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In the second half of the 1890s a drought-driven ecological crisis took hold in the region of modern-day Botswana,
Zimbabwe and northern, central and eastern South Africa. A number of years of very late rainy seasons had severe
repercussions for the rain-fed agriculture. Sowing was delayed and the young crops suffered from below average
summer rainfall levels. Drawing on a wide variety of documentary sources – administrative records, writings by
members of missionary societies and local newspapers – this paper outlines how the drought drove the ecological
crisis and aggravated a locust infestation and the cattle plague (rinderpest). Whereas the locusts found better breed-
ing conditions in areas that were normally too humid for them, the drought also facilitated the spread of rinderpest
by reducing the number of watering holes and by forcing the cattle into an immunodepressed state due to malnutri-
tion. The locusts contributed to the loss of grain crops, and the rinderpest decimated cattle herds by more than 90
per cent in areas where the disease coincided with the drought. As agriculture as well as the pastoral sector were
hit hard, famine conditions developed in the interior of the region.


