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Introduction
Angola, officially known as the Republic of Angola, is a land of striking contrasts and
profound complexity, situated on the pivotal west-central coast of Southern Africa.
With its borders meeting the Atlantic Ocean to the west and flanked by Namibia, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Zambia, Angola’s geographic position has
shaped both its historic destiny and contemporary dynamics. The country's exclave,
Cabinda, further adds to the region’s intricate tapestry of borders and cultural
influences.

The history of Angola unfolds as a layered tapestry, woven from the threads of
indigenous societies, rich kingdoms, colonial conquests, and the enduring spirit of its
people. Long before the arrival of Europeans, the region was inhabited by diverse
groups, most notably Bantu-speaking peoples who brought agriculture, technology,
and new social organization, leading to the rise of sophisticated kingdoms such as
Kongo, Ndongo, Matamba, and others. These early states developed complex political
structures, economies based on trade and subsistence, and vibrant cultures that
continue to influence Angolan society today.

European involvement, beginning with Portuguese contact in the late fifteenth
century, dramatically altered the trajectory of Angola’s history. The transatlantic slave
trade, in which Angola played a central role, devastated populations and redefined
relations between African states and the wider world. Portuguese colonial ambitions
transformed society and instituted systems of forced labor and economic exploitation,
the echoes of which are still audible in the twenty-first century. Yet, despite these
oppressive conditions, Angolans retained and adapted their cultural identities, finding
ways to resist and survive in the face of foreign domination.

The twentieth century brought even greater upheavals, as the winds of decolonization
swept across Africa. In Angola, brutal colonial policies and decades of marginalization
fueled nationalist movements and spurred an armed struggle for independence. The
euphoria of gaining independence in 1975, however, was quickly overshadowed by the
onset of a devastating civil war, entangling Angola in Cold War rivalries and inflicting
immense suffering on its people. The civil conflict raged for decades, shaping the
nation’s political landscape and leaving deep scars on its social fabric.

With the end of the civil war in 2002, Angola embarked on a challenging path of
reconstruction and national renewal. Economic recovery, driven largely by vast oil
reserves, has brought both progress and new challenges, as the nation strives to
rebuild infrastructure, heal divisions, and ensure equitable development for all its
citizens. Today, Angola stands at a crossroads—its rich and intricate past offers both
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lessons and inspiration as it continues to forge its future.

This book, A History of Angola, offers an in-depth chronological exploration of the
forces and events that have molded this fascinating country. From primordial
settlements through kingdoms and colonization, to independence struggles, civil
conflict, and the post-war era, the chapters that follow aim to illuminate the enduring
themes of resilience, identity, struggle, and hope—central to understanding both
Angola’s past and its prospects ahead.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Peoples of Angola:
Geography and Early Inhabitants
Angola is a vast and varied land, stretching across 1.25 million square kilometers on
the west-central coast of Africa. Its geographical diversity has profoundly shaped the
history of its inhabitants, influencing migration patterns, economic development, and
political organization over millennia. The country's location, bordered by Namibia to
the south, the Democratic Republic of the Congo to the north, Zambia to the east, and
the mighty Atlantic Ocean to the west, places it at a critical junction of Southern and
Central Africa, a position that has always invited interaction and exchange. Even its
unique exclave, Cabinda, separated from the main territory by a sliver of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, possesses its own distinct geography and historical
trajectory.

The Angolan landscape can be broadly divided into several distinct zones. Along the
Atlantic coast lies a relatively narrow plain, which is arid in the south, becoming
progressively more humid and fertile towards the north. This coastal strip, historically
crucial for trade and settlement, particularly after the arrival of external powers, gives
way abruptly to a dramatic escarpment, rising sharply to the east. This escarpment
forms a significant geographical barrier, historically limiting easy movement between
the coast and the interior plateau.

Beyond the escarpment lies the extensive central plateau, known as the Planalto
Central. This vast upland region covers the majority of Angola's territory and is
generally higher and cooler than the coastal plain. It is characterized by savanna
grasslands, woodlands, and scattered forests, dissected by numerous rivers that often
originate here and flow in various directions – westward towards the Atlantic,
northward into the Congo Basin, and eastward into the Zambezi system. The altitude
of the plateau typically ranges between 1,000 and 2,000 meters above sea level,
providing a more temperate climate in many areas compared to the tropical north or
arid south.

The northern parts of Angola, particularly those bordering the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, are marked by more dense forests and a more humid climate, reflecting
their proximity to the equatorial zone. This region is crisscrossed by tributaries of the
Congo River system. To the east, the landscape transitions into drier savanna and
woodlands, part of the larger miombo woodland belt that extends across much of
south-central Africa, characterized by distinct tree species and seasonal variations.

The southern reaches of Angola are significantly drier, transitioning from savanna into
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semi-arid conditions and eventually encompassing a portion of the iconic Namib
Desert along the southernmost coast. This arid environment presents unique
challenges and opportunities for life, supporting different ecosystems and historically
dictating different modes of human habitation compared to the more fertile plateau or
humid north. Major rivers like the Cunene flow through or border this region, providing
vital water sources.

Hydrologically, Angola is a well-watered country in its central and northern parts. The
Kwanza River, one of the longest rivers entirely within Angola, rises on the Planalto
Central and flows north and then west to the Atlantic, its valley historically significant
as a corridor and a center of population. Other major river systems include the Cunene
in the south, forming part of the border with Namibia, and the vast network of rivers in
the east, such as the Cuando and Cuanza (not to be confused with the Kwanza), which
feed into the Zambezi and Congo basins, respectively. These rivers have always been
crucial for water, transport, and sustenance.

The varied climate mirrors the topographical diversity. The coastal areas experience a
range from arid in the south (Namibe) to semi-arid and tropical in the center and north
(Luanda). The escarpment and plateau regions are generally cooler and wetter,
especially during the rainy season (typically from September/October to April/May),
while the dry season (May to August/September) brings clear skies and lower
temperatures, particularly at higher elevations. The far north is characterized by
higher humidity and more consistent rainfall throughout the year, typical of tropical
regions.

This rich tapestry of environments – coast, plateau, forests, savannas, and deserts –
has provided a wide array of resources and challenges for human settlement
throughout history. From fertile river valleys to mineral-rich subsoils (though the scale
of this was only realized much later), the land itself has been a primary actor in the
Angolan story, dictating movement, shaping economies, and influencing the
distribution and development of its peoples.

The earliest chapters of human history in the land that would become Angola are
written not in documents or monuments, but in the earth itself. Evidence unearthed by
archaeologists points to human presence dating back to the Paleolithic era, suggesting
that this region was part of the vast African landscape inhabited by early Homo
sapiens. Stone tools found in locations across the country, from the coastal areas near
present-day Luanda, through the Congo Basin fringes in the north, to the arid reaches
of the Namibe desert in the south, provide tangible links to these distant ancestors.

These early inhabitants were part of the broader San (or Bushmen) hunter-gatherer
societies that once spanned much of Southern Africa. Their lives were intimately
connected to the natural world, dependent on a deep understanding of the
environment for survival. They moved seasonally, following the availability of water,
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game, and edible plants, their movements dictated by the rhythms of the climate and
the abundance of resources in different ecological zones. The diverse Angolan
landscape, offering everything from coastal resources to desert resilience and savanna
bounty, would have supported varied hunter-gatherer strategies.

These San communities possessed sophisticated knowledge of the local flora and
fauna, developing techniques for hunting game, from small antelopes to larger
animals, and gathering a wide variety of roots, berries, and other plant foods. Their
material culture, while seemingly simple compared to later agricultural societies, was
perfectly adapted to their mobile lifestyle, consisting primarily of tools crafted from
stone, bone, wood, and plant fibers. The evidence of their presence, often sparse and
scattered, offers glimpses into a way of life that endured for tens of thousands of
years, representing the initial human adaptation to the diverse Angolan territories.

While direct archaeological evidence is often fragmented, findings in areas like the
Namibe desert reveal how these early groups adapted to even the most challenging
environments, utilizing scarce water sources and understanding the movements of
elusive desert game. Along the coast, they would have exploited marine resources
alongside terrestrial ones. In the more fertile northern and central regions, their
mobility might have been dictated more by seasonal rainfall patterns and the
migration of larger animal herds.

The world of the San was one of profound connection to the land. Their social
structures were typically based on small, mobile bands, allowing for flexibility and
resource sharing. Knowledge was passed down through generations via oral traditions,
stories, and practical skills. Art, often in the form of rock paintings, found in various
Southern African locations including areas bordering Angola, provides insights into
their spiritual beliefs, daily lives, and the animals that shared their world. Though
extensive rock art sites specifically attributed to the earliest Angolan inhabitants are
less widely documented than in some neighboring regions, the lifestyle and cultural
patterns would have been broadly similar across the wider San world.

These early hunter-gatherers were the sole human occupants of the land for a
considerable period, establishing a deep lineage connected to the Angolan soil. Their
existence predates the major demographic shifts that would later transform the
region. They represent the foundational layer of human history in Angola, adapting to
its myriad environments and laying the groundwork for the complex human story that
was to follow. Their way of life, intricately woven into the natural environment,
persisted for millennia, a testament to human resilience and adaptability in the face of
diverse ecological conditions.

However, this ancient way of life was not to remain static. Over time, other groups of
people, possessing different technologies and social structures, began to arrive in the
region. While the San had perfected the art of living within the existing environment,
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these newcomers brought with them the capacity to transform it through agriculture
and metalworking. This marked the beginning of a new era, one that would eventually
lead to significant demographic changes and the emergence of more settled, complex
societies, setting the stage for the next major chapter in the history of Angola's
peoples and their relationship with their remarkable land.
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