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Busegwe Mission Station occupies an important place in the history of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in
Tanzania. Established in 1909 in the Lake Victoria region of what was then German East Africa, Busegwe became
one of the denomination’s earliest mission centers outside the Pare Mountains and an important gateway for

Adventist work among the Zanaki people and neighboring communities in what is the present-day Mara Region.

The station emerged after missionaries Ernest Raessler and Abraham C. Enns abandoned plans to establish
their headquarters at Shirati because of an outbreak of sleeping sickness. At Busegwe, education, evangelism,
language learning, translation, health care, agriculture, and the training of African workers became important
instruments of mission. Following Raessler's death in 1911, Julius Persson continued the development of the
station and expanded its educational and evangelistic activities. The first known Busegwe converts were
baptized in 1912, and by 1914, Busegwe had become the headquarters of an organized Mission district that
included several surrounding stations. Although World War | interrupted the work, the station was reestablished
in the early 1920s and subsequently assumed wider administrative importance. Busegwe later served as an
important center of Adventist administration in Tanganyika and, beginning in 1960, as headquarters of the

Tanganyika Union Mission. Its historic site continues to serve Adventist educational and ecclesiastical purposes.

Introduction

The establishment of Busegwe Mission Station formed part of the second major geographical phase of Seventh-
day Adventist expansion in what is now Tanzania. Adventist mission work in the country began in 1903 in the
South Pare Mountains where German missionaries established stations at Giti-Myamba, Kihurio, and other
locations. During the following years, denominational leaders sought to extend the work westward, particularly
toward the populous communities surrounding Lake Victoria. Busegwe, established in 1909, became one of the

principal centers for this expansion.!

The history of Busegwe is significant for more than the establishment of a single Mission station. From the
station developed a network of schools, outstations, teachers, evangelists, and congregations that contributed
to the expansion of Adventism throughout the Mara region. Contemporary denominational records

demonstrate that Busegwe was already recognized as an established mission center by the beginning of the
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1910s, while subsequent denominational organization placed it at the center of a district comprising several

mission stations.?

The story also illustrates the complexity of early Christian mission in East Africa. European missionaries
operated within the structures of German colonial rule, but the development of the church depended
increasingly upon African students, teachers, translators, laborers, converts, and evangelists. Consequently,
Busegwe's history should not be understood simply as the activity of foreign missionaries. It was also a process
in which local people negotiated, adopted, adapted, and eventually transmitted the Adventist faith to their own

communities.

Area and Historical Background

Busegwe is located in present-day Butiama District of Mara Region in northwestern Tanzania, southeast of
Musoma and within the historic homeland of the Zanaki people. The modern Busegwe educational campus is
approximately thirty kilometers southeast of Musoma2 The surrounding territory consists of agricultural land
interspersed with the rocky hills and outcrops characteristic of parts of the Mara landscape. Early Adventist
sources generally referred to the Zanaki by variant spellings such as “Wasaniki,” reflecting the orthographic

practices of European missionaries at the time:*

At the beginning of the 20th century, communities in the region were organized around families, clans, local
political authorities, agricultural activity, livestock keeping, and long-established religious and social customs.
Missionaries therefore entered a society with its own systems of authority and cultural identity. Access to land
and local communities required negotiations with recognized African leaders rather than merely the selection of

supposedly unoccupied territory.

Adventist historical accounts identify Kenyaka Hossein as the localmlwazi, or leader, encountered by Raessler
and Enns at Busegwe. According to the denominational history preserved in the Mara region, the missionaries
obtained a site known as “Obwana,” associated with communal activities involving children, after negotiations
involving payment of 60 rupees and a blanket> Whatever differences may exist in later recollections of the
transaction, the account demonstrates that establishment of the Mission depended upon interaction and

negotiation with local authority.

Establishment of Adventist Work at Busegwe

The immediate origins of the Busegwe Mission can be traced to the arrival of Ernest Raessler and Abraham C.
Enns in the Shirati area on June 1, 1909. Shirati appeared attractive because it was an important administrative
center, but the missionaries found that the locality and surrounding territory had been severely affected by

sleeping sickness associated with the tsetse fly. The outbreak had led to quarantine measures and had even



caused deaths among European medical personnel. Because of the health danger, the missionaries abandoned

the plan to establish their principal station there and began searching for a more suitable location®

Their journey eventually led them to Busegwe. The choice of Busegwe opened a new phase of Adventist work in
the Lake Victoria region. Baldur Pfeiffer's study of early Adventist missions identifies the inauguration of the
Victoria Lake Mission in the spring of 1909 with the establishment of the Busegwe station by Enns and Raessler.
Busegwe thus became the denomination’s second major geographical foothold in Tanganyika after the earlier

work in the Pare Mountains.’

The establishment of Busegwe was soon followed by further expansion. At the end of 1909 and during 1910,
Enns, together with other workers and Africans connected with Busegwe, participated in opening work among
the Majita people. Andrea Idafa, a Pare African who had worked with the German missionaries, was among
those who assisted in this expansion. Adventist work subsequently developed at Ikizu, Utimbaru, Sizaki, and
other localities. Thus, Busegwe did not function in isolation; it became part of a developing network of Mission

stations surrounding the eastern and southeastern shores of Lake Victoria®

Pioneer Workers

Ernest Raessler played a central role during the formative period of the Busegwe Mission. A contemporary
report by Bruno Ohme, published in the Advent Review and Sabbath Herald in August 1911, described Busegwe
as an established Adventist mission among the people whom the missionary writer called the “Wasaniki.”

Ohme’s report also indicates that the missionaries faced recurrent attacks of fever and other tropical illnesses?

The physical and health environment proved especially costly. Raessler contracted blackwater fever and died in
April 1911 after a short iliness. His death illustrates the severe health risks confronting missionaries and local
communities during a period when effective prevention and treatment of malaria and related diseases were
limited.”® A contemporary photograph of the missionary residence at Busegwe appeared with Ohme’s report,
demonstrating that the station had already achieved sufficient prominence to be presented to the international

Adventist readership.

Following Raessler’s death, Julius Persson and his family were urgently redirected to Busegwe. Persson
subsequently became one of the most influential missionaries associated with the station. He found a Mission
that had already begun to develop but whose school attendance had declined during Raessler’s illness.
According to Persson'’s later reports, Raessler had at one point gathered approximately one hundred children,

but only thirteen remained when Persson arrived."

Under Persson'’s leadership, the station underwent substantial physical development. Student houses were
constructed, a chapel capable of accommodating approximately 300 people was built, storage and domestic

facilities were improved, and roads around the Mission were developed. Agriculture was also integrated into
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Mission life. Persson reported planting bananas, pineapples, citrus trees, and cotton and clearing land for
cultivation. Such agricultural activities served practical needs while also contributing to the Mission’s educational

and economic program.'?

Education as a Principal Mission Strategy

Education became one of the most important methods through which Adventism developed at Busegwe. This
approach was consistent with the wider Adventist mission strategy in East Africa where schools, health services,
and literature work frequently accompanied evangelistic activity. Christopher Mwashinga’s study of early
Adventist mission in East Africa identifies education as one of the denomination’s three principal mission

strategies during the first half of the 20th century, alongside medical and publishing work!?

At Busegwe, literacy instruction gave missionaries sustained contact with children and families. Schooling
included reading, writing, religious instruction, and practical activity. It also helped create a group of young
people who could eventually serve as teachers and evangelistic workers in neighboring communities. By 1912,
official denominational records listed Busegwe with two schools, one European teacher, and 35 pupils!* These

formal statistics represented only part of a rapidly changing educational program.

Persson's personal reports indicate considerable growth after his arrival. By the end of 1912, he reported
approximately 180 children connected with the school, including about 60 girls. Although attendance fluctuated,
approximately 150 pupils continued receiving instruction. More important for the future expansion of the
Church, assistants trained at Busegwe became involved in branch schools and the extension of educational

work beyond the main station.”™

The growth of schooling throughout the wider Mara region was substantial. A later historical summary records
five mission centers associated with the Busegwe zone—Busegwe, |kizu, Utimbaru, Sizaki, and Butiama—with 16
schools connected to the zone before World War I. The figure reflects the extent to which education became

closely linked with Adventist expansion.'®

Community Interaction

Missionaries gradually recognized that long-term evangelism could not depend solely upon interpreters.
Knowledge of local languages was essential for teaching, preaching, and meaningful interaction with the
population. Persson therefore devoted considerable effort to language study while teaching at the Busegwe

School.

By 1913, he reported being able to preach and teach in the local language. His translation activities included 22
hymns, instructional material concerning the commandments, portions of Old Testament history, and the

beginning of a translation of the Gospel of Matthew."” Whatever the ultimate publication history of these



translations, such work indicates an important transition from evangelism mediated principally through

European languages or interpreters toward direct communication in African languages.

Persson also reported visiting the sick and providing basic health treatments. Such activities anticipated the
more organized medical ministry that became an important element of Adventist work in East Africa.
Mwashinga has shown that education and medical care frequently enabled Adventist missionaries to build

relationships in communities where direct preaching alone might have encountered resistance!®

The contribution of Africans was equally important. Teachers and assistants provided the human network
through which schools and preaching stations could multiply beyond the residence of a European missionary.
African converts also possessed linguistic and cultural knowledge unavailable to foreign workers. The
participation of Andrea Idafa and other early African workers in the spread of the mission beyond Busegwe
illustrates this developing pattern. Over time, the continued expansion of Adventism depended increasingly
upon Africans teaching, preaching, organizing congregations, and communicating the Adventist message within

their own societies.

First Converts and the Formation of the Adventist Community

The baptismal chronology of early Adventism in Mara requires careful distinction between the first baptisms in
the wider region and the first converts specifically associated with Busegwe. The first recorded baptisms in the
Mara region took place at Majita on December 2, 1911, when Yohana Mtarimbo, a Jita, and Filipo Kayanda, a

Sukuma then living or working in the Majita area, were baptized.””

The first identifiable Busegwe believers entered the Adventist community soon afterward. A second major
baptism took place at Majita in June 1912, when 11 people were baptized. The group included the first converts
associated with Nyabangi, Busegwe, and Ikizu. Stefan Hoschele, drawing upon denominational records and oral-
history interviews, identifies the earliest known Adventists from Busegwe as Hosea Mrundi, Samuel Isinziro, and

Simon Mwinamira.?°

These baptisms represented more than numerical growth. They marked the beginning of an indigenous
Adventist community capable of transmitting its beliefs through kinship networks, schools, and neighboring
settlements. As Africans increasingly became teachers, lay evangelists, and later ordained Church workers, the
character of Adventism in Mara gradually changed from a foreign missionary enterprise into an African Christian

movement with its own local leadership.

Growth was nevertheless gradual. Available evidence indicates that by 1914, Busegwe had 24 baptized
members. Majita, which had developed more rapidly, had 56 while the wider Usukuma area had 142" These
figures are particularly valuable because they provide a more reliable measure of the early baptized

membership than later retrospective estimates.



Busegwe as a Mission District and Regional Center

The importance of Busegwe extended beyond the congregation located at the station. By the years immediately

preceding World War |, it had developed into the headquarters of a wider Mission district.

The Seventh-day Adventist Yearbook identified Julius Persson as superintendent of the Busegwe District and
listed Busegwe as its head station, with Kidzu (Ikizu), Utimbaru, and Sisaki/Sizaki among the associated stations.
The denominational administrative structure therefore confirms that Busegwe had become a regional center
from which Adventist activity was coordinated among several communities?? Similar organizational listings

continued to identify Busegwe as the head station of what later records called the Ushashi District.

By the end of 1913, Persson reported significant expansion throughout the wider Mission field: 15 missionaries,
20 African teachers, 24 schools, more than two thousand pupils, and 11 stations in various stages of
establishment. These figures were not statistics for Busegwe alone, but they reveal the rapid growth of the Lake

Victoria Mission system of which Busegwe constituted an important part?

The strategic importance of the station therefore lay in its function as a training and coordinating center.
Schools could produce literate young people; some of them became teachers; teachers helped establish
additional schools; and those schools often created new points of contact for evangelism. In this way,

educational expansion and Church expansion became closely connected.

World War | and the Interruption of Mission Work

The outbreak of World War | in 1914 profoundly affected Adventist work in German East Africa. Foreign
missionaries were subject to wartime restrictions, internment, removal, or repatriation, and communication
with the European denominational structure became increasingly difficult. Mission stations suffered disruption,

and some property was damaged or abandoned.

Busegwe and the neighboring Lake Victoria stations were affected by this upheaval. Denominational directories
published during and immediately after the war continued to list the prewar stations, but often with the
qualification that these were stations “as established before the war,” indicating the lack of normal missionary

administration.?*

The War therefore interrupted the rapid institutional expansion of the preceding years. Still, the Adventist
presence did not disappear entirely. The survival of communities of believers during periods in which foreign
missionaries were absent underscores the importance of African converts and workers. The disruption also
demonstrated that the future of Adventism in Tanzania could not depend permanently upon European

personnel.



Reestablishment of Busegwe

After the War and the transfer of Tanganyika from German to British administration, Adventist leaders began
rebuilding the mission structure. In 1921, E. B. Phillips was appointed to reestablish Busegwe Station. For a
period, operations continued on the older site. In 1938 the mission erected new buildings at another location a

short distance away.?®

The re-establishment of Busegwe marked the beginning of another phase in its history. The station resumed its
role within the developing Adventist work of Tanganyika while the Church itself underwent substantial
organizational changes. Mission fields were reorganized, local leadership increased, and schools, churches, and

health facilities expanded.

The experience of Busegwe was thus representative of a wider transition within African Adventism. The earliest
period had depended heavily on missionaries sent from Europe. By the middle decades of the 20th century,
however, the denomination increasingly required African pastors, teachers, evangelists, administrators, and
institutional workers. The historical significance of early Mission schools can therefore be measured not only by
the number of pupils they enrolled but also by their contribution to the emergence of a literate African Christian

leadership.

Later Administrative and Institutional Importance

Busegwe continued to exercise influence far beyond its original status as a local Mission station. During the 20th
century, it became an important administrative center for Adventism in Tanganyika. Its role was sufficiently

prominent that the site became associated with the headquarters of the Tanganyika Mission organization.

A major development occurred in 1960 when the Tanganyika Union Mission was organized with its
headquarters at Busegwe. Following the union of Tanganyika and Zanzibar in 1964, the denomination’s
administrative terminology changed in accordance with the new national context. Busegwe continued to
function as an important administrative center until the union headquarters was eventually transferred to the
Arusha area in the 1970s.2° This development demonstrates that a Mission station founded among the Zanaki in

1909 ultimately acquired importance in the national organization of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

The historic Mission site also retained an educational function. In 2008, theMara Conference opened Busegwe
Girls High School at Busegwe. The institution began with 23e students and subsequently expanded to include
both ordinary and advanced secondary education. Some structures associated with the older mission property

continued to form part of the campus.?’

Thus, more than a century after Adventist work began there, Busegwe continues to be associated with the

educational mission of the Church. The continuation of educational activity on or near the historic Mission
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grounds creates a direct institutional link between the strategy employed by the pioneers and the contemporary

Adventist presence in the area.

Challenges

The establishment and development of Adventism at Busegwe were accompanied by substantial challenges.
Disease was among the most serious. Sleeping sickness had already prevented the missionaries from settling at
Shirati, while malaria and blackwater fever affected workers elsewhere in the region. Raessler's death in 1911
was the most dramatic example of this danger. Contemporary reports repeatedly testify to the vulnerability of

missionaries and Africans alike to diseases for which preventive and therapeutic resources were limited?®

Language constituted another obstacle. Missionaries arriving from Europe initially lacked the linguistic ability
necessary to communicate complex religious concepts. Persson’s experience at Busegwe demonstrates both the
difficulty and the importance of sustained language study. Translation and the training of African teachers

gradually reduced this limitation.

Cultural differences also created misunderstandings. European missionaries arrived with theological, moral,
educational, and social assumptions shaped by their own societies. Zanaki and neighboring peoples possessed
their own concepts of family, religious authority, social obligation, ritual, and community life. Conversion
therefore involved more than acceptance of new doctrines; it often brought individuals into negotiation with

existing social relationships and expectations.

Historical sources written by early missionaries must consequently be read with care. Their descriptions provide
valuable eyewitness evidence, but some of their terminology reflects the colonial and cultural assumptions of
early 20th-century Europe. A modern historical account should preserve their factual contribution without

uncritically adopting judgments they made about African societies.

Finally, World War | demonstrated the vulnerability of a Mission system that depended heavily upon expatriate
personnel and foreign financial support. The interruption of Mission administration made the development of

African leadership not merely desirable but essential for the long-term survival and growth of the Church.

Impact and Legacy

Busegwe's most enduring contribution to Adventism in Tanzania lies in the multiple roles it performed over
more than a century. First, it provided a geographical gateway through which Adventism entered Zanaki
territory and spread to several neighboring communities. Second, its schools created sustained interaction
between the mission and local families and produced individuals capable of serving as teachers and evangelistic
workers. Third, language learning and translation helped move Adventist communication toward local languages

rather than permanent reliance on foreign interpreters.



Fourth, Busegwe became an organizational center. By the prewar years, it headed a district incorporating
several Mission stations, and in later decades its administrative role expanded to the national level. Fifth, the
history of Busegwe demonstrates the indispensable role of African agency. European missionaries initiated the
station, but the permanence of Adventism in Mara depended on the men and women who accepted the faith,
taught in its schools, sustained congregations during periods of missionary absence, and carried the message

into other communities.

The growth that followed was substantial. From the small groups of students and converts of the 1910s,
Adventism eventually became deeply established throughout Mara Region. The modern Mara Conference traces
its organizational ancestry to Adventist work beginning in the region in 1909 and today encompasses a large

network of churches and institutions.2®

Busegwe should therefore not be understood merely as an abandoned pioneer station of historical interest. Its
importance lies in the continuity between mission, education, evangelism, administration, and indigenous
Church leadership. The transition from a Mission founded by foreign workers to a Church sustained and led

predominantly by Tanzanians represents one of the central themes in the history of Adventism in the region.

Conclusions

The establishment of Busegwe Mission Station in 1909 marked a significant stage in the expansion of Seventh-
day Adventism in Tanzania. Founded after health conditions made Shirati unsuitable as a Mission base,
Busegwe became one of the earliest centers of Adventist work around Lake Victoria and a principal gateway to

the Zanaki people.

The station's development demonstrates the interconnected character of early Adventist mission. Evangelism
was accompanied by schooling, language study, translation, agriculture, health ministry, and the training of local
workers. Despite disease, cultural differences, the death of pioneer workers, and the disruption caused by

World War [, an Adventist community emerged and gradually took root.

By 1914, Busegwe had become the headquarters of a district containing several mission stations. After its
postwar reestablishment, it remained important in the developing denominational structure of Tanganyika and
eventually became headquarters of the Tanganyika Union Mission. Its continued educational use further

demonstrates the durability of the institutional foundations established during the pioneer period.

Most importantly, the history of Busegwe reveals the transition of Adventism from an externally initiated
missionary enterprise into a locally rooted African Church. The missionaries who established the station played
an important pioneering role, but the long-term expansion of the Adventist faith depended upon African
converts, teachers, evangelists, church members, and leaders. Busegwe's enduring significance is therefore

found both in its place in Adventist institutional history and in the generations of Tanzanian believers whose



ministry extended the work far beyond the original mission station.
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