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Introduction

Burundi, a small, landlocked country nestled in the heart of East-Central Africa, has a
history that belies its modest geographic footprint. Its rolling hills, fertile valleys, and
striking Lake Tanganyika coastline have witnessed centuries of change: the rise and
fall of monarchs, the collision of cultures, the intrusion of colonial powers, and the
resilience of a people navigating dramatic upheaval. Unlike many African countries
whose borders were imposed by European colonialists, Burundi’s outline corresponds
to the boundaries of a pre-colonial kingdom, lending its national identity a unique
historical continuity.

This book, A History of Burundi, seeks to unravel the intricate tapestry of this nation’s
past, exploring how geography, ethnicity, and politics have interwoven to shape
Burundian society through the ages. From the legendary origins of its monarchy and
the oral traditions of its peoples, to the seismic transformations wrought by colonial
rule and the complex legacies that endure today, Burundi’s story is one of adaptation,
resistance, and survival.

The social dynamics of Burundi have always been complex, marked by the interactions
of three principal groups: the Twa, the Hutu, and the Tutsi. The pre-colonial kingdom
built by these communities and ruled by a Tutsi monarchy became an arena for
negotiation, hierarchy, and fluid identities. The arrival of Europeans in the late
nineteenth century set in motion a process of change and disruption whose impact
continues to be deeply felt: colonial policies altered social boundaries, heightened
ethnic distinctions, and sowed the seeds of conflicts that would come to define much
of the country’s modern history.

Independence in 1962 brought hope and uncertainty, as Burundi sought to establish
itself amid lingering colonial legacies and emerging internal strife. What followed was
a turbulent era marked by political assassinations, coups, genocidal violence, and
lengthy civil conflict. Yet, even amid adversity and tragedy, Burundians have
demonstrated remarkable resilience, carrying forward cultural traditions and seeking
pathways to peace.

In retracing Burundi’s journey, this book does not shy away from the tragedies that
have scarred its recent history—from ethnic massacres and genocide to civil war and
authoritarian rule. But it also charts the enduring efforts towards reconciliation,
stability, and national renewal. Today, Burundi stands at a crossroads, confronting
persistent economic hardship and political tension, yet also striving to heal and
transform.
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By understanding Burundi’s past, we gain insight not only into the complexities of this
remarkable country, but also into broader questions about colonialism, identity,
conflict, and the search for justice and peace in Africa and beyond. This account
invites the reader to look beneath the headlines and stereotypes, and to appreciate
the depth, diversity, and determination of the people of Burundi.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Peoples of Burundi:
Geography and Early Settlements

Burundi's history is inseparable from its land, a verdant, hilly country tucked away in
the heart of Africa. Often called the "Land of a Thousand Hills," this moniker hints at
the defining characteristic of its landscape: a relentless topography of undulating
slopes, steep ridges, and deep valleys that shape everything from settlement patterns
to agricultural practices. Situated just south of the Equator, it experiences a tropical
highland climate tempered by altitude.

The country is landlocked, bordered by Rwanda to the north, Tanzania to the east and
south, and the Democratic Republic of Congo and the majestic waters of Lake
Tanganyika to the west. This geographic position, straddling the Great Lakes region,
has historically placed Burundi within a dynamic zone of human migration, trade, and
interaction, though its internal terrain also provided a degree of isolation.

Geographically, Burundi can be divided into several distinct regions, each with its own
character and influence on human habitation. Along the western edge lies the Imbo
region, a narrow plain that borders Lake Tanganyika. This lower altitude area is
warmer than the rest of the country and historically presented both challenges (like
diseases) and opportunities (access to the lake and its resources).

Rising steeply from the Imbo plain is the Congo-Nile Divide mountain range, a
dramatic spine running north to south. Peaks here can reach over 2,600 meters
(around 8,500 feet). This imposing barrier forms a significant watershed, separating
rivers flowing west into the Congo River basin from those flowing east into the Nile
basin, and presents a formidable obstacle to movement.

East of the mountains lies the central plateau, the largest and most populated region
of Burundi. This area, with an average altitude of around 1,700 meters (5,600 feet), is
characterized by rolling hills, fertile valleys, and grasslands. It has historically been the
agricultural heartland of the country, capable of supporting significant populations
through farming and animal husbandry.

Further east, the land descends into lower hills and plains, transitioning towards the
border with Tanzania. This eastern region, sometimes known as Kumoso, is generally
drier and features more savannah-like vegetation compared to the lush central

plateau, influencing the types of economic activities feasible there.

The presence of Lake Tanganyika, one of the world's longest and deepest freshwater
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lakes, on Burundi's western flank is a crucial geographic element. The lake provides
water resources, fishing opportunities, and a means of transport, connecting Burundi
to other riparian communities and wider trade networks along its shores. Its steep
shores along the Burundian side limited easy access compared to some other parts of
the lake.

Several rivers crisscross the landscape, carving valleys and providing water for
agriculture and livestock. The Ruvubu River, considered the southernmost source of
the Nile, flows through much of the eastern and central parts of the country before
entering Tanzania. These river systems, while vital, could also present barriers to
travel during rainy seasons.

The tropical highland climate means temperatures are relatively moderate throughout
the year due to altitude, typically ranging from 17°C to 23°C (63°F to 73°F) in the
plateau regions. There are two main rainy seasons and two dry seasons, a pattern
crucial for agricultural cycles and impacting the availability of pasture. This predictable
rainfall pattern, though subject to variations that could cause famine, generally
supported settled farming.

The interplay of these geographical features - the steep mountains, fertile plateau,
lower plains, and the vast lake - created a diverse environment capable of supporting
different lifestyles. Early human groups moving into the region would have found
varied ecological niches suitable for hunting and gathering, agriculture, or pastoralism.

Understanding the peopling of Burundi requires peering into the distant past, long
before written records existed. Archaeological evidence and oral traditions, though
often intertwined with later historical narratives, offer glimpses into these earliest
periods. Archaeological sites have revealed Stone Age tools, suggesting human
presence in the region tens of thousands of years ago, long before the arrival of the
groups that would come to define Burundi.

These early inhabitants likely utilized the diverse resources the land offered - hunting
in the forests, gathering wild plants from the hillsides and valleys, and perhaps fishing
from the rivers and the lake. Their movements would have been dictated by the
availability of resources, following game or seeking fertile ground. The challenging
terrain would have influenced how easily they moved and interacted across the
landscape.

The transition from primarily hunting and gathering to agriculture marked a significant
shift in human interaction with the Burundian environment. The fertile soils of the
central plateau and river valleys were particularly conducive to cultivation, allowing for
more settled lifestyles and supporting larger populations than pure foraging could
sustain.
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The arrival of groups practicing agriculture would have led to changes in the
landscape - clearing land for crops, developing tools suited for farming the hilly
terrain, and establishing villages. This fundamentally altered the relationship between
humans and the land, shifting from extracting resources to actively shaping the
environment for subsistence.

As agriculture became more dominant, control over fertile land and access to water
became increasingly important factors in societal organization and potential conflict.
The uneven distribution of ideal farming land across the varied geography meant
certain areas became more desirable for settlement, potentially leading to population
clusters and competition.

Pastoralism, the herding of livestock, also found a home in the Burundian landscape,
particularly in areas with suitable grasslands. The central plateau offered pastures,
while access to water sources from rivers and streams was vital for herds. This
lifestyle, often semi-nomadic, involved moving animals to find the best grazing,
influenced by the seasons and the availability of resources across different elevations.

The diverse geography meant that different economic practices could coexist,
sometimes in close proximity. Farming communities might settle in the valleys and on
gentler slopes, while pastoralists utilized the grasslands, and hunter-gatherers
continued to exploit forested or less accessible areas. This created a complex mosaic
of human activity across the territory.

The natural barriers of the mountains and the vastness of the lake would have also
influenced the movement of peoples into and within the region. While not
insurmountable, they would have channelled migration routes and perhaps
contributed to the development of distinct communities in different geographical
pockets.

Early settlements were likely concentrated near reliable water sources and on land
suitable for cultivation. These sites, scattered across the hills and valleys, would have
formed the basic units of early society, with communities relying directly on the
immediate environment for survival. The dispersed nature of the fertile pockets within
the hilly terrain may have led to a pattern of scattered settlements rather than large,
concentrated populations.

The archaeological record in Burundi is still being explored, but it continues to provide
pieces of the puzzle regarding these early periods. Excavations can reveal the types of
crops grown, the animals kept, the tools used, and the structure of early dwellings,
painting a picture of how people lived and adapted to the Burundian environment
millennia ago.
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Oral traditions, passed down through generations, also speak to the early history of
the land and its inhabitants, though these often become more detailed and specific
when recounting the origins and development of the kingdom, a later period.
Nevertheless, they often contain elements that reflect the deep connection between
the people and their landscape.

The very names of places in Burundi often reflect geographical features or the
resources found there, a linguistic echo of how the land shaped the lives of its earliest
inhabitants. Toponymy can sometimes offer clues about the historical uses of land or
the presence of specific ecological elements important to past communities.

The distribution of different soil types across the country also played a role in early
human activities. Volcanic soils in certain areas offered exceptional fertility for
farming, while other regions had poorer soils more suited to grazing or less intensive
cultivation. Early inhabitants would have quickly learned which parts of the land were
most productive for their chosen way of life.

Water management, even in a region with relatively high rainfall, would have been
crucial. Finding reliable sources for drinking, farming, and livestock watering
influenced where settlements could be established and thrive. The patterns of rivers
and streams dictated agricultural potential in many valleys.

The forests that once covered larger areas of Burundi provided timber for building and
fuel, as well as habitat for game and sources of wild foods. The gradual clearing of
these forests for agriculture and settlement is a long-term environmental change that
began with the expansion of farming communities.

The high altitude of much of the country meant that certain crops were better suited
than others. Staple crops like sorghum, millet, and later beans and bananas, thrived in
different microclimates created by the varied elevation and rainfall patterns, forming
the basis of the early agricultural economy.

Even before the development of complex social structures or political entities, the land
itself exerted a profound influence on the people who settled it. It provided the
resources necessary for life but also presented challenges - steep slopes to cultivate,
mountains to cross, and seasonal variations in weather and resource availability.

The geographical context of Burundi, nestled between larger neighbors and influenced
by the dynamics of the Great Lakes region, also meant that its earliest inhabitants
were not entirely isolated. Migration routes, though perhaps challenging, connected
the area to wider movements of people across East and Central Africa over millennia.

The story of early Burundi is therefore one of human adaptation to a diverse and
demanding landscape. It is a story written in the soil, the layers of archaeological
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sites, and the faint echoes of oral traditions that speak of a time when the relationship
between the people and the land was perhaps its most direct and fundamental.

This physical environment - the hills, the plateau, the mountains, and the lake -
provided the stage upon which the subsequent acts of Burundi's history would unfold.
It shaped the possibilities and constraints for the communities that arrived and settled,
laying the geographical foundation for the societies that would eventually develop into
the pre-colonial kingdom.

The varied terrain also likely contributed to the development of local differences and
identities among early groups, as communities in the mountains faced different
challenges and opportunities than those on the plateau or by the lake. These
geographical distinctions may have subtly influenced cultural practices and social
organization before larger political structures emerged.

The relative fertility of the central plateau, in particular, made it a desirable area for
settlement and a potential center of gravity for population growth, contrasting with
the more challenging or less fertile areas. This distribution of resources across the
landscape would have a lasting impact on where people settled and how density
varied.

Access to building materials like clay for huts and wood from forests was also dictated
by the local environment. Early settlers would have utilized what was readily available
in their immediate surroundings, another example of the direct link between the land
and daily life.

Even the patterns of movement for trade or social interaction between early scattered
settlements would have been heavily influenced by the topography, with valleys and
ridgelines potentially serving as natural pathways or barriers depending on the
orientation.

The sheer scale of the hilly landscape meant that communities, even within relatively
close proximity, might have felt somewhat isolated from one another, fostering local
autonomy and potentially distinct traditions before the imposition of larger political
authority.

This chapter has set the physical stage - a land of hills, mountains, a plateau, and a
great lake, with varied climates and resources. It is into this environment that different
groups of people migrated over time, bringing with them different ways of life and
interacting with the land in ways that would shape their future and the future of
Burundi.

While specific details about the earliest inhabitants, their exact origins, and their initial
interactions with the land are often obscured by the passage of time and the
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limitations of available evidence, understanding the geography provides the essential
backdrop. It explains why people would settle here and the fundamental physical
challenges and opportunities they would face.

The land offered the potential for agriculture and animal husbandry, activities that
would eventually support more complex societies. It also presented natural defenses
and obstacles, features that would play a role in the political history of the region.

From the Stone Age hunter-gatherers navigating the primeval forests to the first
farmers cultivating the fertile valleys, the history of human presence in Burundi begins
with this fundamental relationship with the land. The chapters that follow will
introduce the specific groups who arrived and how their interactions with this unique
environment, and with each other, shaped the course of Burundian history.

The resilience required to farm on steep slopes, to herd animals across varied terrain,
and to traverse the country's difficult geography became ingrained in the character of
its people, a direct legacy of the land itself.

The story of Burundi's peoples is thus deeply rooted in the story of its land. The
mountains, rivers, plateau, and lake are not just geographical features; they are
integral characters in the unfolding drama of the nation's history, shaping livelihoods,
influencing migrations, and providing the physical context for cultural and political
development.

As we move forward to explore the arrival of different groups and the emergence of
the pre-colonial kingdom, remember this foundational relationship between the people
and the rugged, beautiful landscape that is Burundi. It is a connection that has
endured through centuries of change and turmoil.
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