[image: cover-image, MOBUTU'S MONEY]
MOBUTU’S MONEY
This is a true account of events that took place in Zaire during the time that Ellen and I were living and working there.  Putting confidence in money takes on a totally different perspective when considered in the light of what actually happened.
 
Money Defined
Grandpa Paul’s practical parables are part of his real life experiences. What is learned from the life we live has a lot to do with the perspective that defines our priorities. What is remembered is colored by our perception of the purpose for which we have the privilege of living in the first place. 
Why do we work so hard for something that does not bring satisfaction, something that does not last?
What will a man give in exchange for his soul?
When one is making “good” money it must mean he is making more money, not that others are being paid counterfeit money. The value of money is difficult to define, even though the currency note says it is legal tender for all debts, public and private. Doesn’t it depend on the country where the money can be used, who printed the money, and what you can do with it?
You used to know you had money when you checked the piggy bank or the coffee can on the top shelf and found coins or bills wadded up inside. What if you don’t see “In God We Trust” on any coin or bill? Do you really have money?
More likely you log in to your bank through the internet, type in your bank account number, your 8-digit password, then the answer to your security question. Your bank then opens your account.
You won’t find “In God We Trust” on the screen, but the number at the bottom of the available balance column convinces you that you can buy what you found on line. So you decide to do it.
The numbers in your computer will change and the numbers in another computer somewhere will change when you enter the numbers on your card, the expiry date and the security code. Maybe you have bought something that will actually be delivered to your door.
Probably you do all that on your I-phone if you are half my age or less. Maybe you use your fingerprint to unlock your phone.
Piggy Banks and coffee cans and that stuff with “In God We Trust” on each piece, are all becoming obsolete. Money is strange stuff. Fifty years ago there was no internet and no computers. In some parts of Africa, the money introduced by the colonial powers became worthless when the new rulers began making decisions.
Back in 1960 when the people in the Congo received their independence from Belgium there was a currency in circulation called the Franc. The new independent country under Mobutu’s rule became the Republique Democratic du Zaire. The Congo River became the Fleuve Zaire, city names were changed, and the people were called Zairois rather than Congolese. The currency was changed to the Zaire.
Mobutu renamed himself Mobutu Sese Seko Kuku Ngbendu Wa Za Banga and established a new holiday, Trois Zed, to commemorate the changes he had initiated. That was relatively easy, but changing the money was much more involved.
The Zaires were printed in Germany and imported to Kinshasa. The distribution presented a number of challenges. Zaire is a vast country, about one third the size of the United States, but with almost no infrastructure. Banks only existed in the larger cities. Remote areas had no government presence at all. There was no mail system. The majority of the people in Zandeland would probably be unable to exchange any money they might have in Francs. It would take several days to walk to the nearest Zone administrative Office, but there were no bank services offered there.
Bank accounts were to be used to convert Francs to Zaires and Francs cash was to be exchanged for Zaires cash at the banks. That is if those who had cash could get to the banks, and the banks had Zaires, and the clerks felt like it, then they could get some, maybe. 
The money would also be put into circulation when government employees or soldiers in remote areas were paid with Zaires cash. Merchants who went out by truck to buy cotton, palm nuts, peanuts and rice from the growers would pay in Zaires. Traders using the new currency to buy ivory, rauwolfia, or gold would put more money into the economy. The new money would eventually get to the Zandes through the local market place. It would take months to accomplish this. 
Bob Zimmerman lived at Bafuka, in Zandeland, and had no way to purchase any new money with the Francs he had on hand. Paulis, now called Isiro, was over a day’s drive away and it was reported that the bank had no more cash so none could be withdrawn from his Isiro account to make purchases or pay any wages.
The Zandes relied on the local market place to sell their goods for Francs which they immediately used to purchase other local goods. Francs, when available, were used to purchase essential items like matches, salt, soap, cloth, and garden tools. These items were to be found in the Zimmerman’s Station Store or in the small shops in Doruma, 80 kilometers from Bafuka.
The time scheduled to exchange Franks for Zaires at the banks would expire at the end of the month. The Francs anyone had remaining would then become worthless.
Something needed to be done in order to help the local community make the transition. Some kind of legal tender was needed. Many of the Zandes had no money at all, so they would go back to the barter system, exchanging goods at the market place and hardly noticing the lack of money. The people who worked for wages probably had no savings, but rather debts to be settled at the end of the month. They depended on using their wages to make purchases of food at the marketplace. What would they do if they didn’t get paid? How would the missionaries, who used money for all their needs, get along with no money and no gardens?
Bob Zimmerman developed a plan. He used the Rex-Rotary spirit duplicator owned by the Bible School to print paper money from the master copy of the Zimmerman notes he created. I don’t know what they looked like except that the imprint from spirit duplicators was usually purple. He established the value of his purple paper money using the previous value of the Franc to Dollar exchange rate and the radio announcement of the value of the newly introduced Zaire. He converted his payroll obligations and the prices of all the goods in his store to Zimmerman value. The dollar value of his store inventory exceeded sum of the Bafuka Station payroll, the Bible School teacher payroll, and the immediate needs of the Zimmermans and the other missionaries at Bafuka. He printed sufficient Z-bills, backed by his store inventory, to pay all these obligations plus some for missionaries to have to purchase goods from the Zandes and to pay to their workers.
Of course he needed to keep records to account for all the Z-bills that he paid out, what he loaned to his fellow missionaries, and the balance remaining. He signed and numbered each bill. He recorded each bill in a ledger. The bills could be used to buy any of the inventory he had on hand in the small station store he had set up to help the local people. The missionaries could pay him back using their dollar accounts.
His employees trusted him and payroll was met with purple paper money, not Zaires. The workers accepted the Zimmerman money as their wages. The Z-bills went into circulation among the Zandes in that remote area.
Several of the employees went to the store to convert the Z-bills to salt, soap or cloth. The Z-bills worked! They settled debts among themselves with Z-bills. They explained to those in the market place the value of the Z-bills compared to the old Franc they knew. The bills were used. The villagers brought them to the store and bought what they needed. The Z-bills were working fine. Bob Zimmerman treated the bills like real money, so did the Zandes.
Eventually some of the beautifully colored Zaire notes, showing Mobutu wearing his leopard skin hat, were brought in to Doruma by some merchants. The Zandes in the Bafuka area now had three currencies, the old worthless Francs, the purple Z-bills that had recently been printed by their Bible School teacher, and a very few of the newly issued official Zaire notes.
They weren’t in any hurry to turn in the Z-bills because their Bible School teacher was still there and he had recently added new merchandise to his store inventory. He said the money was still good and he would even exchange crisp new Zaire notes for any Z-bills that were brought to his store.
Weeks and possibly months later Zandes from remote villages brought in Francs to try to buy something and found out that their government had replaced Francs with Zaires and that their money was worthless. No one wanted their Francs. They saw the new Zaires for the first time. The Z-bills kept circulating. The Zandes knew they were good at Bwana Zimmerman’s store and they bought small items as they needed them, but got their change back in Zaires.
Bob kept a record and checked off the Z-Bills as they came back to his store. He burned the used Z-Bills. Some were still easily legible, having only a single fold, probably saved in a student’s Bible. Some were limp and filthy, with palm oil stains and engrained dirt from repeated use at the market place. Folding a bill into a small square to hide in a woman’s wrap around cloth made it almost impossible to read the serial number on it. The number of bills returned decreased as time passed and the Zaire bills became readily available.
Some bills were never returned to the Zimmerman Station Store, possibly worn out in circulation. The bills may have gotten wet in the rain, the purple markings blurred, the limp Z-bill just dissolving into a wad of paper pulp.
Bob Zimmerman had provided a solution in a remote area of a country where the money in existence was declared worthless by the central government. The authorities in distant Kinshasa had been unable to make the new currency available to their people living in the sparsely populated area over a thousand miles from the capital. I doubt that there are any Zandes still living who can recall the rather ingenious provision of Z-bills to make the economy work at Bafuka.
We are accustomed to converting the value of every imaginable item, into how much it would cost in the kind of money we know. When things become more expensive we usually complain that the prices are going up, not that the value of the money is going down. When a single item has several prices depending on the kind of money used, it is obvious that there is some sort of relationship between the currencies. Of course that is the exchange rate. 
The Z-bill introduced by Bob Zimmerman must have had an exchange rate of one to one with the Zaire when introduced by Mobutu. One Zaire was replacing one thousand Francs. The Zaire was equal to one half a US Dollar.
Thirty years later the nouveau Zaire (each of which had earlier replaced three million of the first Zaires) was eliminated at a rate of 100,000 of the nouveau Zaires for one Franc. By then no one wanted the nouveau Zaires, because not even 110,000,000 of the nouveau Zaires was able to buy one US Dollar. Exchange rates were outdated before they were published. The money was worthless.
So what is money? Where does it get value? Did not the Z-bills have value because they were printed by a man the Zandes knew and trusted, one who had a store offering items in exchange for the Z-bills? The value was not lost because the value of the items in the store exceeded the amount of money printed. The store prices did not change because the store was not established to gain money but to serve God’s people.
The love of money is the motivation of all that is evil. It is impossible to serve God and money. The young ruler was unwilling to give to the poor all he had in order to follow Jesus, because he was very rich. The prosperous farmer was called a fool by God, because he had plans only for this life and could take nothing with him. He was to die that night.
For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?
Lay-up treasure in Heaven.
 
Counterfeit Money
The circulation and use of a currency created by a missionary Bible school teacher at Bafuka proved to provide real money. I called it the Z-bill because Bob Zimmerman designed and printed the purple paper money to use in that remote part of Zaire while awaiting the distribution of the new currency as ordered by Mobutu.
It wasn’t really counterfeit money because the creator did not copy an existing currency for his personal profit to take advantage of an ignorant people. There was no money to copy. Mr. Zimmerman did, however, meet an urgent need by supplying a method for the people in that remote area to buy, sell, and settle debts among themselves.
The new Zaire bill was declared to have the same value as two US dollars. The largest Zaire bills were the blue 10 Zaire and the green 5 Zaire notes. A Zaire was divided into 100 Makutas. There were 20, 10, 5 and 1 Makuta coins. The Makuta coin was divided into 100 Sengis the smallest being the tiny aluminum 10 Sengi piece. One egg from the market cost 10 Sengis. The new money was in circulation.
Though we had no local bank at Rethy, obtaining the new Zaires was relatively easy. The Field Treasurer lived at Rethy and kept accounts for all the AIM missionaries in Zaire. He had contacts to purchase Zaires with dollars so, with his help we simply requested Zaires and received them in an envelope. The deduction against our personal account was made at the current exchange rate.
We had no interest in the exchange rate at first since we did very little buying or selling with our teaching and dorm parenting responsibilities. We took our meals at the dorm and we lived in the dorm with our 23 children.
It didn’t take long for prices to increase; the price of an egg got up to one then one and one half Makutas. Had the eggs grown in size? What was happening? The Zaires we bought through the Field Treasurer cost less than they ever had before. 
It wasn’t long before the 10 Sengi coin disappeared. Nobody wanted money that could buy nothing. The idea of an exchange rate somehow changing the market prices became better understood.
The fact that dollars existed became more widely known. People learned that each dollar bought more and more Zaires. Of course there were no US Dollars in circulation and the only people who had seen any, were the merchants who did business in foreign countries. This gave opportunity for counterfeit money to be created. The most common bill to copy was the $100 note. A colored photocopy on almost any kind of paper would probably pass for a while undetected. It was known that the missionaries from America knew all about dollars.
One day a young man brought me a paper that said American Express Check on the top and was filled in for 10 US dollars. It wasn’t all that fancy and was on A5 size paper. He wanted to know how much it was worth. An American tourist traveling by bicycle had stopped to eat and sleep at his guest house near Mahagi. The man had paid with the American Express Travelers Check that he offered for my inspection. I told him the truth. It was worthless. I was ashamed that this man had been cheated by an American tourist traveling across Africa. The paper was a counterfeit, intended to get what the cyclist wanted in exchange for something worthless.
Merchants who imported goods into Zaire, to sell for Zaires, had to buy them with a currency recognized by the foreign seller. Outside of Zaire, no one wanted Zaires and it was nearly impossible to buy any foreign currency at the banks. The Bunia merchants used the Zaires earned in their businesses to purchase local products to export to someone who would pay with a currency that could be exchanged in any foreign bank. The preferred currency was the US$. 
The merchant was, therefore, eager to sell anything he had for US$, even the millions of Zaires cash that he had accumulated during the month from his business activities. With the published exchange rate at the bank being, for example 25 Zaires per Dollar, the merchant would offer his goods at half price if you paid in US$, and sell hundreds of thousands of Zaires at 50 Zaires per Dollar. The Zaire was depreciating rapidly. The government no longer had control of the value of its money. Merchants in Watsa offered to sell Zaires to the field treasurer at 67 Zaires per dollar. The Zaire had devalued 13,400%.
Mobutu and his government kept printing money, introducing the new green 10 Zaire note, flooding the country with more and more currency.
To revalue the currency necessitated reducing the amount of money in circulation. Apparently Mobutu was having trouble getting what he wanted on the international market place and to get more loans he agreed to take action. The solution was to print more money and introduce larger denomination bills, the 50, 100. 500 and 1000 Zaire notes and re-print the ten and five Zaire notes but using different colors than were currently in use. How does that help?
Remember how the Francs were taken out of circulation? Again the banks were to be used to exchange the now old blue 10 Zaire note for the new green one and the old green 5 Zaire note for the new blue one. In effect all of the largest bills in existence, the ones saved by any merchant who wanted to make a major purchase, would become worthless. A merchant with a truckload of 10 and 5 Zaire notes of the wrong colors killed himself. Clearly, accumulating money was not a good plan to use in preparing for the future.
The Zaire continued to devalue and it became necessary to do all you could not to accumulate any money, but rather to get in debt if possible. Foniyo Ganda, who worked at the optical center, earned more wages than he needed to live each month and wondered what to do with the money. I told him to spend it on iron, and that is literally what he did. He bought sheet metal roofing for a house that he might build some day.
During the school vacation month, we always traveled to Bunia in the three ton Isuzu truck to purchase several tons of supplies for the next three-month school term. Since it took about six hours to travel to Bunia we would leave Rethy at three or four in the morning in order to get there early enough to shop in the biggest stores to find the prices of the major items on our list. We would then calculate approximately how many millions of Zaires to order from the Field Treasurer to spend the next day. The field treasurer usually had some cash on hand but bought more from the local merchants when he knew we would be down to do the purchasing for the dorm. If all went well, we could buy some of the bulk items the same day.
No shop keeper had any prices marked and many of them took out a pocket calculator and after a few entries would turn the calculator around so Ellen could see the price. She then marked down the price after the item, for example 12 – 50 Kg sacks of flour, the price in Zaires, say One hundred twenty-five thousand five hundred, and the store, Bon Marche. We were reasonably sure that would be the price today and maybe tomorrow morning.
The currency was so devalued that the ones, fives, tens, and twenties, were out of circulation. Many of the larger bills were too much trouble to count so 625 notes were tied with twine into a brick. A brick of 25 bundles of 25 bills of 50 Zaire notes was worth 31,250 Zaires. That would be about 40 bricks of 50 Zaire notes to buy the needed flour. Fortunately, the 50 Zaire notes were almost out of use too, so there wasn’t a risk of not being able to fit the money into the cab of the truck. Bricks of 500 Zaire notes were the most common at the time so we those plus other denominations as bricks or larger notes up to the 500,000s. It would take two gunny sacks of money to do our shopping the next day.
Nearly everything went according to plan. Ellen worked with the shop-keeper at the counter in his store and I loaded the Isuzu truck backed up to the cement veranda just outside. The owner wrote out the invoice by hand ordering his men to bring out the 12 bags of flour, the 10 bags of sugar, the 15 cases of Blue Band and Kimbo, the 5 cases of Omo, 12 cases of tomato paste and so on. She checked the count as did I as I packed the truck. The sacks of money were locked in the cab of the truck. There were always many spectators, including children. I had Marko with me to guard the truck when I went in to see how things were going.
Ellen was distressed, looking around frantically. Her purse had disappeared. I checked in the truck and it wasn’t there. I relocked the door and returned to find her telling the shopkeeper emphatically, 
“Yes I want it back!”
It seems he had had this happen before and of course he knew there couldn’t be a significant amount of money in the purse anyway, unless it was all in $100 bills. It wasn’t that big a purse!
The shop owner may have been disappointed when she said that there was no money in it, but she insisted that she did want the papers and other items in the purse. She had been writing on a pile of papers where all the calculations and accounting for the shopping trip were being made when, the purse at her elbow had been stolen. Amazingly, after a few commands to those standing around and to his workers who were bringing out the goods from the store-room, the purse was found and returned. Buying a truckload of supplies there had to be bundles of $100 bills in that purse! I guess they had checked. The shopkeeper may still have hoped to receive payment with a bank transfer of US$ when the Bwana who was loading the truck came in to settle the bill.
He did come in to settle the bill, bringing in bricks of money in a sack, to count down the invoice as much as possible until Ellen could pay off the balance with the higher denomination Zaire notes from the large manila envelope under her stack of papers. The merchant swept the bricks of money into a huge bottom drawer and his quick fingered cashier girls counted out the balance from the larger Zaire notes. After laying down the pre-counted bundles of 25 notes, the girls immediately broke the packets and began recounting, too quickly to for me to verify and, often came up short. The implication was that I was trying to cheat the merchant. The field treasurer had made up the packets and I trusted him and his counting assistant rather than the cashier girls, but what can one do? I can’t count that fast so somebody got a tip.
From Bon Marche we went to other big merchants to continue filling the lists in a similar manner, salt, paint, kerosene, gasoline and other necessities, trying to also buy for others what they ordered. We bought all we could, and planned to return to Rethy the next day. We had, with God’s help been able to fill the truck with supplies for the next term.
No matter how the money looks, and the 1,000,000 Zaire note was beautiful, one assumes that goods and services can be purchased in the country that issued the money. All the advanced security features were incorporated including the embedded metallic strip with 3-D images, the microscopic printing, the raised ink, the shadow image when held up to the light and so on. No one would be ever able to counterfeit those bills, but why even try? New ones were put into circulation daily. Storing up treasure in Zaire, as Zaires cash, was foolish.
For all practical purposes the Zaire, itself, was counterfeit!
The best exchange is to repent, deny yourself, and give your life to Jesus.
 
 
Dealing With Devalued Money
Last week we thought a little about counterfeit money. The counterfeit American Express Travelers check paid to an innkeeper at Mahagi was able to buy goods and services. The American cyclist traveling the length of Africa no doubt had other currencies in his backpack, possibly including some authentic US hundred bills. Getting something for nothing was the cheapest at Mahagi. We began to wonder if the Zaire, the currency issued by the government, was also counterfeit.
Money is thought to be an indicator of value, but when the value of the money changes every day how can anyone tell what something will cost when he needs it? With the depreciating Zaire it was certain that the price in Zaires would increase. 
The dorm workmen had apparently put some thought into how they would deal with the rapidly devaluing money and the requirement that they provide school notebooks as needed. 
When we traveled to Bunia to buy dorm supplies, they asked us to buy, and keep in stock for them, some cases of the thin 32-page school cahiers, they had to send to school with their children. If I could buy two large cases in Bunia and sell to them as needed for the next several months, it would cost the workers less than one fourth the Rethy price at the current exchange rate. Their regular monthly pay increases would make them cheaper and cheaper as the money devalued.
I tried, but failed to help the workers that time. I found the cahiers were sold in cases of 500 booklets, and I noted down the price per case. The sacks remaining in the cab of the Isuzu truck held sufficient money from the field treasurer to purchase two cases of the notebooks so I placed the order and had the shopkeeper establish the invoice. He sent his men to get the cases of notebooks for me. I took the invoice to the truck and returned with Zaires in bricks, bundles, and stacks to count out the total, as on the invoice. When I placed the invoice with the carefully counted money on the counter he pushed it back to me. Maybe he was hoping for dollars. He absolutely refused to sell the cahiers to me. His paper was apparently worth more to him than the paper I had offered in exchange.
I was ready to buy a large percentage of his stock. He would be forced to spend all that money for new merchandise before the Zaires lost value. It is possible that he hadn’t yet purchased the cases of school notebooks, he just knew where he could get them and that he anticipated making an immediate, significant, profit. Of course if the price there had increased he might realize no profit at all.
Increasing the number of Zaires you had was very easy, but using that increase before it devalued was nearly impossible. Placing money in the bank was known to be foolish by any merchant. Oh yes they would take it, give you a receipt, increase your account balance, and keep it from being stolen, but saving accounts that devalue are meaningless. Only you could withdraw the money, but the bank limited the amount that could be withdrawn on any given day and foreign currency could not be purchased. Your money would devalue rapidly and there was nothing you could do about it. Saving the profit wasn’t possible. The merchant found the product he offered for sale to be a more useful currency than the devaluing Zaire.
I think the real reason the invoiced and paid sale was cancelled was that the merchant decided he would rather keep his paper and sell a few school cahiers each day, at an ever increasing price, and spend the income immediately at the market place. There he would pay the higher prices to get roughly the same amount of food he would have gotten at the cheaper prices a few weeks earlier.
I didn’t argue further with the clerk. His notebooks, sold a few at a time, at higher and higher prices, would bring in enough to purchase what he needed to buy at the market place. If all he had was my bricks of Zaires their value would drop daily.
We employed about 20 workmen to accomplish all that needed to be done at the Rethy Academy and of course they needed to be paid. Since the money was now devaluing so rapidly, with newly printed ever larger denomination bills being put into circulation, we increased their pay every month. The funds to operate the boarding school were received from the children’s parents as US dollars in our Dorm account at Bunia so we bought the Zaires through the field treasurer only as needed. 
We modified the workers’ wages by calculating a conversion factor based on the prices of a list common purchases. Just before paying wages we sent out three trusted men to record the current prices from three local market places. The average prices for each item were inserted into our formula to obtain the conversion factor for the month. Some prices at the Soko might have doubled, others increased by only 20%, but we did the best we could to increase their pay as their cost of living increased.
The formula was fairly complicated, modeled after the one used by the contractors installing the Koda Hydroelectric plant. The formula was used to calculate the installments to be paid in Zaires as the work progressed. Theirs was based on quantities of construction materials times the ratio of the old price to the current price. Ours was based on what a family of six would purchase at the Soko, each item multiplied by the price this month divided by the price last month. 
The workmen realized that a debt had to be repaid and that the older the debt, the easier it was to repay. We allowed the workmen to have advances on their salaries up to half their anticipated wage for things like hospital bills or school fees. Their last month’s salary times the conversion factor less the deduction to pay their accumulated debt could leave more than two thirds of last month’s salary even though they had already spent half. To offer a fair wage in money that devalued daily meant the employer needed to continuously increase wages and those wages needed to be able to buy what was needed to live.
It was amazing how long the nearly worthless Zaires continued to be used. Salaries were paid. Items were sold in the small shops. Food was sold in the market place. With the local people having no other money, the opportunity to make a vast profit was available to any who had access to foreign currencies.
The exchange rate between the US-dollar and the Zaire was more closely monitored than ever before. The idea that salaries and prices should be calculated in dollars seemed reasonable but of course all payments needed to be made in Zaires. 
No prices were posted in the shops. If anyone wanted to buy something he asked the price, the shop-keeper took out his cheap calculator, multiplied by an exchange rate he got somewhere, showed the buyer the price, and then waited to see if the buyer agreed. The basic rule of thumb was, if you have enough Zaires to buy the item, spend them immediately. I’m not sure how the small shop-keepers knew the reference price for each item, but with the limited variety of items offered they probably just memorized the prices in US-dollars.
All our prices at the Editions CECA bookstore were marked in US-dollars. One who claimed to be a government inspector arrived in my office one day to explain to me the serious offence I had committed, marking prices in a foreign currency. I insisted that those were reference prices. Our discussion lasted several hours, he insisting that I had a large fine to pay, and my refusal to admit fault as the Director of Editions CECA. He finally gave up when I showed him a government print order for an official airport document for the Bunia airport. The price they had me print on the form was $50.00. I did give him a ream of paper.
Coffee exporters could buy hand sorted, sun dried coffee beans from the growers for next to nothing, using Zaires, of course. After exporting and selling a twelve-ton truckload of coffee they could bring back a truckload of merchandise bought with less than a quarter of the US dollars or the Uganda Shillings earned. The balance of the hard currency would purchase more Zaires than was used to purchase the coffee in the first place, so hard currency began to be seen in Kwandruma. 
There were stacks of $100 bills hoarded by truckers like Mbikpa and Mugasa or Pambu who exported coffee and other goods to Uganda through Mahagi. Salt, Sunlight soap, school cahiers, Bic pens, Union matches, and other small items carried in the small shops came from Uganda, so Uganda shillings were in demand as well, purchased somehow by those wanting to get rid of Zaires.
The 50-thousand and the 100-thousand Zaire notes were fairly common. The 500-thousand and the one million notes, recently printed in Germany, were crisp, colorful, beautiful things, utilizing all the most recent security features. The older, most abundant notes, were worn, tattered, damp, and filthy. They were often tied into bricks, simply remaining that way. Ever larger cash boxes were required. Banks did not take any old currency out of circulation.
Zaire again decided to take action to re-value their money. Last time they had removed the highest denomination bills, the five and ten Zaire notes, from circulation by printing new notes of the opposite colors. This time they decided to replace all the money with what was officially called the Nouveau Zaire. One Nouveau Zaire was declared to have an exchange rate of one to two US Dollars, rather than, as now approximately three million to one.
The local people called the new currency the “Zaire Lourde”, apparently “heavy” because one of the new Zaires was to have a value of five million times the value of the original Zaire. In theory one could purchase the new currency with the old currency at the nearest bank.
The nearest bank was in Bunia, 100 miles from where we lived and worked at Rethy. In our experience, under the best of conditions, in dry season, the trip over the dirt roads could be accomplished in about five hours. In rainy season, when the red clay dust was converted into a slimy surface on the hills and the dried mud holes transformed from deep dips in the road to truck stopping sloughs, eight hours of effort could end with one far from the bank. Creating a one track trail off the road around the disabled, overloaded truck in the mud hole might succeed. One might get to the bank by road, but not if you lived in Zande-land. If anyone had saved a significant amount of money, he had to get it to a bank by whatever means available.
MAF did offer weekly flights in small five passenger Cessna planes, but they weighed both the passenger and his baggage. A brick of money was 25 bundles of 25 Zaire notes of the same denomination. A pile of 24 bills all oriented in the same way, face up, was kept together with the 25th bill placed at a right angle to the stack and folded around the others to make a bundle. Twenty-five such bundles were made into one stack and cross tied with homemade sisal twine. The bricks then became a useful unit of currency but each brick weighed about a pound.
A one-pound brick of money contained 625 bills and, if made up of 5-thousand Zaire notes the total value was about $1.00 depending on the time of the month. The weight of the boxes of money times the MAF freight rate per Kilo per mile (charged in US Dollars) was billed to the customer’s account. It would cost more than the value of the money to fly it to the bank for exchange. This was true for a CECA church in Zande-land which sent their savings by MAF to Bunia for exchange. The MAF transport invoice far exceeded the theoretical value of the money which was never accepted by the bank, but was stored indefinitely in an attic in Bunia. Dealing with devalued money was a challenge.
For a couple months there was no money in that part of Zaire. How do you deal with no money at all?
 
 
Feeding Forty With No Money
Money, when examined over several years in what was once the Belgian Congo, then Zaire, and now the Democratic Republic of Congo, gives an eloquent demonstration of the fleeting value of money. "Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not high-minded, nor trust in uncertain riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy." A young preacher was so instructed in the Bible. 
We have related how home-made Z-Bills actually worked and how Zaires devalued and failed; how paper notebooks remained unsold to become a better currency than that issued by the authorities. Replacing devalued money with new money resulted in having no money. That is where we left off in our currency discussion related to Mobutu's time of power in Zaire.
News did arrive at Rethy that some of the new currency had been seen, but only the 100 Nouveau Zaire note. According to the published value, one such note was worth about three times the monthly wage of a typical worker in our area. It is easy to speculate that the priority of paying the soldiers was the reason that those notes appeared first. The main road was no longer passable to Kinshasa so the money was flown, a little at a time, about 2,000 miles from the capital to Bunia. The three-thousand-mile road through the Ituri forest was no longer passable anyway.
No one spends a month's salary on beans. If a soldier brings a 100 Nouveau Zaire note to the market place and asks for beans how can the seller make change?
Taking a one Nouveau Zaire note to the market place might have been reasonable, but since they hadn't yet come to our area, of course it was impossible. It took quite a while for enough currency to show up, first the largest denomination, then slowly the smaller bills, and finally the one Nouveau Zaire note. Initially the smallest denomination would have been useful, but by the time it arrived it had devalued to the point that very few were ever used.
There was no way we could solve the absence of money the way Bob Zimmerman did in the remote, sparsely populated area around Bafuka about 30 years earlier.
The most pressing problem facing us now, was how to provide daily meals for forty at the Rethy Academy when we had nothing with which to purchase the vegetables.
The area around Rethy provided continuous perfect growing conditions for all garden vegetables. Ellen imported cans of Simlaw garden seeds from Kenya. She opened each can and measured the number of teaspoons-full found in the can, in order to calculate the price of each folded paper packet of the seeds. The veggie men grew any kind of seeds she sold and we purchased the vegetables for the Dorm, the Rethy station missionaries, and those at distant stations where no vegetables grew.
So now how could we price the vegetables with no money? The vegetables continued to grow and we all continued to eat. The price in the old Zaires using the exchange rate to US-dollars at that time became our reference, as on the latest station price list.
Now, at Editions CECA, we needed to obtain paper to continue work on our printing orders. The various chemicals, films, plates, and inks could be ordered directly from the suppliers in Kenya, and flown over using AIM-AIR or MAF, but it was impossible to fly the 2-foot by 3-foot 1000 sheet packages of stock paper in from Pan Paper in Uganda. Lainya had found an importer, Ukumu, from Ndrele who helped us. He proved to be trustworthy, regularly traveling to Uganda to purchase whatever he could sell in Zaire. Ukumu was supplying paper for the press.
We asked Ukumu to help us at the dorm as well. We had him buy salt, soap, and kerosene, thinking to use the barter system with the veggie men, exchanging salt & soap for vegetables. They in turn could exchange these at the marketplace for other things they might need.
Every veggie man who brought anything to the dorm weighed their produce with Hosea and the weight and value was written on a small square of paper. Hosea delivered the cookie sheets with the papers laid out for all the veggie men. Ellen gave them salt and soap in exchange, but it was immediately evident that bartering would not work. The veggie men soon said they had enough salt and soap, asking if the mama could just keep track of their money for them.
That is what Ellen did and soon she had over fifty different accounts in her notebook. How she kept all the men straight I'll never know, but everyone trusted her. They trusted Hosea who wrote down the men's names and the weight of what was purchased by the Dorm. She kept each man's account in US-
dollars and continued to feed all of us, and sent vegetables to anyone who ordered them.
MAF picked up over 400 kilos of vegetables twice a week, all weighed, invoiced, sacked, and tagged for each missionary. She kept track of any money that may have come with the order and sent the invoices to the field treasurer for some of the larger buyers like MZM, the Missionary Zaire Mart, at Nyankunde. She was called the Veggie Lady. Hosea, our head cook, the top veggie man, and the growers who had brought in vegetables on any given day, all worked together to make it happen.
Somehow the absence of money caused hardly a ripple in the veggie service, things continued to be harvested, Ellen continued to get orders mostly through the radio, but often in the mail dropped off by MAF, addressed to the Veggie Lady. The value of the veggies bought was added to the men's accounts.
The biggest problem was that some people receiving the vegetables didn't return the empty sacks. Ellen had a set of shelves where she alphabetically sorted any sacks that showed up in the incoming mail carried by MAF. Some sacks never came back, some came in with a tag that stayed with the sack, but those going to Banda or Assa would probably never return.
It was a marvel that the orders even got to those hot remote stations with the vegetables still edible. Since vegetables were such a treat the missionaries carefully removed the rotted outer leaves from what was dew covered lettuce when placed in the sacks at Rethy. No wonder the sacks were forgotten.
Sacks did come back with no name and empty dorm sacks from the dorm were also used so fresh veggies were flown out from Rethy each week.
The Nouveau Zaires really did exist and we were eventually able to order Zaires from the field treasurer. The actual use of the new currency in Bunia gave rise to several exchange rates between the US$ and the Nouveau Zaire. The bank rate was so low, no one wanted to give hard currency and get so few of the Nouveau Zaires in exchange. The people still resisted using the 100 NZ note and even the 50 NZ note because they might be left holding money others would not accept because of their inability to make change. The smaller notes were thus in higher demand because they were useful.
How the field treasurer and the merchants worked out the details I can only guess, but the merchants still wanted US$ transfers and accumulated way more 100 NZ notes than they could use. The smaller bills could be used to pay their workmen and make purchases at the market. Our orders for money from our Dorm account were thus delivered at two different exchange rates. How does one make change for the larger notes, using the smaller notes which cost more? At the local market place four 20 NZ notes bought more than one 100 NZ bill did."
Keeping accounts became quite a challenge. Each time we received an update on the exchange rates from the Field Treasurer, we cleared our cash accounts, calculating the cash value of the large and small bills we had on hand using the old exchange, then re-valuing at the two new exchange rates. We then entered the dollar exchange loss and absorbed it in the exchange loss account. The veggie men wanted Ellen to just keep their accounts in dollars in her notebook. She did for a while.
Eventually the currency devalued to the point where we no longer had to deal with the two exchange rates and all the veggie men's accounts were paid off and closed. Changing to a new currency did allow people to use smaller numbers when counting money and things went back to the steady devaluation with which everyone was so familiar.
It wasn't long before we heard that the soldiers weren't being paid and they took to a different method of getting what they needed. It was a sort of barter system. All they had was their guns and the remnants of their uniforms. The local contingent was living with their families in a small village halfway between Rethy and Kwandruma. How would they trade what they had for food?
Here is how it worked. Anyone who had to pass the soldiers' camp on their way to the market, was offered an opportunity to barter. In preparation for bartering, a soldier unrolled a sleeping mat on the ground and sat behind it, leaning against the bank, with his gun across his knees. Carrying on her head a cloth covered basket-full of corn, a woman on her way to market was called over to barter with the soldier. She didn't dare to ignore the soldier, holding his gun, sitting there with the mat in front of him.
He offered her an opportunity to exchange some of her corn for the services he supplied to the area, keeping everyone safe. She carefully lowered the heavy basket to the ground and untied the cloth with which it was wrapped. The small shallow dish inside was used to measure out the hard kernels poured out onto his matt making a pile of the white corn. She stopped, and looked at him. He motioned for more.
Another unsuspecting woman on her way to the market failed to get by unnoticed, and the first woman quickly tied up her load when the solder called the second one over. The barter system for safety was working.
A man on a bicycle riding in the other direction must have let the approaching traders know what was going on near the soldiers' camp, because fewer and fewer sellers used the main road. Longer and longer routes were used to get to the market and more and more bartering stations had to be set up. For the most part the exchanges were peaceful.
The soldiers, in order to maintain peace at home, deployed themselves at various locations around the Kwandruma market place, and the people developed an efficient information system helping each other get to the there without having to pass the newest trading station.
After trading his peacekeeping services for Kaikpo, an unpaid soldier became so drunk on the potent brew, that peace was lost. He offered a trade to a young unsuspecting bicyclist carrying a large fish from the lake to the Kwandruma market. Agreement was not reached so the young man's fish and bicycle became the soldiers' property in exchange for the young man's life.
Other government employees weren't being paid either so they were looking for ways to offer their services to those who may not have wanted any service. The typical civil servant had some sort of official stamp to validate the documents he prepared. They needed to find someone who could be assessed a fine for failure to comply with the law. He could then establish the fine, collect the payment, and issue a valid receipt. The laws known only by the official were what he had to trade.
The one needing the service had to have money in order to pay so our local immigration official regularly inspected the missionary passports at Rethy. We were seen by him as a source of his wages, so he was looking diligently for "infractions".
We now had money again, but with unpaid soldiers and unpaid civil servants we were approaching having no government.
The Bible says, "When they shall say, peace and safety then sudden destruction cometh upon them." The source of true peace is Jesus, the Prince of Peace.
Do not rely on riches nor trust the government. “It is better to trust in the Lord, than to put confidence in man.”
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