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Journal of Namibian Studies, 15 (2014): 131 — 135

Review: Lisa Kopelmann and Martin
Siefkes, (eds): Johannes Spieker: Mein
Tagebuch: Erfahrungen eines deutschen
Missionars in  Deutsch-Stidwestafrika
7905—1907, Berlin, Simon Verlag fiir
Bibliothekswissen, 2013, and the com-
plementary volume by Martin Siefkes:
Sprache, Glaube und Macht: Die Auf-
Zeichnungen des Johannes Spieker in
Deutsch-Stidwestafrika zur Zeit des
Herero-Nama-Aufstands, Wiirzburg, Konigs-
hausen & Neumann, 2013.

The history of the former German colony
of South West Africa (from 1884 to
1915), in particular the controversial
genocide that is linked to the Herero
and Nama uprising of 1904—1908,
continues to occupy and even inflame
the minds, emotions and tempers of
historians, politicians, journalists, propa-
gandists, linguists, community leaders
and others in both Germany and
Namibia.

A principal player in this arena is the
government of Namibia. It has spear-
headed a drawn-out campaign to
extract financial compensation from the
German government for what befell the
Herero tribe in the years of German
imperialism and colonialism. The issue
and its ramifications continue to be a
source of friction between the two
countries. Windhoek seems determined
not to allow its claim to be forgotten.
Berlin, despite the apologies offered in
situ by a visiting German cabinet minister
in 2004, has steadfastly declined to up
the ante, while maintaining that no
genocide took place.

It goes without saying that any new,
authentic material that can throw more
light (rather than more heat) on the

ISSN 2197-5523 (online)

events and prevailing attitudes of those
days must be warmly welcomed espe-
cially — as is the case here — where the
material is a credible, comprehensive,
primary, first-hand and highly readable
historical source.

Dr Martin Siefkes, a Germany-based
linguist and semiotician, was the driving
force behind the publication of his
great-grandfather’s  voluminous daily
journal (the 7agebuch) of his expedition
to German South West Africa (GSWA) in
1906, undertaken on behalf of a
Protestant missionary society (Book 1).
Siefkes has also published separately
and under his own name a thoroughly
researched  complementary  volume
(Book 2) that contextualises Spieker's
Tagebuch in terms of both the
prevailing Zeitgeist and the background
under review.

On a note of historical accuracy: the
sub-title of Book 1 is erroneous: as a
reconstruction of Spieker’s travel sched-
ule shows, he was not in GSWA “from
1905 to 1907”, but only from 8 January
to 7 December 1906 (Book 1, pp. 10-
14, Book 2 pp. 19-23).

To start at the beginning: The German
Missionsinspektor (missionary inspector)
Johannes Carl Wilhelm Spieker (1856—
1920) of the Rheinische Missionsgesell-
schaft (Rhenish Mission Society, RMS),
with headquarters in Barmen, Germany,
paid a second official inspection visit to
both the Cape Province and to the
adjoining German colony of South West
Africa from 1905 to 1907. He had been
in GSWA before on a similar errand in
1902-1903. His second, and much
longer, visit coincided with the disas-
trous Herero and Nama revolts against
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attending to merely missionary matters,
even though this took up most of his
time, energy and focus.

As a senior representative of the RMS,
Spieker was not without influence in the
rough-and-ready pioneer society that
was GSWA. He often had intensive and
far-reaching interviews and discussions

132

might as well have included GSWA) was
“very unfriendly” towards the RMS and
its missionary endeavours (Book 2, p.
161).

Spieker had to endure a stream of
accusations that he and his Protestant
missionaries had been, and were, ‘soft
on the natives’ and, worse, may even
have had a hand in inciting the ‘natives’
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