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DRC Timeline of Historical Events 

 

Ca. 2000 B.C. The First Bantu, also called proto-Bantu, settle in the Bas-Congo and Uélé 

regions.  They arrive from the Benue area in Nigeria. 

1000 B.C.-200 

A.D. 

Bantu-speaking people settle en masse in the Congo Basin as a result of a long 

series of migrations. 

500 A.D.  The Kuba people are unified under the leadership of a mythical king known as 

Woot. 

520-845 The Luba people are unified. 

700-800 Iron and copper come into use in the Congo Basin.  Archeological excavations 

around Lake Kissale point to the widespread use of copper and iron-smelting 

techniques. 

900  Migration of other people from Lake Chad south into central Zaire. 

1275 The Kongo Kingdom emerges.  It is founded by Nimi-a-Lukenie, also known as 

Mani Kongo (king) Nitnu Wene. 

1482-83 Portuguese explorer Diogo Cão reaches the mouth of the Congo River, 

initiating a long-term relationship between Europe and the Kongo Kingdom. 

1491 The first Catholic missionaries arrive in the Kongo Kingdom and inaugurate a 

long period of evangelization that will transform Kongo into a Christian 

kingdom. 

1500s Nilotic peoples, including the Zande and Mangbetu, move in successive 

migratory waves into north and central Congo and create powerful chiefdoms.  

Legendary figures Nkongolo and Ilunga Kalala create the Luba kingdoms.  

Patrilineal farming villages, governed by a divine king (mulopwe), constitute 

the nuclei of the Luba state.  The Lunda Kingdom, founded by Luba chief 

Tshibinda Ilunga, emerges. 

1506-1543 Mani Kongo Mvemba Nzinga Afonso I reigns.  Under his leadership Kongo 

Kingdom reaches its apogee and strengthens diplomatic and economic 

relationships with Portugal and the Vatican. 

1518 Kinu Mbemba Dom Henrique, the son of Afonso I, is consecrated bishop in 

Rome by Pope Leo X and becomes the first African bishop in the Catholic 

Church. 

1600 Under the reign of Mani Kongo Alvaro II (1587-1614), maize, cassava, and 

other varieties of New World cereals and crops find their way into central 

Africa. 

1600-1630 During his time in power, Nyimi (king) Shyam a Mbul a Ngwoong, a legendary 

Kuba figure, reorganizes the Kuba Kingdom and brings it to the height of its 

influence.  Nyimi Shyam introduces crucial innovations such as the culture of 

maize and tobacco, raffia weaving, and sophisticated wood-carving techniques. 

1640 Dutch replace the Portuguese as leading traders.  The French and English 

establish a large presence, leading to the decline of Portuguese power toward 

the end of the 1600s. 

1700 The slave trade with the Americas begins to flourish. 

ca. 1750 Kazembe Kingdom founded in Luapula Valley as Lunda offshoot following 

Lunda expansion to control salt pans and copper mines in Katanga; loosely part 

of Lunda Empire but autonomous in practice. 
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1789 Jose Lacerda e Almeida makes the first scientific exploration of the Congo 

Basin, penetrating as far as Katanga where he discovers copper mines. 

1800 The Afro-Arab trade begins to flourish in eastern Zaire. 

Mid-1800s Slavery is officially ended in most European countries. 

1816 British explorer Capt James Kingston Tuckey leads an expedition up to the 

mouth of the Congo River in the Bas-Congo region and inaugurates the era of 

“scientific explorations” in the central Congo Basin. 

1854 Scottish missionary/explorer David Livingstone reaches Lake Dilolo in Katanga 

and crosses the Kasaï and Kwango River basins into Angola. 

1858 British explorers Richard Burton and John Speke reach Lake Tanganyika, 

traveling from East Africa. 

1860 Explorer Samuel Baker reaches Lake Albert (now? Lake Mobutu). 

1865 The defeat of the Confederacy in the US closes the mass market for slaves in 

North America. 

1870-1888 Slavery is abolished in South and Central America 

1867-1871 Dr. David Livingstone, Scottish missionary and explorer, ventures into the 

central Congo River Basin and reaches Lakes Mweru and Bangwelu, then Lake 

Tanganyika in 1869.  Seeking the headwaters of the Nile, he sails down the 

Lualaba River and reaches Nyangwe in southern Kivu in 1871. 

1871-1877 Henry Morton Stanley, a Welsh journalist commissioned to search for 

Livingstone, sets off on a long expedition in central Africa and meets with 

Livingstone at Ujiji (present-day Tanzania) on 27 Oct (10 Nov?) 1871 after an 

expedition of 236 days.  He then continues Livingstone’s exploratory 

expeditions with backing from the New York Herald and the Daily Telegraph, 

reaching the Atlantic Ocean on 12 Mar 1877.  His African exploration brings 

him an international fame that prompts Belgium’s king Leopold II to hire him 

with the mission of establishing trading posts and signing protectorate treaties 

with local chiefs along the Congo River in the name of the International 

Association of the Congo.  He returns with 450 treaties. 

1870s Christian missionaries return to Zaire. (where had they gone?) 

1884-1885 German Chancellor Bismarck convenes a conference of European imperialist 

powers in Berlin from 15 Nov 1884 to 26 Feb1885 to settle colonial disputes.  

The Berlin Act on the Congo, signed at the conclusion of the conference, 

recognizes Leopold’s claims to the International Association of the Congo, 

which soon becomes Congo Free State. 

1890s Exploitation of Congo’s wealth in ivory, rubber, and other commodities begins, 

using mostly forced labor.  In order to export these various commodities to 

Europe, a transportation network is constructed. 

1890-1894 Military campaign drives Afro-Arab traders from Zaire and ends slave trade 

with the middle east. 

1895 Congolese soldiers of the Force Publique stationed at Luluabourg mutiny 

against their European commanders.  The mutiny transforms into a full-scale 

rebellion that spreads into central and southeast Congo and lasts until 1908. 

1903-1905 Several reports made by missionaries, activists, and diplomats reveal to the 

international community the horrors that presided over Leopoldian Congo.  

Gruesome stories of mutilations, floggings, ruthless repression, and slave 
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trading prompt an international campaign against Leopold’s rule in Congo. 

1908 Leopold II transfers sovereignty over the Congo Free State to Belgium.  Congo 

Free State becomes Belgian Congo on 15 Nov. 

1910-1925 A large portion of the existing railway network is completed at great cost and 

with large material and human sacrifices. 

1914-1945 The economic fortunes of the colony largely follow the world economy, 

experiencing a boom in the 1920s and a depression in the 1930s.  Congolese 

minerals aid the war efforts and Congolese soldiers fight with the Allies in the 

African Theater in WWI and WWII. 

1921 Simon Kimbangu leads a Christian revival movement in the Bas-Congo region.  

Colonial repression decapitates the movement, which goes underground until 

1959. 

1920s-1930s Early nationalistic aspirations expressed by Kimbanguist Church and Kitawala 

religious movement. 

1941-1945 As a result of the Allied loss of SE Asia to Japan during the course of WWII, 

Belgian Congo becomes a principal purveyor of strategic resources to the war 

effort and increases its production of gold, copper, opal, tin, rubber, and palm 

oil to feed the Allied war machine.  Large scale social and economic changes 

occur as many rural Africans relocate to urban areas.  Demands for political 

reforms grow. 

1945-1955 The ‘évolués’ class of educated and primarily urban white collar workers begins 

to emerge.  Although political activity is banned, ‘évolués’ gather in 

‘associations’ based primarily on ethnic and alumni groups.  Calls are made for 

greater equality and advancement opportunities for African workers.  Trade 

unionism begins to emerge. 

1950 Bakongo urban elite found the ABAKO (led by Joseph Kasavubu), an 

organization dedicated to the promotion of Bakongo language and culture, 

which later becomes the first Congolese political party. 

1956 Belgian colonial authorities agree to provide Africans with some political 

rights, including the right to elect mayors and mobilize within political parties.  

A group of Congolese elite, known as évolués, issues a manifesto (le Manifeste 

de Conscience Africaine) demanding a progressive transfer of power to the 

Africans.  ABAKO (Alliance des Bakongo) rejects the manifesto and calls 

instead for immediate independence. 

Late 1950s Calls for independence of Katanga grow, and separatist party, Confédération 

des Associations du Katanga (CONAKAT), headed by Moïse Tshombe 

organized. 

1957 The colonial authorities allow elections for local urban districts and colonial 

councils.  ABAKO wins majority of seats in urban elections.  Authorities 

publically say independence is at least 30 yrs away. 

1958 De Gaulle, speaking in Brazzaville, offers France’s colonies autonomy within a 

French community.  The All-African People’s Conference is held in December 

in newly independent Ghana.  Lumumba and other Congolese leaders attend 

and return home fired with the idea of independence.  Patrice Lumumba founds 

the MNC, Mouvement National Congolais, which stands out as a pan-territorial 

nationalist party, and declares the objective of his party to achieve total 
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independence from Belgium. 

1959 In January, political demonstration in favor in independence gives way to 

violent riots in Leopoldville (Kinshasa).  An angry mob attacks European 

residents and destroys churches, schools, and hospitals.  The police and the 

army are called in and brutally repress the rioters, killing at least 100 Congolese 

and wounding more than 200.  Not a single European is killed during the riots.  

In July, the MNC (Mouvement National Congolais), which had emerged as 

standard-bearer of independence the movement, splits into two camps: radicals 

headed by Patrice Lumumba and moderate wing led by Joseph Ileo, Cyrille 

Adoula, and Albert Kalonji. 

1960 In January, Independence Roundtable convened in Brussels.  In May national 

legislative elections, MNC wins largest number of votes and Lumumba is 

named prime minister.  The colonial government promulgates the Loi 

Fondemental to serve as 1
st
 constitution.  In June Joseph Kasavubu elected 

president and Congo becomes independent on June 30.  Pres. Joseph Kasavubu 

and PM Patrice Lumumba form a coalition government.  In July, Army 

mutinies against European officers; officer corps Africanized and Joseph-Désiré 

Mobutu named chief of staff.   

1960-1965 Independence in the DRC is marred by civil unrest and secession, fueled by 

Belgium, of the two key provinces of Katanga and South Kasai.  Belgium sends 

in paratroopers to occupy a number of cities.  In retaliation, the Congolese 

government appeals to the UN for military and administrative assistance.  In the 

midst of political turmoil, Kasavubu and Lumumba, who hold each other in 

distrust, vie to control the situation, and on July 11, Pres. Kasavubu dismisses 

and jails PM Lumumba. 

1961 Kept prisoner in Leopoldville (Kinshasa), then transferred to Thysville 

(Mbanza-Ngungu) and later to Elisabethville (Lubumbashi), PM Patrice 

Lumumba is brutally tortured and murdered on 17 Jan along with 2 of his 

cabinet members, Maurice M’Polo and Joseph Okito.  In July, secession of 

South Kasaï ends. 

1963 Following UN military intervention, the Katanga secession is ended and 

Tshombe goes into exile. 

1964 (PM) Tshombe returns at the head of the CONACO party and is appointed 

prime minister on 6 July at the head of a southern dominated coalition.  The 

country’s first constitution is passed on 1 Aug.  The People’s Republic of the 

Congo is proclaimed in Stanleyville (Kisangani) on 7 Sep.  After reports of 

atrocities by the Stanleyville troops, the Belgians paratroop drop on the city.  

The central govt regains control over most of eastern Congo.  The Kwilu 

rebellion led by Pierre Mulele near Kikwit gathers force. 

1965 General Joseph-Désiré Mobutu stages a successful coup on 24 Nov and 

proclaims the Second Republic, with Léonard Mulamba as prime minister.  The 

Kwilu rebellion is put down.  US backing of Mobutu regime begins. 

1966 (Gen/Pres) Mobutu dismisses PM Mulamba and assumes the entire control of 

the government.  Cities with European names are conferred African names in a 

process that will be known in later years as authenticité.  The capital city, 

Leopoldville, becomes Kinshasa.  Rebellion in Orientale Province is put down. 
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1967 Mobutu takes up dictatorial powers and rules by decrees.  He bans all political 

parties and creates the Mouvement Populaire de la Révolution, MPR, as 

Congo’s sole legal party.  A new (2
nd

) constitution is promulgated that institutes 

the presidential regime.  Former PM Tshombe is kidnapped and imprisoned in 

Algeria. 

1969 Tshombe dead in Algerian prison. 

1970 Presidential elections are held in Congo, and Mobutu, the sole candidate, is 

elected.  Congo also holds its first national demographic census, which shows a 

steady growth to 21,637,876 inhabitants.   

1971 Mobutu coins the concept of authenticité.  Following this concept, he changes 

the name of the country from DRC to Zaire.  Zairean men are forbidden to wear 

Western suits and ties, and women to wear pants.  Colonial or Christian names 

are dropped and all Zairean citizens are required to adopt an ‘authentic’ name.  

Accordingly, Mobutu renames himself Mobutu Sese Seko Kuku Ngbendu wa 

za Banga (roughly translated ‘the great unstoppable warrior who goes from 

victory to victory’).  Provinces are now called regions, with African names. 

1973 Under a new policy touted at Zaireanization, foreign-owned businesses and 

properties are expropriated and turned over to Mobutu’s cronies, resulting in 

economic chaos. 

1974 3
rd

 constitution is promulgated on 15 Aug, further centralizes power in the 

presidency and creates the party-state. 

1975-1983 A period of economic crisis with unprecedented inflation follows a fall in the 

price of copper, whose exports account for 70% of Zaire’s revenue. 

1976 Zaireanization is reversed and most expropriated properties are returned to their 

foreign owners. 

1977 First War of Shaba (Shaba I) occurs between 8 March and 28 May.  The Front 

National de Libération du Congo, FNLC, invades from Angola the SE mineral 

region of Shaba with the objective of sparking a general uprising in the country.  

The rebellion is only defeated with the backing of Moroccan troops and French 

logistical support.  Mobutu reelected president without opposition.   

1978 The 2
nd

 War of Shaba (Shaba II) occurs between 11 - 31 May.  The FNLC 

launches an attack from Zambia and occupies the strategic mining town of 

Kolwezi.  The govt sends armed forces backed by French and Belgian troops 

and recaptures the city after 2 weeks of intensive fighting. 

1982 Opponents of Mobutu’s one-party rule form the Union pour la Démocratie et le 

Progrès Social, UDPS, whose leaders are harassed and imprisoned throughout 

the 1980s.  Following timid democratic reforms, opposition candidates 

participate for the first time in legislative elections and unseat a few 

incumbents.  Thirteen representatives, including Étienne Tshisekedi (leader of 

the UDPS), attempt to form a dissident party and are immediately arrested. 

1983-1985 Economic reforms attempt to reduce inflation and liberalize the economy.  

Foreign donors reschedule Zaire’s debt by ten years. 

1984 Mobutu is elected to a third term without opposition. 

1986 Due to IMF austerity programs combined with growing inflation, mounting 

national debt, and a slump in the prices of copper, the country enters a long 

period of intractable economic deterioration.  Responding to criticism on its 
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human rights record, Mobutu announces the creation of a ministry of citizens’ 

rights. 

1990 The US Congress decides to cut direct military and economic aid to Zaire 

because of alleged corruption and human rights abuses by Mobutu’ regime.  

The US has backed Mobutu’s regime since 1965 and supplied it with hundreds 

of millions of dollars in aid.  In a historical speech to the nation, Mobutu 

promises national multiparty elections the following year and political reforms 

designed to restore democracy.  The 3
rd

 Republic is declared.   

1990 The Conférence Nationale Souveraine, CNS, is held with the mandate of 

drafting a new constitution to set the stage for new democratic elections.  

Opposition leader (PM) Étienne Tshisekedi is named prime minister only to be 

fired a week later by Mobutu, spurring foreign donors to suspend aid to Zaire.  

Violent demonstrations erupt throughout the country. 

1992 Mobutu’s repeated attempts at undermining the work of the national conference 

are challenged by its members, who declare the conference to have sovereign 

powers to draw up a new constitution and legislate a multiparty system.  In an 

act of defiance, the CNS elects Mobutu’s longtime political foe Étienne 

Tshisekedi prime minister of a new transitional govt.  In February, peaceful 

demonstrations by Christian groups violently broken up by security forces; up 

to 45 killed and 100 injured. 

1993 Several of Mobutu’s traditional allies, including France and the US, urge him to 

step down.  A defiant Mobutu decides instead to dismiss PM Tshisekedi.  

Soldiers riot and loot following refusal of merchants to accept new notes with 

which soldiers were paid. 

1994 In the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide, some 1.5 million Hutus flee 

Rwanda’s civil war and pour across Congo’s borders into refugee camps.  

Among them are many of the Hutu militants responsible for Rwanda’s 

genocidal killings. 

1996 First Congo War.  Rwandan Hutu refugee militants fled Rwandan Tutsi govt 

and joined forces with Congolese army to fight Congolese ethnic Tutsis.  Ethnic 

Tutsis living in eastern Zaire are deprived of Zairean citizenship and threatened 

with expulsion.  Rwandan and Ugandan Tutsis invaded to fight the Congo-

based Hutu militia, joined by Pres. Mobutu opposition fighters.  This growing 

revolt among them gives way to a full-fledged anti-Mobutu rebellion led by 

veteran warlord Laurent Kabila.  Hundreds of thousands of Hutu refugees return 

to Rwanda.  Pres. Mobutu remains at his villa in France, undergoing treatment 

for prostate cancer. 

1997 Under pressure from PM Tshisekedi’s UDPS and threatened by advancing 

troops of Kabila’s AFDL, Pres. Mobutu, already ravaged by prostate cancer, 

relinquishes power and flees the country, ending the First Congo War.  (Pres) 

Kabila declares himself head of state and changes the country’s name back to 

the DRC.  On 7 Sep, Mobutu dies in exile in Morocco.   

1998 Second Congo War begins, involves 7 armies, sometimes referred to as the 

‘African World War.’ Pres. Kabila, fearful the Rwandan officers running his 

army would start a coup to install a Tutsi as Congolese president reporting 

directly to Rwanda’s President Kagame, asked them to leave.  Feeling shunted, 
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the Rwandan troops formed the RCD rebel movement.  Uganda spurs creation 

of the MLC rebel movement led by local warlord Pierre Bemba to 

counterbalance the power struggle.  The 2 rebel groups attacked the Congolese 

army.   

1998-2000 Pres. Kabila’s rule proves to be marred with uncertainty.  Poverty, debt, and 

corruption remain rampant while the prospects of peace and democracy 

continue to be elusive and illusory. 

2001 On 16 January, Pres. Laurent Kabila is gunned down in the presidential palace 

by one of his body guards.  Later that month his son Joseph Kabila is sworn into 

office in replacement of his father. 

2002 The Nyiragongo volcano erupts in eastern Congo on 18 Jan, leaving dozens 

dead.  Tongues of red, hot lava fork down to Lake Kivu, destroying in their 

paths several towns and the city of Goma.  Hundreds of thousands of residents 

cross the border to seek refuge in neighboring Rwanda. 

After several months of negotiations during the inter-Congolese dialogue held 

in Sun City, South Africa, the new govt signs a peace deal with most rebel 

factions in April.  Under the terms of the agreement, the govt wins nominal 

control over 70% of the country in exchange to some forms of power sharing. 

2003 Peace accord signed ending Second Congo War 

2006 A constitution was approved by voters, and on July 30 the Congo held its first 

multi-party elections since independence in 1960. Joseph Kabila took 45% of 

the votes and his opponent Jean-Pierre Bemba took 20%. That was the origin of 

a fight between the two parties from August 20-22 in the streets of Kinshasa. 

Sixteen people died before police and the UN mission MONUC took control of 

the city. A new election was held on October 29; Kabila won with 70% of the 

vote.  Bemba made multiple public statements saying the election had 

"irregularities," despite the fact that every neutral observer praised the elections. 

On December 6 the Transitional Government came to an end as Joseph Kabila 

was sworn in as President. 

The fragility of the state has allowed continued conflict and human rights 

abuses. In the ongoing Kivu conflict, the Democratic Forces for the Liberation 

of Rwanda (FDLR) continues to threaten the Rwandan border and the 

Banyamulenge, and Rwanda supports RCD-Goma rebels against Kinshasa; a 

rebel offensive at the end of October 2008 caused a refugee crisis. In Ituri 

MONUC has proved unable to contain the numerous militia and groups driving 

the Ituri conflict. In the northeast, Joseph Kony's LRA moved from their 

original bases in Uganda, where they have fought a 20-year rebellion, and South 

Sudan to DR Congo in 2005 and set up camps in the Garamba National Park. In 

northern Katanga, the Mai-Mai created by Laurent Kabila slipped out of the 

control of Kinshasa. The war is the world's deadliest conflict since World War 

II, killing 5.4 million people. 

 

2009 Renegade General Laurent Nkunda captured.  Ousted as leader of the National 

Congress for the Defense of the People (CNDP) in January, claimed he’s 



8 

 

fighting to protect the region’s ethnic Tutsi minority from Hutu militias 

(Interhamwe) that took refuge in Congo after participating in the 1994 genocide 

in neighboring Rwanda.  The conflict has simmered since 1996, when the Tutsi-

led government of neighboring Rwanda colluded with Congolese rebels as they 

pursued Hutu militias accused of killing 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus in 

Rwanda in the genocide. The Hutu militias, now known as the Democratic 

Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) still threaten Congo’s Tutsi 

minority, the CNDP says. 
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