
/ CHAPTER 4

Solving Aridity

Water had transformed Klein-Windhoek. Now a more affl  uent suburb of 
Namibia’s capital, the settlement is located on the central plateau east of down-
town Windhoek. In the 1890s, it grew steadily as more and more German 
settlers arrived. According to some estimates, between February 1892 and 
September 1894 seven steamships brought twenty-fi ve families, or a total of 
fi ft y-fi ve individuals (thirty-three of them men) mainly to that region. Th ey 
joined twenty-two former colonial soldiers and fi ve settlers with German ori-
gins. Th e latter had migrated to the area from neighboring South Africa.1 Soon 
the region turned into a Kleinsiedlung, a small-scale settlement best described 
as a self-suffi  cient agricultural homestead. To incentivize settlement, prices 
for land were kept low.2 Plus, organizations such as the Südwestafrikanische 
Siedlungssyndikat (Southwest African Settlement Syndicate), founded in 1892 
and tied to the German Colonial Society, supported settlements and gardens.3 
In 1893, one newspaper noted, “German Southwest Africa is, there can be no 
doubt anymore, the only one among our colonies that appears suitable to sat-
isfy one of the main demands of the creators of Germany’s colonial movement, 
namely to possess our very own overseas territory that is partially capable of 
absorbing the stream of German emigration.”4 Between 1898 and 1902, just 
the government alone sold 1,093,694 hectares of land to settlers.5 Concession 
companies sold even more. Such transactions meant a permanent loss for Her-
ero in central Namibia. Th e fi rst two German settlers in Klein-Windhoek had 
received their land in 1892; ten years later an offi  cial counted forty-three white 
settlers and between 200 and 250 black workers. Th e availability of water had 
made the location desirable. By 1902, settlers could count on about 670 cubic 
meters of water per day from surrounding springs. Th at was enough to sustain 
fi ft een hectares of vineyards and twelve hectares of gardens cultivating vege-
tables, fruits, and grain.6 Yet water was not endless. In 1892, Geographer Karl 
Dove had already warned that Klein-Windhoek could at best sustain seven to 
eight families.7 Some wondered about investments. Traveler Baron Edgar von 
Uechtritz und Steinkirch outlined that just a little work tied to digging irriga-
tion channels would go a long way to possibly sustain forty-fi ve families.8 By 
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120 Environing Empire

then it was clear that any future growth, or even sustaining Klein-Windhoek 
long-term, required irrigation structures.

Solving the water question was essential for the transformation of South-
west Africa into a sustainable settler colony. African societies had long navi-
gated arid spaces. Later, Europeans saw only problems. According to a British 
description from 1884, “Th e whole of the territory, excepting the beds of the 
Kuisup [sic] and Swakop rivers, is an arid and sandy desert, with no appreciable 
rainfall, and almost entirely devoid of vegetation. Rain only falls for 5 to 6 days 
in the year (between November and April), and probably does not amount to 
one inch.”9 As a result, concerns around water fundamentally shaped colonial 
thinking and overall activities. Aft er all, to follow such rhetoric and narratives, 
once the Mole allowed people to land in Swakopmund and a train reached the 
central plateau the transformation of arid landscapes into a settlement colony 
for Germans could begin. Water was essential for that. Eff orts fully took off  
once experts such as Hydrologist Engineer Th eodor Rehbock and Engineer 
Alexander Kuhn surveyed the region; both also provided decision-makers 
with an array of photographic evidence, elaborate blueprints, endless reports, 
and specifi c proposals. All of such documents envisioned a white settler fu-
ture. Th eir ingenuity, it seemed, could squeeze water out of even the most arid 
landscapes, creating structures that turn existing wastelands into a German 
settler paradise.

Organized chronologically, chapter 4 focuses on environmental infrastruc-
ture meant to unearth water. It begins with existing understandings and struc-
tures before exploring early eff orts at entry ports and along main access routes. 
In line with scholarship discussing irrigation, the mastery of nature, and 
broader transformations, German colonialists believed in progress, technol-
ogy, and their own superiority.10 Th eir dismissal of pre-colonial environmental 
infrastructure, African expertise, and a general misunderstanding of natural 
forces partially explains repeated setbacks. Th e chapter then follows German 
attempts to make sense of arid lands. Th e expeditions of Th eodor Rehbock and 
Alexander Kuhn, two experts personifying certain imperial mentalities and 
mindsets, are front and center. Th eir proposals capture visions of the colony 
as storylines of conquering and transforming nature yet again defi ned colonial 
minds and stories.

Existing Structures

Oral histories and traditions speak volumes about the importance of water 
in Namibia’s past. Legends point to its signifi cance—such as one about a cry-
ing princess forming the Fish River.11 When interviewed for the Michael Scott 
Oral History Project in December 1985, interviewee Kenapeta Tjatindi out-
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lined the signifi cance of rain for Herero culture. “In times of drought people 
would come to him [the head of the Mbanderus, the late Kahimemua Ngu-
vauva] to beg him to pray for rain. He asked for the rain, and it did rain.”12 
Others sharing their recollections talked about similar rituals: “A sheep had 
to be slaughtered and the fat put in the fi re: and then they called God: the 
smoke used to go up as a sign that their request would be answered: the rain 
came.”13 Places with water mattered greatly as well. Tjiponda of Kamarenga, 
for instance, spoke about the journey home from the sea when noting, “Th e 
place where he turned back is called Ekotokero, meaning the place of return 
where he got fresh water.”14 Th e Herero had long dug up drinking water here 
and rested before moving on with their cattle. Th e description became a kind 
of praise poem used by subsequent travelers to orient themselves. According 
to Henrichsen, the omutandu (pl. omitandu), or song of praise, a genre tied 
to a specifi c space and role for Herero history, marks places of water that are 
essential for cattle.15 Henrichsen points to an extensive network or topography 
of wells among the Herero: Otjizeva (waterholes), Otjondjomboimue (single 
wells), Oviombo (large wells), Ombujomatemba (well of water trough), and 
Otjiamangombe (the place where cattle are kept).16 Imperative markers etched 
onto the landscape, like gravesites, could also help fi nd the precious liquid.17 
Within Herero culture, geographies, directions, and spatial knowledge are 
deeply intertwined with this source of life.

Herero had lots of experiences and expertise around the construction of 
wells and how to access water. According to Henrichsen, and based on the 
descriptions of individuals like Missionary Büttner, they were the most fa-
mous Va-Schimba (well-diggers) in central Namibia in the nineteenth cen-
tury.18 Büttner, who at one point described the social structure of Africans as 
a “quaint mixture of social democracy and feudalism,”19 demeaned such envi-
ronmental infrastructure as no more than “pits . . . which with the most prim-
itive of methods water is ladled-up.”20 African societies long employed iron 
tools acquired through trade networks to dig their wells. According to oral 
interviews and other records, the Herero generally picked locations for settle-
ments near or in dried up riverbeds. Known as ondjombo (singular) or ozond-
jombo (plural), those wells were about three to fi ve meters deep though could 
reach up to twenty.21 Use was communal. Construction was a collective eff ort, 
both the digging process and then getting the water out of the well. Büttner at 
one point described the process of retrieving the water noting that it generally 
involved fi ve to six men lowest on the social hierarchy passing along buckets 
to the top while “singing and having fun.”22 Such structures even reached into 
the Kalahari Desert. Th ere, the Herero had created up to twenty so-called fi eld 
and sand wells (sg. ombu; pl. ozombu). Th ese were about seven-meter-deep 
clay-made pools meant to collect groundwater.23 German Missionary Heinrich 
Vedder wrote that the Herero “dug wells untiringly with a pointed stick hard-
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ened in the fi re, and drew water from a depth of fi ft een feet [about 4.5 meters] 
and more, pouring it into wooden troughs for his thirsty animals.”24 Whereas 
disputes over water could lead to broader confl icts,25 wells were “points of in-
tersection (Schnittpunkte) of economic and social (male) life.”26

Other groups equally made use of landscapes that seemed empty and hostile 
to outsiders. Archaeologist John Kinahan has written extensively about groups 
living near the Hungorob Ravine and the Khuiseb River Delta, both areas that 
have become case studies for further investigations surrounding settlement, 
trade, and pastoralism.27 As noted in chapter 1, close adaptations to existing 
environmental conditions required groups like the Topnaar to settle in small 
homesteads a few kilometers away from a reliable water supply.28 Other Nama 
were also experts and had long manipulated nature. According to one oral 
history describing Nama migration into modern-day Namibia, “Th e southern 
deserts are pitted with deep canyons and pockmarked with mountains and 
extinct volcanoes. Human life is made possible only by the existence of under-
ground water. As the Nama trekked north into this unknown territory, they 
were guided by dogs trained to sniff  out hidden waterholes. Where the dogs 
stopped the Nama dug their wells and built their settlements.”29 Historians Bri-
gitte Lau and Christel Stern noted broadly that Nama used water resources “ex-
tremely successful and in careful harmony with patterns of natural renewal.”30 
Th e use of rain- and groundwater resources was certainly widespread in the 
earlier part of the nineteenth century. Of course, those home in the region had 
expertise regarding climate, underground water in dry river beds, or the prox-
imity of certain plants to water. As described by Vedder, “What really mattered 
[to the Nama-Witboois] was not the outside limits of the territory, but the river 
courses, on the banks of which wells could easily be made to provide water for 
man and beast.”31 German Missionary Büttner made similar observations about 
the Damara when writing, “Besides it is to be remarked that the Berg-Damara 
have rather an inclination for gardening, and if they can get somewhere a se-
cure spot which off er them some garden land and water, they are soon ready to 
make a small garden, to plant tobacco, dacha, pumpkins, and melons.”32 Know-
ing where to fi nd and accessing water had long mattered in Southwest Africa.

German newcomers oft en belittled such environmental infrastructure and 
overall ingenuity, or at least favored their own observations and eff orts. Th at 
response was in line with settler colonialism more broadly. Historian David 
Lowenthal, who writes about the Americas, noted that “[a]t the outset, impe-
rial settlers were hardly aware of indigenous impacts, blind to signs of non-
European occupation. Th ey assumed that they saw virtually untouched virgin 
lands, ‘almost fresh from the Maker’s hands.’”33 Missionary Vedder described 
existing footpaths as primitive and outdated when claiming, “Th ere were no 
roads in South West Africa in those days; there were just narrow footpaths, 
which very oft en coincided with the tracks made by elephants.”34 At least he 
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added the voice of old Tjimba of the Kaokoveld and realized that those were 
connections between diff erent water holes that humans had long depended on 
in search of water.35 Nonetheless, for Vedder these paths were useless because 
they were much too narrow and mountainous for ox wagons. Other newcom-
ers seemed intrigued by the abilities of San to survive in barren landscapes; 
but they too remained dismissive in their descriptions or failed to include their 
voices.36 According to Kreike, “to colonial observers, ‘native’ constructions 
were of little value and hardly, if at all, transformed a wilderness environment 
(for the better).”37 Racist undertones at times surely prevented settlers from 
learning from local groups. One German farmer dismissed the indigenous 
population’s settlement near water, commenting that “enemies of any physical 
labor they only believed those places to be of value, where water comes to the 
surface or can be dug up easily.”38 Sometimes German offi  cials also rejected 
local ingenuity simply because it did not fi t into colonial topographies and 
plans. For them, waterholes away from German travel routes eventually be-
came spaces just for nomads, not for white settlers.39 Of course, and as the co-
lonial presence increased, the local population became increasingly secretive 
toward intruders. Settler Margarethe von Eckenbrecher wrote about how local 
groups survived in arid landscapes by eating certain plants and roots—and 
adding that they would not share this knowledge with the Germans.40

Th e inability or unwillingness of newcomers to see existing structures and 
modifi cations of landscapes were not surprising. As more broadly discussed by 
Lowenthal, “Any impacts that settlers did note seemed to them trivial, wasteful 
or unproductive. Indigenes unable or unwilling to abandon ‘primitive’ prac-
tices for permanent settlement were thus held doomed to give way to supe-
rior races with advanced technologies.”41 In Namibia, Herero had long moved 
their cattle along with ecological patterns. German encouragement to settle 
down made little sense to them. Th eir minds were not changed once they saw 
repeated crop failures by those newcomers that themselves misunderstood 
rain patterns, soil, and climate.42 A far cry from the artifi cial division between 
nature and culture that lay at the heart of colonial narratives around develop-
ment and progress, they had their own modern structures. German colonists, 
on the other hand, looked down on semi-nomadic traditions. Maybe, at best, 
they pointed to previous eff orts by Herero as the baseline for much-needed de-
velopment and technology.43 One commentator in a German colonial newspa-
per spoke about “decades of mismanagement” by Herero when describing the 
work that lay ahead for German colonizers;44 individuals such as geographer 
Karl Dove later used the word Pfütze (puddle) to belittle existing structures.45 
Already in February 1888, a sequence of articles in one newspaper had blamed 
the indigenous population for not maintaining wells before outlining a bright 
future under German rule.46 More oft en than not, an underlying ethnocen-
trism left  little room for anything non-German.47 Aft er all, African landscapes 
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in no way matched long cultivated German Kulturlandschaft en. To Germans, 
this indicated that Africans had done little to make the area habitable, sus-
tainable, or profi table. Curt von François encapsulates some of these attitudes. 
Steeped in Prussian military traditions, a colonial mindset, and a good dose 
of racial supremacy, he pointed to the wide availability of water to easily grow 
corn, wine, and even rice.48 In his view, Africans had simply not done enough 
to make use of the “waterless steppe of Namaland.”49

For the Germans such attitudes had drawbacks as well as benefi ts. For one, 
it resulted in several mishaps. According to two scholars, missionaries at times 
“diverted and destroyed springs by unskilled experimentation with dynamite 
to establish agricultural settlements.”50 Take the mission station in Keetmans-
hoop. Built in a dry riverbed that newcomers either knew little about or could 
not fathom would ever become a problem, it washed away during heavy rains 
in 1890. Head missionary Tobias Fenchel had to rebuild on a hill nearby.51 An-
other missionary, who had pushed the local population toward gardening and 
agriculture, saw his dam in the Nossob riverbed washed away.52 But for colo-
nists the inability to see transformations of landscapes also had its upsides. Ac-
cording to Lowenthal, “it suited colonial incomers to overlook signs of native 
alteration: the apparent absence of indigenous ‘improvements’ helped justify 
the removal of indigenous tribal lands.”53 By the 1890s German authorities cer-
tainly employed diff erent avenues to strengthen their colonial rule—and ac-
cess to water mattered greatly in that context. As outlined by Gewald, Herero 
pastoralists living in Okombahe and Berg-Damara farmers had been within a 
rich symbiotic relationship for some time. However, the Germans believed the 
Herero had subjugated and enslaved Berg-Damara.54 Eff orts framed as “help” 
became useful avenues for German colonists when trying to divide and con-
quer, limit Herero power, restrict overall movement, and gain access to labor, 
land, and water. Local groups, on the other hand, tried to situate themselves 
within shift ing power structures. Th at turned out to be a complex process, par-
ticularly in times of divisions among the Herero. German authorities removed 
gardens, lands, and Berg-Damara from the Herero.55 For them, that opened 
up spaces for settlers to transform landscapes while ending a supposed waste 
of resources. Aft er all, for colonialists this was a struggle against destructive 
forces.56 Agriculturalist Richard Hindorf, who spent about a year in South-
west Africa, pointed to the need to transform and improve upon nature with 
wells, dams, and all kinds of irrigation systems, all to easily sustain agricul-
ture.57 Th at there would be no room for the existing population within such 
transformation was implied or sometimes stated directly. To follow a popular 
German novel about German Southwest Africa by Gustav Frenssen published 
later, “Th ese blacks have deserved death before God and man not because they 
murdered 200 farmers and rose up against us [Germans in 1904] but because 
they have built no houses and have dug no wells.”58
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Nonetheless, African environmental infrastructure provided the founda-
tion for the German settler topography. Expeditions used existing routes like 
the Baiweg or dry riverbeds both for convenience and the potential of under-
ground water.59 Since there existed few reliable maps of the interior they also 
trusted local guides both when searching for water and when scouting out 
new travel routes.60 Although “[t]he great variety of toponyms did not satisfy 
the Europeans’ demand for geographical unambiguity,” to follow one scholar,61 
such indigenous knowledge still infl uenced German understandings of their 
surroundings, of course without giving Africans much if any credit. Key Ger-
man writers such as Victor Franke and Heinrich Vedder built on the knowl-
edge of Kakurukouye (alias Kasupi) from the western Kaokoveld in Ombepera 
and the “big man” Tjongoha of Kaoko Otavi, respectively.62 Similarly, mission-
aries out to convert generally settled next to indigenous groups that themselves 
had taken root near sources of drinking water.63 Take Winterhoek, as Jonker 
Afrikaner called it, today’s Klein-Windhoek and a location known for its hot 
springs.64 Th ere and elsewhere missionaries built small dams and dug wells, 
thereby adding to existing structures.65 Nomenclature of certain topographies, 
or simple terms such as Fontein (spring) or Vley (waterhole or pond), spoke 
about such a transfer of knowledge as well (Figure 4.1). Klipfontein (now 
Bethanie), a village located in the south originally known as Ui-≠gandes, got 
its name due to the discovery of water (fontein) under a rock (klip).66 Franz-

Figure 4.1. “Spring in the Grootfontein region,” Scheel, Deutschlands Kolonien, 83, 

HathiTrust/public domain.
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fontein, to follow a farmer in a magazine later on, was an area that used to be 
inhabited by a Khoikhoi group. It soon housed the farm of Hubertus Janson 
and Carl Schlettwein.67 A quick look at the list of German settlements included 
in the 1901 German Colonial Handbook outlines numerous imposed features 
that took over existing waterholes.68 Indigenous water topographies were thus 
the unsung heroes at the heart of German settler structures.69

From a German perspective, real development began with their arrival. 
Missionaries had done some work already, of course; but real improvement 
defi ned by broader national and colonial eff orts took off  in 1884. “Certainly, 
the possibility of well systems is an extremely important factor concerning the 
cultural development of the country,”70 noted Hugo von François. Soon sol-
diers worked on the improvement and new construction of water holes along 
major travel routes, especially the Baiweg.71 A report by François illustrated 
some underlying misconceptions of original observations concerning rivers—
it turned out that in several instances previously described streams were no 
more than “unimportant sidearms” and rivulets, or were not even connected 
to other rivers.72 Th e seasonal character of rivers, and their force once fl ushing 
down a long-dried up riverbed, surprised Germans as well. As François noted 
at one point, “Southwest Africa’s rivers have the odd peculiarity that they hold 
no water in the dry time of the year. And even in the rainy season they only 
fl ow at times.”73 A lack of knowledge did not hold back bold claims, however, 
including that certain springs could easily sustain “an infi nite number of cat-
tle.”74 Reports mostly published in the Deutsches Kolonialblatt newspaper gave 
potential newcomers the impression that these were sustainable locations for 
German settlements.75 Even Hugo von François pushed such claims. “It is a 
misconception to apply the traditional understandings of arid barren Africa 
readily to our protectorate,” he noted. “Southwest Africa has lots of water; one 
just has to learn how to fi nd and develop it.”76

Western experts also began studying ways to solve the perceived waterless-
ness. In 1892, geographer Karl Wilhelm Dove surveyed “the climatic and hy-
drological circumstances with attention to the possibility for more intensive soil 
utilization”77 for the German Colonial Society. In his view, a network of mea-
suring stations and rain gauges easily manned by citizen scientists doing their 
patriotic duty could provide essential data regarding temperatures, precipita-
tion, and more. Dove’s overall report, published in sections in a bulletin later, in-
cluded some cautionary tales concerning the limits to agriculture.78 Th ough his 
assessment disrupted some initial fantasies regarding the potential for large scale 
settlement ploys namely around Windhoek,79 Dove actually saw the problem 
not with aridity. In his view, the issues lay with a lack of scientifi c ingenuity. He 
compared the region to neighboring South Africa, noting that in Southwest Af-
rica scientifi c research “plays the role of a maker, pushing this landscape towards 
happiness and prosperity, and maybe that one towards the silence of the death.”80
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Meanwhile farmers had already begun dealing with aridity; they also 
framed their eff orts as fi ghts against nature. Farmer Ludwig Dominikus, who 
had owned Farm Stolzenfels since 1871, claimed that the alluvial soil along 
the riverbed is excellent. He added that “it will be up to the available means 
whether agricultural endeavors at the Orange River will be profi table” or not—
he certainly needed more fi nancial resources to expand his eff orts.81 In 1891, 
he wrote to a colonial newspaper demanding support for drilling, reservoirs, 
and dams.82 Missionary Büttner had by then mentioned eff orts at Stolzenfels, 
including a pump powered by a donkey that sustained the cultivation of to-
bacco.83 Carl Schlettwein, who came to the colony in 1896 and became an im-
portant voice for farmers throughout the colonial period, pointed to the use 
of domesticated animals for pumping up water effi  ciently at Groot Spitzkop 
in 1899.84 A certain Mr. Nitze, “in tireless diligence” and lots of hard work, 
had turned a wasteland into a blooming garden elsewhere.85 According to the 
already mentioned Dominikus, examples of newly built water reservoirs or 
dams near Ukamas (Walser), near Arris (Rautenbach), or at the Bakfl us show-
cased further possibilities.86 German farmer Petersen, who settled at Außenk-
jer along the Orange River by 1885, emphasized the lack of labor when trying 
to build any irrigation structures and also saw a bright future.87

Berlin’s growing commitment to the protectorate eventually brought a 
somewhat more comprehensive approach to the solution of the water question. 
Th e appointment of Governor Th eodor Leutwein in 1894 transferred naval 
staff  surgeon and veterinary expert Ludwig (Louis) Sander to the colony. Leut-
wein himself had explained that there was “an urgent need for improvement as 
far as water supplies and pasture land are concerned.”88 He also saw the issue 
of water in the context of a potential war with the Bondelswarts. “Th e country 
is so defi cient in water and pasture land that a force of 100 men would pose 
an almost insoluble supply problem. We would be defeated not by the people, 
but by Nature, to say nothing of the fact that our headquarters at Windhoek 
are a long way off .”89 In any case, Sander accompanied the governor on several 
expeditions. Although mostly focusing on animal diseases and pandemics, his 
publications also touched on water issues. His Proposal for the Development of 
Southwest Africa in particular outlined that this is a land “that struggles with a 
massive shortage of water under its natural conditions.”90 Apart from pointing 
to the scarcity of that resource and the limits imposed on agriculture, cattle 
farming, settlements, and exports, Sander discussed the fertile soil within the 
region. In his view, it is full of mineral nutrients. “Just resolving the water [is-
sue] is missing to make it accessible for plants.”91 Th ere seemed to be little 
to learn from African societies. At least Sander did not point to them. In his 
view, German colonists could learn much from the experiences and successes 
around irrigation schemes in the neighboring Cape Colony. Regarding costs, 
he simply suggested doubling regular expenditures given anticipated “African 
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diffi  culties.”92 Th e Deutsches Kolonialblatt newspaper certainly endorsed such 
optimism when noting that the colony “was far from being arid.”93 Sander was 
particularly confi dent about the future of dams and other structures meant 
to support the cultivation of potatoes, barley, legumes, and turnips, reforesta-
tion and even the introduction of fi sh.94 Newcomers should also begin growing 
wheat, corn, and rye given “that the population is largely German.”95 Th is last 
comment plainly outlined his vision for a productive white settler space.

Such calls for action faced support and criticism. Georg Hartmann, who 
had arrived in the protectorate in 1893 and traveled extensively for several 
private companies, confi dently pointed to “an abundance of water laying in 
the ground;” he also saw a need for infrastructure to access it, specifi cally wind 
power: “Th ere is enough water around. It is just resting in the depth and must 
just be unearthed by force. Nature with its year-round winds already provides 
the power to do so.”96 In his view, much is possible in this only outwardly arid 
landscape. Early settlers like August Seidel also chimed in. He claimed that 
the colony had been underestimated in value and that settlers just needed to 
start digging for water: “I myself already built four wells and always strike 
water.”97 Seidel also referred to dams and other infrastructure. An article in the 
Deutsche Kolonialzeitung newspaper pointed to problems that Sander might 
have underestimated. Overall, however, that paper also supported irrigation 
schemes.98 At the same time calls for investments into irrigation structures, or 
at least the employment of an actual hydrology engineer expert, met concerns. 
According to the Deutsches Kolonialblatt newspaper, decision-makers won-
dered about “profi tability.”99 Governor Leutwein, forced to work with a tight 
budget, had to weigh costs and benefi ts of any major investment. Uncertain 
about future settlements, and receptive to the anxieties of local farmers, he 
favored private irrigation initiatives. Th ose had materialized in the Keetmans-
hoop district on the farms Ukamas, Kais, Nonchas, Klipdamm, Jamahaalen, 
Korzibib, and Aronab. Plus, some farmers like Mr. Brand had built dams al-
ready, in his case in Mariental.100 For those awaiting government assistance 
regarding irrigation at least the formation of the Kolonialwirtschaft liches 
Komitee (Colonial Economic Committee) in 1896, meant for “the economic 
elevation of the protectorates,”101 gave some hope.

Yet it took massive lobbying eff orts and broader shift s in colonial policies 
to move forward. Th e Colonial Department of the Foreign Offi  ce, the Colonial 
Society, and several well-known private entities got involved. On 14 June 1895, 
those entities formed a syndicate in Berlin, the Syndikat für die Bewässerungs-
anlagen in Deutsch-Südwest-Afrika.102 Ernst Vohsen, a well-connected former 
German consul in Sierra Leone, together with Sander, took the lead. Vohsen 
had an impressive resume. Aft er working for the French company Compagnie 
du Sénégal in Freetown, Sierra Leone, he became German consul on site. He 
later worked for the East African Society in Zanzibar before taking over as di-

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license   
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800732902. Not for resale.



Solving Aridity 129

rector from Carl Peters in 1888. Th ree years later he stepped down to run the 
publishing house Ernst Reimer. Vohsen was also part of the German Colo-
nial Society, which channeled funds to the syndicate right away—including 
20,000 Marks for irrigation systems in German Southwest Africa.103 Sander, 
who broadly sketched out the creation of the syndicate in the press, pushed 
for scientifi c expeditions to evaluate potential locations for large structures 
near Rehoboth, Otjimbingue, Seeis, and Hatsamas.104 He was certainly excited 
about the syndicate’s prospects. And, he was confi dent that forthcoming in-
vestments would generate a report indicating “that it was not legitimate at all 
to decry Southwest Africa as a desert.”105

Water Structures

Sander’s call for experts found a good fi t in hydrology engineer Th eodor Reh-
bock. Oft en described as a pioneer, his resume outlined his expertise when it 
came to all things water.106 Later to follow in the footsteps of renowned hydrol-
ogy engineer and straightener of the Rhine River, Johann Gottfried Tulla, he 
was born the son of a businessman in Amsterdam in 1864. Rehbock studied 
civil engineering at the Technical University in Munich and Berlin-Charlot-
tenburg. He worked in Berlin, including for architect Paul Wallot in the fi -
nal stages of the construction of the Reichstag parliament building.107 He also 
spent two years as the assistant of renowned hydrology engineer Ludwig Fran-
zius in Bremen, a position that shift ed his interests toward hydrology. Aft er a 
research trip tied to irrigation that included visits to the American Southwest, 
Rehbock eventually moved to Berlin to open an agency. Such experiences and 
interests made him a perfect candidate for a stint to Southwest Africa funded 
by the syndicate.108

Rehbock’s expedition to the colony faced numerous delays and challenges. 
In his travel descriptions, he wrote about “a rather pleasant” journey aboard 
the steamer Mexican.109 He arrived in Cape Town on 20 August 1896. With 
a working space in the German consulate, Rehbock hired Chemist James 
Charles Watermeyer as his assistant. At the time working in the agricultural 
ministry in Cape Town, the latter had “been highly recommended to him” not 
least because he had helped in previous endeavors tied to what contemporaries 
referred to as civilizing structures.110 While Watermeyer waited to get approval 
for release time, Rehbock spent his days studying everything related to wa-
ter, exploring town, and entertaining all kinds of dinner invitations. He saw 
an aged Th eophilus Hahn, in Rehbock’s view “the best expert on the country 
I have ever met.”111 He got around, traveling fi rst to Port Elizabeth, later to 
Oudtshoorn to see the Grobbelaars River and maybe the large ostrich farms, 
and ultimately on to the Touwsrivier. Aft er boarding the steamer Leutwein 
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to Southwest Africa on 7 October he made a rare admission of ignorance: he 
had envisioned conditions in the Cape Colony “from Europe in a rather in-
correct manner.” Rehbock added, “I had anticipated fi nding an abundantly 
rich land and instead, I found a sterile soil, that only strenuous work can get 
meager fruits out, because for the largest part of the land the nourishing water 
is missing completely.”112 Maybe fi ttingly, a drought then welcomed both him 
and Watermeyer when landing in Swakopmund. Th ey could not fi nd anyone 
willing to take them inland and thus stayed busying trying to fi nd ways to 
sustain the growth of the town. It took fi ve and a half weeks until they fi nally 
had horses as well as the help of fi ve Berg-Damara to leave the coast. Rehbock 
later complained about a lack of wells and watering holes along the Baiweg, 
their route to the interior prior to any railway.113 Once the rainy season caught 
up with them the expedition suddenly faced fl ash fl oods. In one instance at the 
Khan River the situation got dangerous: “One of the oxen would have certainly 
drowned if it was not for the help of some of the Herero, at the risk of their own 
lives, saved it,” he wrote.114 Th e trek fi nally reached Windhoek with “its culti-
vated gardens and numerous shady trees,” as Rehbock would later describe it 
to an audience in Berlin.115 It was the day before Christmas Eve.

Rehbock’s expedition was elaborate. According to his own report, they cov-
ered a stunning 8,000 kilometers by ox wagon and horse.116 First, he and Wa-
termeyer spent time in the area around Windhoek. Apart from meeting with 
local colonial offi  cials and farmers, including Sander, they also assessed op-
tions tied to large dams near Awispoortand in Hatsamas.117 In Rehbock’s view, 
“Based on this kind of climate Europeans are not just able to do intellectual 
work but are also able to do extensive physical labor. Given the small number 
of natives and the inability of a large part of them when it comes to ongoing 
physical labor the development of the country will need to be based primarily 
on a white labor force.”118 Second, the expedition visited structures meant to 
solve the water question. With little interest in engaging with African experts 
long familiar with existing landscapes, Rehbock and Watermeyer only spent 
time with German settlers and farmers. Th e recent 1896 drought had brought 
some careless settlers to their senses, Rehbock commented, and farmers “have 
begun to take better advantage of their surroundings by digging wells and by 
building small dams, which will prevent the repetition of major losses in the 
future.”119 Mr. Wheeler of Farm Seeheim, for one, presented a plan that in-
cluded a centrifugal pump, powered by two oxen, for irrigation of grain, fruit, 
and vegetables.120 Several settlers had since gotten to work: Farmer C. Walser 
of Ukamas in district Keetmanshoop had built a dam in a dry riverbed by the 
mid-1890s;121 Farmer Voigtland of the company Wecke & Voigts near Wind-
hoek, and the Farms Hoff nung (hope) and Unverzagt (undismayed) of the 
settlement society, and Farmer Gessert of Inachab near Bethanien had begun 
building earth dams.122 Farmer Hermann Brandt of Marienthal, who had emi-
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grated to Namibia from Germany via South Africa, had anticipated damming 
a lake of 39,200,000 cubic meters. He planned to irrigate an area of 1,000 hect-
ares.123 Th e Wecke & Voigts company also had irrigation setups that relied on 
a Bakkiespump (a bucket-and-chain setup) on their farm near Okahandja.124 
Plus, there had been eff orts to drill for water and install pumps along main 
trade routes.125 Settler Farmer Ferdinand Gessert, who at one point traveled to 
Egypt to study irrigation, particularly dominated early discussions surround-
ing irrigation schemes in Southwest Africa.126 Seen by many contemporaries 
as an independent mind and pragmatist with deep German roots and pride, 
Gessert believed that dams and wells would turn the colony into an oasis for 
all kinds of fruits such as fi gs and grapes.127 Although Rehbock himself was 
more interested in larger projects, like a dam at the gap of the Löwenfl uss,128 
conversations with locals such as Gessert infl uenced his plans. On the surface, 
this showcases the role of German knowledge. However, such expertise was, 
in the end, grounded in existing African understandings and experiences. Af-
ter all, German newcomers had originally relied on the help of their workers, 
guides, and other Africans when trying to make sense of their surroundings. 
Apart from the reliance on German settler knowledge, British South Africa 
remained Rehbock’s main point of reference. While waiting in Cape Town, 
Rehbock had studied local hydrology literature, especially an array of blue 
books tied to land management; he had also visited some actual sites, includ-
ing the last remaining forest areas, Knysna Forest and Titsikamma Forest. He 
would later talk about intricate irrigation systems and dams, as well as fruit 
trees, gardens full of grass, clover, grain, and bamboo.129 “Th e blessing of arti-
fi cial irrigation in arid areas is apparent with surprising clarity,” he outlined to 
an audience in Berlin.130 Eleven months later he made time to return to Cape 
Town. Th ere, he visited what he described as “the biggest and most famous 
dam of South Africa, the van Wyks Vley.”131 Barely in use due to the ongoing 
drought, Rehbock later pointed to “faulty assumptions” regarding its construc-
tion.132 He concluded without much humility that if South Africa, “which has 
also not been blessed any more by nature,” can provide a comfortable life for 
many, then German Southwest Africa could certainly do so.133

Once back in Germany, an elaborate marketing campaign pushing for in-
vestments into large-scale structures took off  right away. It all began with a 
presentation in Berlin on 26 November 1897, a Friday. Many attended the gath-
ering taking place in the big ballroom of the exquisite Hotel Kaiserhof.134 With 
little time to analyze his fi ndings, as Rehbock himself readily admitted, his talk 
was no more than an overview of the journey to the local chapter of the Colo-
nial Society. Soon articles about specifi c opportunities in Hatsamas and else-
where popped up.135 In 1898, Rehbock then published a massive volume about 
the potential for the economic development of Southwest Africa. Of course, he 
emphasized large-scale irrigation projects. Organized in ten sections, and full 
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of beautifully illustrated color sketches of proposed setups, the volume pack-
aged main fi ndings and vision for transforming the land. Accompanied by 
numerous articles in the press,136 photographs sustained Rehbock’s claims and 
overall narrative that these were far from arid wastelands. Th at storyline also 
defi ned a larger photo book published the same year.137 Beautifully bound and 
containing a total of ninety-six snapshots, it disclosed Rehbock’s own view-
point and perspective. Photos show roadways, means of transportation, struc-
tures, panoramic outlooks onto landscapes, and domesticated animals—and 
one photo of a man, likely Rehbock himself, gazing onto water ready for use 
(Figures 4.2 and 4.3). Such a standpoint was meant to outline the dynamism 
and potential of this German colonial space, a storyline soon slopped all over 
the media.138 Th e local African population, on the other hand, remained little 
more than a backdrop, situated within untamed, arid landscapes or in group 
photos and close-ups that have long defi ned the imperial gaze.

Th is promotion of what Rehbock called “Germany’s duties in Southwest 
Africa”139 pushed two main points. First, water can be accessed with little eff ort 
by drilling wells or by constructing dams, all of which could lead to “exten-
sive livestock breeding”: cattle in Hereroland and sheep, horses, and ostriches 
in Namaland.140 Second, several locations in the Herero and Namaland are 
suitable for larger dams. Th at infrastructure could easily become the basis for 

Figure 4.2. 116-357-028, Th eodor Rehbock, March 1897, courtesy of the Bundesar-

chiv Koblenz.
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broad irrigation schemes feeding fertile alluvial soils. As a result, expansive 
agricultural production could sustain inhabitants in several centers (Figure 
4.4).141 Rehbock specifi cally proposed the construction of six major dams, four 
of them near Windhoek and two further south—the largest of those should 
hold 67 million cubic meters of water.142 Watermeyer agreed with Rehbock’s 
endorsement of drilling crews, pumping stations, wind power, dams, and ir-
rigation systems.143 It was equally clear to him “that gardening and agriculture 
can only be successful on alluvial soil or in completely leveled terrain on prime 
soil that can be watered extensively,” and that the solution of the water ques-
tion—including along major travel routes—was vital for the future develop-
ment of the colony.144 In that sense, neither Rehbock nor Watermeyer believed 
that natural forces and circumstances could hold back the economic develop-
ment of the colony once investments into infrastructure materialize. In their 
view, and in the view of the Syndicate more broadly, “diligence and care,”145 so 
German ingenuity in the conquest of nature, could transform wastelands into 
blooming agricultural spaces.

Th ese proposals saw widespread support among other experts. Geographer 
Karl Dove largely agreed with Rehbock or at least saw his contributions as 
essential for the development of the colony. In 1899, he outlined the need for 
dams and irrigation systems for agriculture and farming; he also pointed to 
the importance of small private dams.146 Support also came from professor 

Figure 4.3. 116-357-067, Th eodor Rehbock, June 1897, courtesy of the Bundesarchiv 

Koblenz.
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Figure 4.4. “Th e irrigation of German-Southwest Africa,” Deutsche Kolonialzeitung, 

“Die Besiedelung Deutsch-Südwestafrikas, III,” 4 October 1900 (Rehbock), Hathi-

Trust/public domain.
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Ferdinand Wohltmann, who later became deeply involved in colonial agricul-
ture. According to him, Rehbock and Watermeyer had brought light into “the 
mysterious darkness” that had long characterized the colony. Th eir proposal 
might solve the water question altogether. Aft er all, he continued, the soil sam-
ples they had submitted “downright invited” the transformation into valuable 
agricultural lands.147 Although he later acknowledged that all that might not 
turn Southwest Africa into a major settler colony due to broader “natural cir-
cumstances,”148 addressing the issue of water would fi nally make up for previ-
ously missed opportunities. Organizations such as the Hatsamas-Gesellschaft  
society, which was grounded in Rehbock’s ideas, soon became the venue meant 
to implement proposals.149 Chairman Consul Vohsen in Berlin took the lead 
again. Rehbock himself worked out the charter. Soon supporters approached 
the imperial government hoping for an interest guarantee of 3 million Reichs-
mark joint capital for the society.150 Rehbock’s vision of large-scale irrigation 
schemes supporting broad settlements seemed to come together.

However, there had been some criticism as well, especially from farmers 
in Southwest Africa. One voice saw Rehbock’s proposal as “a remarkable sub-
mission” yet pointed to more cost-effi  cient earth-dams given fi nancial impli-
cations; others outlined broader misconceptions about the region.151 In 1899, 
Rehbock had responded to criticism from Georg Hartmann in a thirty-two-
page memorandum.152 Now settler and farmer Ernst Hermann from Nomtsas 
(formerly Kubub) criticized the “rosy calculations” put forward by the syndi-
cate.153 In his view, it was simply too early for large-scale dams. He also worried 
about the sole reliance on such structures.154 Hermann had traveled through-
out the colony for the German Colonial Society for Southwest Africa before 
settling down to breed sheep in 1890. His farm was destroyed during the war 
led by Hendrik Witbooi.155 When it came to Rehbock’s broader proposal tied 
to irrigation, farming, and settlement he had concerns about costs and viabil-
ity.156 Rehbock, on the other hand, defended the need for adequate preliminary 
surveys, technical expertise, and, engineers;157 he also claimed that farmers sim-
ply feared competition.158 Yet funding did not materialize. Governor Leutwein, 
likely infl uenced by local sentiments against large-scale projects, ultimately did 
not endorse the proposal.159 Whereas the governor emphasized “technical con-
cerns,”160 in a letter to Rehbock dated August 1899 he also outlined “that there 
is no market for settlers” to sell their products.161 Fears of failures, and the po-
tential creation of “an unhappy proletariat” that no one will then be responsible 
for, loomed large as well.162 In the end, high offi  cials in Berlin, including Kaiser 
Wilhelm II, seemed to be swayed by those concerns and denied the request of 
interest guarantees.163 Although some funding into small-scale drilling eff orts 
spearheaded by Watermeyer did come through,164 only additional examina-
tions and data by experts could possibly save large-scale projects.
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Engineering Water

“Th e Country Needs Engineers!”165 Th ese were the words Alexander Kuhn 
wrote to consul Vohsen in July 1901, just three and a half months aft er ar-
riving in Swakopmund. Although the government had hesitated to invest in 
large-scale projects, another expedition had made its way to the colony. Kuhn, 
an engineer himself, had been put in charge. Getting to that point had not 
been easy. Only once concerns about neglected responsibilities began haunt-
ing some offi  cials did the expedition get funding.166 Th e syndicate wasted 
little time in fi nding an engineer. Th ey approached Philipp Holzmann AG, 
a Frankfurt-based construction company, to come up with a proposal; that 
company was also to suggest an engineer. Several months passed before formal 
recommendations brought Engineer Alexander Kuhn into the limelight. He 
was a good fi t. Born in 1853 in St. Pölten, Lower-Austria, Kuhn had received 
a technical education. He later joined the Austrian civil service before starting 
to work for Philipp Holzmann AG in 1896.167 Aft er some delays tied to fi nal-
izing a contract, Kuhn got to work. Together with Engineer Skutari, who had 
been part of a survey for the infamous Baghdad Railway project,168 their over-
all instructions were clear. As outlined by none other than Th eodor Rehbock, 
“Th e reason for the expedition is to supplement already existing preliminary 
work for dam structures near Hatsamas, Marienthal and de Naauwte”; it also 
included eff orts to work on broader irrigation systems for agriculture.169 Apart 
from suggested readings by Dove, François, Sander, Rehbock, and others, that 
plan proposed an ambitious schedule: arrival in Swakopmund 5 February and 
return to Berlin 10 September.170 According to Kuhn, the mission was about 
“sending an engineer with practical building experience to Southwest Africa, 
and based on the survey and assessment of that expert, make a binding proposal 
for the construction of a larger dam at Hatsamas.”171 In early February 1901, 
with concerns regarding the Rinderpest still lingering, Kuhn and Skutari trav-
eled to the colony to complete “extensive preliminary work for promising . . . 
irrigation systems”—especially tied to the large dam system and its connec-
tion to the agricultural colony near Hatsamas.172 Th eir mission ultimately had 
three distinct objectives. First, Kuhn was to fi gure out possibilities tied to the 
construction of a large dam near Hatsamas. Second, he was to complete and 
expand the earth dam of Farmer Brandt in Marienthal (District Gibeon). Fi-
nally, Kuhn was to look into options tied to a large dam near Naauwte along 
the Löwenfl uss southwest of Keetmanshoop.173 Such eff orts were meant to de-
cisively dispel all those still following the “sandbox-theory,”174 or the view that 
the colony had nothing to off er but desert.

Kuhn’s letters to Consul Vohsen and Th eodor Rehbock buried in an archive 
in Karlsruhe showcase the engineer’s ambitious vision for transforming the 
colony. Running well behind schedule, Kuhn arrived in Swakopmund on 12 
March. He had read much about the area beforehand—and there “was thus no 
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surprise once presented with the dismal sand desert of Swakopmund.”175 Kuhn 
met with long time farmer, trader, and ‘old African’ Gustav Voigts; he also lis-
tened to Governor Leutwein’s concerns.176 Kuhn saw the Rinderpest as a warn-
ing regarding large-scale cattle-farming.177 And he understood complaints, 
quarrels, and disagreements among settlers as a sign that honest, hard-work-
ing settlers, and “please no colonial soldiers” should settle the land.178 Engi-
neers instead of lawyers, judges, and administrators, he proclaimed.179 Once he 
got to work, his surveys concluded that both the Hatsamas and the Naauwte 
dam were feasible large-scale projects.180 He imagined much broader trans-
formations of nature, however. “Once the dynamos are running and the fi rst 
arc lamps of the whole protectorate blink in the silent hermitage,” he stated, 
“then peace and solitude of this valley are surely gone forever.”181 Elsewhere 
he painted a similar picture regarding the makeover of colonial spaces when 
stating that “[i]t would be of great lament if this by nature so favored a spot 
within a by nature so neglected land would not initiate a path towards more 
sensible conditions.”182 Private dams, he claims, were “primitive,”183 and would 
do little to alter the region.

Kuhn’s fi ndings eventually initiated another expedition. But fi rst he pub-
lished an extensive report following his return to Frankfurt in December 1901. 
Kuhn outlined “the necessity for irrigation schemes on a grand scale.”184 In his 
view, this was the government’s job, not that of private entities.185 “Either one 
creates larger irrigation systems in German Southwest Africa and with that, 
the opportunity for dense settlement by non-adventurers as well as the sus-
tainable productivity of the land—or one stands at the same point fi ft y years 
from now where we are today granted the government and the Reichstag are 
willing to pay 8–10 million a year for the ‘protection’ of the land. Th ere is not 
a third [option]!”186 A whole wish list referencing projects and investments 
followed. Kuhn even outlined ways to harness the forces of nature with hy-
dropower. First, however, surveys fi nding worthy locations for dams as well as 
observation posts collecting more data tied to climate, precipitation, and fl ash 
fl oods would be needed.187 “Th e land is worth it that something happens!”188 A 
second part then off ered detailed reports, blueprints, and calculations regard-
ing costs for the Hatsamas, Mariental, and Naauwte projects, all ventures he 
supported. Rehbock quickly endorsed the publication. In his view, the colony 
needed a dose of “American boldness” as embodied by Kuhn and his ideas.189 
Yet the acquisition of investments from parliament remained diffi  cult. A work-
ing group had at least approved additional surveys in Southwest Africa and 
support for local dam-building projects; that entity had noted that expedi-
tions to South Africa, Egypt, and North America could be useful to learn more 
about large irrigation schemes.190 An offi  cial in the foreign offi  ce eventually 
approached the Wohlfahrtslotterie (charity lottery) for funding.191 Th ankfully 
for those hoping for investments, it fi nanced another expedition, this time to 
the Fish River. Kuhn’s second trip had three objectives: First, the creation of 
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a geographical map of the entire Fish River area at 1:100,000. Second, a cost 
estimate tied to damming structures in that region. Finally, and arguably most 
importantly, the expedition was to provide “encouragement and instruction” 
to farming associations and local authorities.192

Th e Fish River Expedition ultimately sketched out even more extensive 
structures and investments. Beginning in 1903, and widely reported on at the 
time,193 Kuhn fi rst traveled to South Africa. He saw much potential when visit-
ing Worcester. “Th e neighborhood is held up as a surprising example of what 
is and what might be done once employing irrigation.”194 He was also excited 
about a specifi c crop when noting, “I was rather pleased from what I had seen 
in the last three weeks, and mainly overwhelmed by the success of alfalfa [also 
known as lucerne] cultivation, that I decided to initiate the development of a 
medium-sized dam system meant for alfalfa cultivation”—the area near Keet-
manshoop seemed to be fi tting for that purpose.195 Joined by Rehbock’s for-
mer travel companion Watermeyer for parts of the journey,196 Kuhn frequently 
compared what he saw in the Cape Colony with the German protectorate: 
“Th e development that the German Protectorate has gone through in the last 
twenty years since its takeover has certainly been comparatively quicker.”197 
At the same time, he acknowledged that more unfavorable climatic circum-
stances in German Southwest Africa were a problem—although “the higher 
intelligence of the average German settler compared to the majority of English 
[settlers]” could in his view easily make up for that.198 Kuhn arrived in German 
Southwest Africa in early May. He was slightly defl ated when he landed in 
Lüderitzbucht: “I thought I would return diff erently: with a plethora of arti-
sans and workers, with a ship full of tools, construction equipment, locomo-
tives, and dynamos.”199 Instead, it was yet another expedition meant to collect 
mostly information. From the Atlantic coastline, the expedition moved inland, 
trekking through the Namib Desert by horse. Extensive travels to Gabachab, 
Itsabisis, Bethanien, Bersaba, Seeheim, and other locations along and near the 
Fish River defi ned the coming months. Apart from gathering intelligence tied 
to geographical, topographical, and environmental factors Kuhn commented 
on future possibilities. At Farm Seeheim he noted that a garden located on 
an island in the middle of the Fish River had long relied on a natural dam to 
cultivate orange trees as well as tobacco, various vegetables, barley, melons, 
and corn. Investments into a steam-engine pump, small mills, and another 
natural rock barrier further downstream could easily expand such schemes.200 
Elsewhere the expedition began planting alfalfa, an eff ort settlement commis-
sioner Rohrbach later described as a distraction from the needed hydrology 
work.201 Of course, and as Kuhn readily acknowledged, the time on the ground 
was again “much, much too short.”202

Kuhn’s second expedition accomplished its objectives. Th e mission ended 
up completing topographical records of more than 1,900 kilometers and a map 
became available quickly.203 Kuhn also outlined a variety of additional prospects 
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pointing to earth dams with an overfl ow area as the most promising setup for 
farmers.204 For the Fish River he had a larger irrigation scheme in mind, a ploy 
meant to sustain “space for thousands of German emigrants.”205 His overall 
vision of transforming presumed wastelands into productive landscapes also 
included the cultivation of alfalfa and aff orestation.206 An understanding in 
line with those long dreaming about the “greening of Southwest Africa,”207 sup-
porters of these eff orts such as Hans Schinz, Moritz Eduard Pechuel-Loesche, 
and Karl Dove tended to blame Herero for deforestation and overgrazing.208 
Desiccation followed, they argued, “the drying up of surface water, a declining 
ground water level and a decrease in rainfall; all this was a result of human 
misuse of natural resources.”209 Th ankfully, they claimed, German ingenu-
ity, specifi cally engineers, would be able to re-green arid landscapes. Finally, 
the expedition had reached out to local farmers. Kuhn thus became aware of 
practical concerns and issues, including the need for tools like scrapers and 
plows.210 Th is realization encouraged him to broadly sketch the basics for “an 
eff ective assistance” that included fi nancial support from the government;211 it 
also helped him to more directly address their needs in his reports.

Th ere had been some movement toward the support of solving the water 
issue up until that point. Sure, and to follow Lehmann, by the early 1900s, “the 
German administration had built only a single dam thirty-fi ve kilometres east 
of Windhoek,” Neudamm.212 However, the apparent need for watering places 
had increasingly made boring for water a priority. Th at in turn lead to the in-
stallation of the fi rst drilling crew funded by the charity lottery.213 According 
to one estimate, the crew would drill fi ft y-two holes by early 1904 with twenty-
one considered a success.214 By then the colonial administration had also begun 
compiling lists of existing farms to get a sense of locations, size, and sources 
of water.215 Th e arrival of settlement commissioner Paul Rohrbach in 1903 and 
geologist Heinrich Lotz a year later also pointed toward forthcoming eff orts 
regarding irrigation.216 Whereas some of Kuhn’s more elaborate proposals still 
remained a hard sell at the time, the charity lottery ended up earmarking 2 
million Marks for water development in Southwest Africa.217 Kuhn remained 
optimistic, writing to Rehbock in late January 1904, “Came back from South-
west Africa, to where I plan to return to for maybe a longer time soon aft er 
the end of the stupid shootout and for the realization of construction, I am 
currently busy completing the report.”218

Although the 1904 war disrupted such momentum, and ultimately put 
Kuhn’s proposals on ice,219 the debate about solving aridity lingered for some 
time. Th ose in favor of massive investments as well as large-scale irrigation 
schemes and settlements did not give up easily. Rehbock complained in Jan-
uary 1904 that “again nothing will come from [the latest expedition] except 
paper.”220 In his view, “Th e whole story [of irrigation] will become rather im-
portant soon aft er the end of the Herero-shootout because the indigenous 
question may certainly not be solved comfortably with powder and lead, 
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but as a serious social problem, which elegant instrument includes work and 
pay.”221 Rehbock also believed that “fresh life” would be put into economic de-
velopment aft er the war.222 He already begun planning for it. Deeply worried 
about losing Kuhn’s expertise in the meantime, he left  no stone unturned to 
speak favorably about the engineer.223 Both Rehbock and Kuhn also continu-
ally published in newspapers.224 Meanwhile settlers such as Carl Schlettwein 
and Gustav Voigts argued against large-scale investments and questioned the 
credentials of outsiders. In their views, those without personal experience of 
living in the colony should not be taken seriously.225

Yet an array of setbacks ultimately disrupted the work of irrigation propo-
nents. For one, Watermeyer, who worked for drilling operations on the ground 
in Southwest Africa, died in the war.226 As that confl ict dragged on it also be-
came more and more diffi  cult to hold on to Kuhn. By April 1904 he had agreed 
to work for the colonial government in Southwest Africa. According to his 
contract, he was to project and estimate irrigation systems, oversee construc-
tion, and further support economic development—all beginning by December 
1904.227 By February 1905, Kuhn wrote to a high offi  cial in Southwest Africa 
that he planned to come to the colony by the end of April.228 Apart from avoid-
ing a still confl ict-ridden colony, that deferment allowed him to travel to North 
America to learn more about irrigation schemes, specifi cally in the American 
Southwest.229 At that point he chimed in on the indigenous question. Unlike 
many of his contemporaries, and in line with some comments in his letters 
from Southwest Africa,230 Kuhn pushed for a trade education system similar 
to what he saw in the United States. Not all graduates will turn into a Booker 
T. Washington, he noted, yet decent, reasonable, and useful citizens capable of 
doing trade jobs could certainly emerge.231 Another delay until June 1906 then 
gave Kuhn a window to travel to South America.232 His sudden death likely 
due to meningitis in Chile that year came as a shock. As noted in one obituary, 
this tragedy robbed the government yet again of a man many hoped would 
solve Southwest Africa’s water question.233 Rehbock, by now heading the River 
Hydrologic Laboratory in Karlsruhe, tried his best to carry on the torch.234 In 
subsequent years he would repeatedly push for the implementation of existing 
proposals; he also continued to write directly to Colonial Secretary Bernhard 
Dernburg. Engineers are needed, he argued tirelessly, to avoid mismanage-
ment and fi nancial waste in the future.235

***

Th e water question defi ned Southwest Africa. Long before the arrival of Ger-
man colonists Herero, Nama, and other African societies had relied on ways to 
survive in outwardly arid and hostile wastelands. German newcomers generally 
dismissed their local expertise and environmental infrastructure—though both 
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spilled into emerging colonial topographies. Eff orts to solve the water issue took 
off  with the installment of Governor Leutwein in 1894. Yet initial surveys, expe-
ditions, and reports lacked coherence. It took experts such as Sander, Rehbock, 
and Kuhn to formulate German visions. Th e latter two in particular outlined 
large-scale transformations of the colony and showcased a belief in massive 
irrigation schemes. In their view existing desert wastelands in Southwest Af-
rica were just awaiting German investments, awakening, and makeover.236 Until 
1903, progress was slow, to follow Helmut Bley.237 At the same time, pressure to 
invest seemed to build. In 1902, for instance, the withdrawal of funds earmarked 
for dams to sustain Windhoek resulted in a media outcry.238 Plus, momentum 
increased following Kuhn’s second expedition. Th e 1904 war disrupted all of 
that—“what had been created has been largely destroyed,” to follow one com-
mentator that year.239 By then there had been 276 farms, 200 wells, and 40 dams. 
To quote a colonial offi  cial later on, “All of these eff orts were destroyed by the 
indigenous rebellion, yet at the same time exactly that showcased the necessity 
to put forward larger means for the development of water sources.”240

Th e presumed confl icts between human ingenuity and natural forces 
shaped colonial narratives. Initial German water topographies more or less 
built on indigenous understandings and environmental infrastructure. How-
ever, grand narratives of German conquest silenced such inputs to claim inge-
nuity and superiority. Colonial storylines defi ned progress and development 
based on the creation of a profi table or at least self-sustaining settlement col-
ony comparable to neighboring South Africa. Rehbock and Kuhn, who most 
directly encapsulate the imperial expert as drivers of modernization, pointed 
to technology and willpower. In their view, only major investments and large 
transformations of existing landscapes would solve the water question and 
make deserts bloom. Part of a global network that repeatedly referenced the 
American Southwest, they clashed with settlers in Southwest Africa. Schlett-
wein, Voigts, and Brandt saw themselves as the real experts, with knowledge 
about natural forces and actual experience working the land. For them, small 
dams would be needed, not large projects. Although such disagreements and 
broader hesitations stalled initial investments, these views agreed on the need 
to solve the water question to allow for the creation of living space for white 
settlers; they also all framed it as a battle against nature.
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