler. Elsewhere, guest farms such as 
Deutsche Erde (German soil) actively sell “the good old days.” That still very 
much includes the struggle against nature. Whole series of publications avail-
able in bookstores in Swakopmund are aimed at German tourists and come 
with a dose of nostalgia.60 Visitors of that most German place of all can wander 
along turn-of-the-century buildings, broad avenues, a lighthouse, and some 
remaining street names. A failed entry point has transformed into the perfect 
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seaside resort. Here, visitors can stay at the luxurious Strand (beach) hotel lo-
cated along the silted-in Mole. “Where the Namib Dunes meet the Atlantic 
Ocean,”61 it advertises, and invites guests to gaze at the constant onslaught of 
ocean waves. Th e view inland, to the shanty towns that actually make up Swa-
kopmund, are off  tourist minds and maps. Maybe they see workers walk back 
to the outskirts of town on their way to eat at an upscale restaurant now sitting 
at the tip of the left over metal pier. It is appropriately called Jetty 1905, “much 
more than a restaurant, it’s a landmark!”62 Environmental infrastructure thus 
lives on well beyond its intended lifespan, still defi ned by human and non-hu-
man actors, still taking on new meanings and uses. And in Namibia, to follow 
the voice of Moses Maharero, “Th e whole country . . . is basically full of things 
that were left  behind.”63
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