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Towards Restitution and Beyond

Reflections on a Multi-layered Dialogue Regarding
the Cartridge Belt of Kahimemua at the
Brunswick Municipal Museum

Rainer Hatoum

What started in 1993 with a first inquiry into the whereabouts of the cartridge
belt of late 19t-century OvaMbanderu Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva at the Brun-
swick Municipal Museum eventually became an issue of paramount importance
in recent years. Since then, the belt has become the center of a multi-layered
dialogue. It culminated in a visit by a delegation of the OvaMbanderu Traditional
Authority to Brunswick in November 2021. The group was to analyze and de-
cide on the belt's authenticity. In the end, the group handed over a repatriation
request for the belt. It is currently pending a decision by the city of Brunswick.
This document also included a recommendation for sustained collaboration. It
is a point of crucial importance to the museum, especially as it is redesigning its
permanent exhibition.

Rainer Hatoum, Towards Restitution and Beyond. Reflections on a Multi-layered Dialogue Regarding the Cartridge Belt of Kahimemua
at the Brunswick Municipal Museum, in: Provenance Research on Collections from Colonial Contexts. Principles, Approaches,
Challenges, hrsg. von C. Andratschke et al., Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net-ART-Books, 2023 (Verdffentlichungen des Netzwerks
Provenienzforschung in Niedersachsen, Band 5), S. 292-302. https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1270.c18903
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Ce qui a commencé en 1993 par une premiéere enquéte sur I'emplacement de la
cartouchiére de Kahimemua Nguvauva, chef de la communauté OvaMbanderu,
datant de la fin du XIX®me siecle, au musée municipal de Brunswick, est finalement
devenu une problématique essentielle ces derniéres années. Depuis lors, la ceinture
est au coeur d’un dialogue a plusieurs niveaux. Cela a donné lieu a la visite d’une
délégation de ['autorité traditionnelle OvaMbanderu a Brunswick en novembre
2021. Les membres du groupe devaient analyser et décider de I'authenticité de
la ceinture. Finalement, le groupe a remis une demande de rapatriement pour
la ceinture. Cette demande est actuellement en attente d’une décision de la ville
de Brunswick. Ce document contient également une recommandation en faveur
d’une collaboration soutenue. Il s’agit d’un point d’une grande importance pour le
musée, d’autant plus qu’il est en train de réorganiser son exposition permanente.

Present-day Namibia, first reached by Portuguese sailors at the end of the 15"
century, had escaped colonial meddling by imperial powers until the end of
the 19 century. While German missionaries from the Rheinische Missions-
gesellschaft had been active in this region since the 1840s, it was not until
Bremer merchant Adolf Liideritz’s 1882 requested protection by the German
government that turned its attention there. This request set the stage for the
German flag-raising on August 7, 1884, marking the birth of German South
West Africa (1884-1915/1919). Establishing itself in a bitterly embattled, mul-
ti-ethnic region where British colonial influences from the Cape Colony in-
creasingly grew stronger in the 19" century, Imperial Germany tried to estab-
lish its rule through numerous agreements and treaties. One of these, signed
in 1895, drew not only new boundaries affecting cattle ranging and access to
water resources but also exerted German influence in issues of chiefly succes-
sions. This resulted in 1896 in what Namibia’s founding President, Sam Nu-
joma, termed "the first anti-colonial struggle waged by our people.” In this
connection, he singled out Ovambanderu Late Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva,
whom Nujoma highlighted as ”the first person to pay the highest sacrifice by
the brutal forces of imperial German.“!
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At the center of this contribution stands the cartridge belt of Chief Kahi-
memua Nguvauva. Upon his surrender and subsequent execution in 1896,
it had become a trophy of war for Gustav Voigts (1866—1934), who had been
charged with disarming him. In 1898, when Voigts visited his hometown, he
presented this belt along with a number of other items he had ,collected”
under mostly unknown circumstances from among the Herero to the Brun-
swick Municipal Museum (Stddtisches Museum Braunschweig). A newspaper
article hailed his donation - and here Chief Kahimemua's cartridge belt in
particular — as a symbol of heroism displayed by a native son of the city in a
far-off country on behalf of the German Empire. Here one reads the follow-
ing about the artifacts donated by Gustav Voigts:

Among them [the artifacts Voigts donated] is also the cartridge belt of Kahi-
memua, the chief of the Ovambandaru, who rebelled against the German rule
in 1896, but was defeated after a hard fight. Mr. Voigts, who participated in
those battles with distinction —hhe was decorated for it by the (German) empire —
succeeded in capturing the aforementioned chief, and that cartridge belt is
therefore a beautiful souvenir for us of the brave deeds of a Braunschweiger in
the distant regions of the black continent.?

That instant of high visibility at the beginning of the belt’s biographic chap-
ter as a museum artifact was followed by a century of next to complete disre-
gard and invisibility. Among the factors that contributed to this was that the
belt was an item of apparent European influence, which put it outside the
scope of anthropological interest for a very long time. Beyond that, Gustav
Voigts had given it to the museum under the provision of his continued own-
ership, which is a point of relevance to this day.

This was the situation when a first inquiry by Namibian historian Dag Hen-
richsen reached the museum in 1993, in which he asked for the whereabouts
of the belt. But, unfortunately, given the poor order of the ethnographic col-
lections at that time, he received a negative answer.? This was a result of the
little general interest taken in the ethnographic collection at the museum.
It showed by the fact that no one, in particular, had been in charge of it be-
tween 1917 and 1989 and that then curator Evelin Haase had only been hired
part-time that latter year.

By 2003, when Henrichsen contacted the museum yet again, Haase had
surveyed the entire collection. Yet, she had not found a cartridge belt bearing
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the object number assigned in the files. That was the answer Werner Hille-
brechtreceived, too, when he approached the museum regarding this subject
in 20075

Another decade passed until Hillebrecht, now being a guest of the PAESE
Project, had a chance to visit the Brunswick Museum personally in September
of 2019. It turned out to be a visit that opened a new chapter in the belt’s bi-
ography, as he actually did come to identify an unnumbered cartridge belt as
the most likely candidate, which had been assumed to be from South America
before (Figure 1). Thereby, a rare historic photograph, provided by Hillebre-
cht, played a key role as it featured some Hereros wearing quite similar belts.

Figure 1 | The Cartridge Belt of Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva
© Brunswick Municipal Museum (Photo: Dirk Scherer)
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By then, news had reached the Brunswick Museum that Chief Kahimemua's
direct descendants searched for a sacred belt stolen from him upon surren-
der, which reportedly had been taken to a German museum. In May 2018,
journalist Christiane Habermalz had approached the museum in her search
for that particular ,sacred belt“.” In Brunswick, she was informed that while
the museum never had such a piece associated with chief Kahimemua, it did
once have his ,cartridge belt,” which was then thought to have been likely
taken back at some undocumented point by members of the Voigts family.
This information must have filtered back to Namibia, as aforementioned
Founding President Sam Nujoma came to address this subject publicly just
a month later. Speaking at the 122" commemoration of the Ovambande-
ru community, he not only praised Late Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva as the
leader of the first anti-colonial struggle in Namibia. He also came to address
the Voigts family directly:

I am informed that Gustav Voigts was tasked to disarm Kahimemua and he
took off a sacred traditional belt of historical significance, which he presented
to one of the museums in Germany for safekeeping, but later went back to col-
lect it. | would like to appeal to the Voigts family, who might be in possession
of this belt of historical and cultural significance, to hand it over to the Chief of
the OvaMbanderu people, Honourable Kilus Munjuku Il Nguvauva, as a token
of reconciliation and goodwill gesture.®

So, in 2018/19, the search for two conceptually quite different, though his-
torically closely connected belts converged in Brunswick. This led Werner
Hillebrecht to suggest a third option: chief Kahimemua’s cartridge belt itself
might have had a sacred-like dimension due to his standing and the impoz-
tance of firearms in Herero culture. As I am in no position to talk about these
cultural matters, I will leave it to my two colleagues, Freddy Nguavua and
Werner Hillebrecht, to illuminate this aspect in their contribution.” At this
point, it is only important to realise that by 2019, when the cartridge belt was
in all likelihood rediscovered, it had already become a symbol of two power-
ful narratives making it an object of great historical and cultural significance
in both Namibia and Germany.

In the following, I would like to pursue the Brunswick side of the belt’s sto-
ry since its likely rediscovery in 2019, which resulted in the opening of di-
rect relations between the OvaMbanderu and the Municipal Museum by
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Mr. Freddy Nguvauva.!” This period has been characterized by concerted efforts
to clarify the belt’s provenance once and for all and — with its likely positive
identification in mind - to set the course for its restitution. But how to go
about this task with a broken chain of documentary proof and circumstantial
evidence that might not prove to be strong enough to convince the city coun-
cil of Brunswick, the ultimate owner of the collections held by the museum
in trust?

At first, Werner Hillebrecht proposed analyzing the red patches on the belt’s
inner side, as he thought these might possibly be remnants of the tradi-
tional body paint used by the Herero.!! Yet, these turned out to be patches
of disintegrating leather. Next, Dr Peter Joch, the director of the Brunswick
Municipal Museum, suggested solving the issue by means of genetic and
other scientific tests. That, in turn, was rated as not promising for various
reasons by respective experts. Then the question was raised whether there
were similar handmade cartridge belts with indisputable provenance records
in other collections. Larissa Forster of the German Lost Art Foundation, De-
partment for Cultural Goods and Collections from Colonial Contexts, was so
kind to spread an accordant inquiry through her networks. It revealed that
there seems to be only one other handmade cartridge belt of clear Herero
provenance at the Linden Museum in Stuttgart.!? But then, ironically, it had
been an image of precisely this belt, published in 2007, that had substantial-
ly shaped former Brunswick curator Haase’s views and expectations in her
abortive search for the belt of Chief Kahimemua at the Municipal Museum.

Considering the differences between the belts in Stuttgart and Brunswick,
the question was whether one could draw conclusions from the loops on the
latter. A revealing answer came from Peter Hauschild from the Military His-
tory Museum of the German Armed Forces (Militdrhistorisches Museum der
Bundeswehr) in Dresden.!® While he stated that no definitive answer could be
given as to the exact cartridge size the belt had been made for, he was quite
certain that it had been designed for ,rim cartridges.” These, in turn, were
not the ones used for the Modell 88 infantry rifle of the German Colonial
Forces that were kept in belts like the one in Stuttgart, but rather in other
types of rifles like the popular Martini-Henry rifle, which was widely used in
former Southwest Africa.

This point is closely tied to another aspect of belt’s story, which Dag Hen-
richsen first raised in 1993." It is connected to the question as to what hap-
pened to the rifle, which Gustav Voigts also took when he disarmed Chief



298

Kahimemua. This question has been fueled by a book on Voigts published in
1943 by the highly controversial author Hans Grimm, who attributes to him
the statement that ,both Kahimemua’s belt and rifle are ,hanging” in the Brun-
swick Museum today.”" As to this question, I can only say that there is no evi-
dence whatsoever to support this claim. No rifle has ever been mentioned in
1898 when the belt was handed to the museum with much public attention
or in 1908 when Voigts supplied more information on the belt. And even re-
peated searches of the museum’s locked gun vault and a 2018 police registra-
tion of all ,modern” non-flintlock rifles have revealed any likely candidates.
Still, Dag Henrichsen brought a puzzling point to my attention. His research
has revealed that Grimm had actually submitted his manuscript to Voigts for
review in 1928 and that the latter had not commented on this point, in con-
trast to others.!

And so, the museum’s focus had shifted towards paving the way for a visit
by Ovambanderu community representatives to give the details of the belt’s
make a thorough analysis. Against this backdrop, Dr Joch and I had been in-
vited for talks to the Embassy of the Republic of Namibia in June 2020 and
again in June 2021.

While the first attempt to have an Ovambanderu expert group visit Brun-
swick to that end in November 2020 failed due to a Covid 19 lockdown, the
second attempt, a year later, fortunately, materialised. And so, from 1 to
5 November 2021, the Brunswick Municipal Museum was honored to host
a twenty-three-member-strong delegation of the OvaMbanderu Tradition
Authority consisting of 12 male and 11 female official representatives. 2 No-
vember 2021, began with a fire ceremony in front of the museum. It invited
the Ovambanderu ancestors to participate in the subsequent investigation of
the belt (Figure 2).

This was followed by a thorough analysis and discussion of the belt’s details
by all group members in the OvaMbanderu language. Subsequently, the find-
ings were compiled on the spot in a computer-typed document in English by
Mr. Frederick Nguvauva. Later, this document was publicly read piecemeal by
him and translated by Ileni Henguva, the designated translator of the group,
into OvaMbanderu. Some additions and corrections were worked in on the
spot. After that, copies of the document were printed out and disseminated
to the present delegation members for a final review. On 3 November the
findings were shared with the public in a press conference. In the end, this
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Figure 2 | Fire Ceremony of the OvaMbanderu Delegation in front of the Brunswick Municipal Museum,
2 November 2021 © Brunswick Municipal Museum (Photo: Dirk Scherer)

document, signed by Arnold R. Tjozongoro, Senior Traditional Councillor,
and Frederick U Nguvauva, Representative of the Nguvauva Clan, was then
handed over to the director of the Municipal Museum, Dr Peter Joch.

The signed document features a detailed substantiation of the claim of
the belt’s authenticity, including their findings as to the kind and the treat-
ment of the leather used and the belt’s comparison with other authenticated
Ovambanderu cartridge belts from that time. The document also features a
list of recommendations that culminated in the request for the repatriation
of Late Chief Kahimemua Nguvuauva’s belt, which is at one point specifical-
ly designated as a ,sacred belt.” Thus, the document clarifies that the belt is
both historically and culturally sensitive.

A common ,cartridge belt” in the past, it was born out of the chaos brought
about by Furopean and German colonial ambitions. Meanwhile, it has be-
come a powerful symbol of many worlds of thought: In the Ovombanderu
community, where the belt has left a void from the day it had been taken,
it is now considered to be a sacred link to the ancestral past and a symbol of
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anti-colonial resistance. But in Germany, too, it has recently come to stand
for aspects beyond its material shell. Here, it came to stand for the changing
attitude in the nation’s dealing with its colonial past and exemplifies, among
others, the paradigmatic change that is taking place in museum anthropology.
And so, it is now the Brunswick Municipal Museum that has to face the ques-
tion of how it will fill the “void” that the belt will leave once it is returned.
Thereby it was clear, the generally expected restitution of the belt would not
come with notions of threat to the collection or a feeling of relief from simply
getting rid of a troubling object, but rather with hope and the conviction that
this is a unique chance.” And so we were relieved and thrilled to learn that
the document requesting the return of Chief Kahimemuas belt also included
avery emphatically formulated recommendation for ongoing collaborations
and joint projects between the Brunswick Municipal Museum and the OvaM-
banderu Traditional Authority. With regard to the upcoming new permanent
exhibition, this has already led to the installment of a working group®® that
will work towards preserving and presenting the belt’s story in Brunswick,
ensuring a joint shaping of our future.

A first step on this new path was taken when the OvaMbanderu Tradition-
al Authority extended an official invitation to Dr Joch and me to attend the
annual commemoration of Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva in June 2022 in
Okanhandja. Among the many honors bestowed upon us on this trip, which
included being dressed in new clothing in the green national colors of the
OvaMbanderu upon arrival at the Airport in Windhoek, was the invitation to
participate as honored guests in the annual OvoMbanderu pilgrimage to the
usually closed-off gravesite of Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva (Figure 3).

As to the current state of the actual restitution process, it can be stated that
the request by the OvoMbanderu Traditional Authority had been forward-
ed to the legal department of the city of Brunswick right after the visit of
the delegation in 2022, along with a written endorsement from the side of
the Municipal Museum. Furthermore, the restitution request was lately fur-
ther reinforced and reiterated by an official letter from Minister Ester Anna
Nghipondoka (MP) of the Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture of the
Republic of Namibia, dated 5 April 2023. This has led the German Foreign
Office to express its general support of this restitution case and state that it
will completely hand over the decision to the city of Braunschweig. And so,
the pending final decision concerning the restitution of Chief Kahimemua’s
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Figure 3 | Peter Joch’s and Rainer Hatoum's visit of Chief Kahimemua Nguvauva’s tomb
by in Okanhandja, Nambia, 2022 © Brunswick Municipal Museum

cartridge belt now rests in the hands of the city council of Brunswick. Given
the reactions the museum has received so far, we are very optimistic that the
city council will reach a favorable decision in the near future and that the
way will be finally cleared to have the cartridge belt of late Chief Kahimemua
Nguvauva handed over to the OvaMbanderu Traditional Authority, and at
last get on its way home.
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