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( 22 ) 

FRENCH EXPLORATIONS IN THE LAKE CHAD REGION. 

TowARDS the end of May, accounts were given before the Paris Geographical 
Society of the work of the two expeditions-those of Captain Lenfant and 
M. Chevalier-which have lately returned to France, after achieving such important 
results as regards the geography of the region around Lake Chad. Through the 
courtesy of M. Rabot, secretary of that society, we were favoured with advance 
proofs of the papers of the two explorers-since printed in La Geographie- 
which enable us to give the following condensed account of the expeditions and 
their geographical results. 

Captain Lenfant, as is known, left Bordeaux in July, 1903, for the purpose of 
examining the capabilities of the route to Lake Chad by way of the Benue and 
Kebbi, which it was hoped would prove shorter and easier than those previously 
used by the Congo and Niger. He was accompanied by MM. Delevoye and Lahure, 
the latter of whom had been one of M. Duchesne-Fournet's party on his expedition 
to Abyssinia. For the river navigation he took with him a steel boat specially 
built for the purpose-the Benoit- Garnier-measuring 41 feet long by 8 feet wide 
and drawing only 2 feet when loaded. Thanks to the energetic help of Mr. Watts, 
of the Niger Company, the expedition was transferred to the steamer Liberty, and 
a start made up the Niger, within two days of the arrival at the Forcados mouth. 
On August 26 the German post of Garua on the Benue was reached, and beyond 
this the expedition relied on the Benoit-Garnier only. Before describing its 
navigation of the Kebbi, Captain Lenfant gave a general sketch of the geography 
of the region of the lower Shari, which he describes as an immense basin with 
almost imperceptible slope, extending from Dikwa in the west to Lake Fittri in 
the east, and from about the 10th parallel in the south to a "dune" or line of 
slight elevations, breached here and there, which runs south of Lake Chad, and is 
fertile and well peopled. The floor of this basin is composed of compact clay, and 
within it are included both habitable lands, such as the district of Musau, and 

depressions covered by water, such as the Tuburi lake. The district of Kotoko, 
which extends from 11? N. to the mouths of the Shari, is a depression which 
receives the overflow of the Logone, and discharges its waters either into this river 
by a number of small channels, or into Lake Chad by a series of deep " Bhar," 
which showed a considerable current even at the height of the dry season. This 

depressed area is of so regular a surface that many channels have been hollowed 
out by the waters, and there are various waterways connecting the Shari and 

Logone. It would seem to be the basin of a lake formerly of much greater extent 
than the present, of which Lake Chad is the last remaining vestige, destined soon 
itself to disappear. There is a legend in the country which is of interest in this 
connection. The Saos-a former race-are said to have been of giant stature, and 
to have used earthenware pots capable of holding some fifty gallons, of which the 
men could carry three at once. In one year, when the rains had failed, the wells 
all dried up, and one of the Saos went to get water from the Logone, but on his 
return found the rest of his tribe dead from thirst. The Saos were probably the 
predecessors of the present Kotoko race, and the story may possibly indicate that, 
as a result of a drought lasting through several consecutive years, Lake Chad, whose 
waters formerly covered this region, fell considerably, and retreated behind the 
line of dunes mentioned above, leaving the more southern region dry. Such is, 
unhappily, the general history of the arid lands abandoned each year by the lake. 
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FRENCH EXPLORATIONS IN THE LAKE CHAD REGION. 

The surface of the basin is broken at wide intervals by blocks of red granitoid 
rock and quartz porphyry, which must once have been reefs in the lake-waters. 
Towards the Kebbi the formation is a detritus composed of mica and gneiss, while 
between this river and the Tuburi there are barriers of volcanic blocks arranged in 
lines from north to south. From the lake to the Tuburi the rise of level is 
imperceptible, but from the latter the ground falls to the Kebbi, which must once 
have formed a branch of the ancient system of submarine depressions. 

The drainage of this part of the African plateau recalls that of the lakes 
of the Timbuktu region, but whereas in the case of the Niger the descent by the 
Bussa rapids is spread over some 60 miles, in the case of the Kebbi the drop is 
compressed into the space occupied by the cataract and associated rapids at Lata. 

The principal artery of the Chad basin is the Shari, but the Logone is the more 
active river. The Shari attains in places a vast width, with a considerable depth; 
in 1903 its summer rise amounted to 24 feet, while that of the Logone reached 162 
feet, the current of the latter being much more powerful. About the 10th parallel 
its waters spread over the plains, and some of them reach the Tuburi, there being 
no line of hills on the west bank, as some had supposed, to bar their access to this 
lake. Lower down it inundates the Kotoko region, some of the water finding its 
way to the Chad by the Bahr Afade and the Bahr Ngala, while the rest swells the 
Shari at the junction of the two streams in the latitude of Manjafa. The Tuburi, 
which is connected with the Logone by a small river, navigable at high water only, 
is a wide and deep lake, forming a hook-shaped loop towards the south, which is 
prolonged towards the Kebbi by an impetuous torrent which winds among the 
volcanic masses of which mention was made above. 

Lake Chad can no longer be regarded as a vast inland sea, affording the means 
of brisk commercial activity between its shores. Year by year evaporation restricts 
its limits, and on the borders of Kanem, on the east, the islands seen by Overweg 
have become terra firma, while the sandbanks spoken of by him have been trans- 
formed into islands, and the masses of floating herbage are in their turn taking the 
form of sandbanks. Thus the traveller who stands on the old lake-shore has 
before him three zones of islets in course of formation, ranged in regular lines and 

separated by channels, sometimes of great depth, and maintaining a uniform 
direction. A similar phenomenon is to be noticed in the north, while in the south 
there are wide, grass-covered banks broken by small expanses of open water, and 
the town of Ngornu, found by Barth in course of re-establishment after an inunda- 
tion by the lake, is now at a distance of 20 miles from the shore. In the extreme 
east the Bahr-el-Ghazal is no longer connected with the lake, the intervening 
stretch having become a millet-field of great fertility, thanks to the rich alluvium 
left by the waters. 

It is quite intelligible that in a region of such imperceptible slope as the Chad 
basin, enormous areas may be withdrawn for ever from the fertilizing effects of the 
inundation as a result of several consecutive years of drought. The lake has an 
annual rise, due to that of the Shari and to the waters derived from the Kotoko and 

Musgu countries; and, singular as it may seem, this rise takes place in the dry 
season, towards December, reaching its maximum of about 231 inches in the middle 
of January, when there has been time for the region to the south to have been 
thoroughly drained of its surplus water. But inasmuch as the amount of water 
received is less than that lost by evaporation and percolation, while the rainfall is 
also diminishing, the absolute level sinks progressively, although the difference 
between high and low water remains constant. With the retreat of the lake into 
its deeper and more restricted basin, the loss will become proportionally less, and a 
condition of equilibrium will in course of time be set up. The lake no longer 

204 



FRENCH EXPLORATIONS IN THE LAKE CHAD REGION. 

retains its heart-shaped form shown on our older maps,* but has rather that of 
a kidney bean. It measures some 125 miles by 40, but in spite of its smaller area 
the north-east winds still raise a heavy swell at times. 

To return to the course of the expedition. The Kebbi-which from its exit from 
the Tuburi takes a south-westerly direction, afterwards expanding into the lakes of 
Trene and Lere, and flowing on to Bipare by a multitude of sharp bends-was 
found to carry a considerable volume of water, the depth never falling below 6 feet, 
until in the neighbourhood of Lata, where the one obstruction to navigation occurs. 
There is here a fall of 165 feet, preceded by rapids, though below the fall the river 
is quite placid. The difficulties are increased by the precipitous walls of rock on 
either side. It was necessary to take the Benoit-Garnier in pieces at Bindere 
Mundang and transport it to Sulkano, a distance of 20 miles, which was at last 
accomplished in spite of difficulties with the natives. At Mburao, amid the mud 
and miasmatic swamps of the Tuburi, it was again put together, and on October 
17-the water still rising-a start was made in search of the hoped-for connection 
with the Logone, on which the practicability of the route so much depended. A 
grassy plain without a single elevation extended to the north-north-east, across 
which the party struggled for five days in stifling heat, the boat constantly sticking 
fast in the mud. But on the 28th a small river was found which traversed a 
series of pcols and led to a wide and deep marsh covered with water-plants, in 
which the current of the Logone was at last perceptible. The latter stream was 
entered and descended to Fort Lamy, the journey being continued to Lake Chad 
after a stay of ten days at that post. The expedition broke up into three parties, 
one of which made the circuit of the lake in the Benoit-Garnier, while the other 
two examined the country to the east and west, collecting the information on the 
geography of the region, the salient points of which have been summarized above. 

Captain Lenfant expresses a very unfavourable opinion of the part of Bornu 
with which he became acquainted, which is, he says, but little populated or 
cultivated, while it is threatened with progressive aridity by reason of the frequent 
failure of the rains. Game is also scarce here, while in the French territory on 
the right bank of the Shari it is very abundant. The extreme routh of Bornu 
comprising the clay formation once covered by Lake Chad, is still poorer. It is 
only in the Fulbe country, from Belda to the Mayo Kebbi, and from Mandara to 
the Musgu, that prosperity is once more seen. 

In comparing the Chad region with that of the middle Niger, of which he has 
a high opinion, Captain Lenfant comes to a conclusion decidedly unfavourable to 
the former. The districts at present occupied by France may be divided into two 
groups, the first called by Captain Lenfant the Kebbi colony, including the Mun- 
dang country and neighbouring districts on the Logone and Tuburi; the second 
stretching from the Shari to Wadai, and from Kanem to Bagirmi. The first is 
rich, fertile, and well peopled, while the second is practically valueless. It is, 
therefore, on the first region that the principal efforts at development should be 
directed. One of the most important districts is that around the Fulbe settlement 
of Bindere, of the richness of which the explorer speaks in glowing terms. He was 
delighted with the aspect of the country at the season of harvest, and even when 
the crops were gathered in, the pastures with their fine herds of cattle and numbers 
of horses; the shade afforded by the rubber, gum, and karite trees; the villages 

* It should be remembered, however, that in giving it this form the earlier explorers 
were indicating the maximum extent at the height of its flood, and fully recognized 
that even at that (late the area was very much more restricted during low water. 
--[Ed. G.J.] 
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FRENCH EXPLORATIONS IN THE LAKE CHAD REGION. 

with their granaries and active industries of weaving, dyeing, tanning, etc., gave 
an equally pleasing impression. This centre, formerly shown as on the German 
side of the toundary, was proved by an observation of Captain Lenfant's to lie in 
9? 57' 59", or within French territory, and friendly relations were established with 
the lamido, or king, Bokari by name, who is almost white, exceedingly intelligent, 
and an honour to the Fulbe race. The cultivation of cotton is particularly active 
in this district, and great care is taken in the selection of varieties, the dates of 

sowing and gathering, the methods of weaving and the designs employed; the 

samples of stuffs obtained here being especially fine. This native cotton is worthy 
of special attention on the part of Europeans, who may find here a valuable object- 
lesson in their efforts towards the development of this field. 

The water-route investigated by Captain Lenfant and his companions will 

form, during several months in the year, an excellent means of replenishing 
supplies and exporting the productions of the country. When the transport 
system is properly organized, about eighty days will suffice to reach Fort Lamy 
from Bordeaux in place of the five months required by the Congo and Ubangi. 

The second expedition, that of M. A. Chevalier, has been still more productive 
of geographical results, as it was considerably longer in the field, and covered a 
larger area of previously unvisited ground. It has likewise contributed not a little, 
thanks to the scientific attainments of the leader and his assistants, to a better 
knowledge of the natural productions of the regions traversed, M. Chevalier, 
who had already made his debut as an African traveller under the auspices of 
General Trentinian, succeeded in interesting in his project for a more extended 
journey such influential personages as M. Gentil, M. Binger, Dr. Hamy, and 
others, and likewise obtained the countenance and support of various public 
departments. After two years' preparation, the arrangements were finally com- 

pleted in April, 1902, and by July 17 of that year the party was united at 
Brazzaville, whence the voyage to Bangi was accomplished by steamer. 

M. Chevalier describes the transition from the grass-lands subject to annual 

burning, where two shrubby species of Landolphia form the chief economic 

resource, to the equatorial forest, with its more varied products of cola, coffee, 
vanilla, copal, in addition to rubber-vines and the one imrortant rubber-yielding 
tree, the 1Funtumia elastica, which is indigenous to the African continent. In 

spite of its latent wealth, this forest regiona has not yet yielded results commen- 
surate with its promise, and the Bonjo race which inhabits it-which, though 
much given to cannibalism, was, like the Niam-Niams, possessed of a considerable 

degree of indigenous civilization-is at present, owing to the force of circumstances, 
one of the most wretched of African peoples. The transport system on the upper 
Ubangi is still in a rudimentary state, and its navigation was a matter of much 

difficulty. At Krebeje or Fort Sibut, on the Tomi, an experimental garden was 
formed, and plants and seeds of fruit trees, and other useful plants which had 
been taken out from France, were at once placed in the ground, to the number 
of 460 species. After preliminary studies in the Banda countries, the leader 
set out on November 11, accompanied by M. Courtet, for the states of Sultan 
Snussi. The passage from the basin of the Ubangi to that of the Shari takes 

place across a district now completely uninhabited, though a few years ago it 

possessed populous villages; among the causes mentioned for this state of things 
being (in addition to famine, the attacks of the Bandas, and the like) the flight of 
the people to avoid the enforcement of porterage. The cannibal Manjias-whose 
habitat begins at the water-parting-are, like the Bonjos, in a state of great 

misery, though formerly possessed of a fair amount of civilization. They are 
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grouped into a number of patriarchal clans, and seem to have originally come 
from the west, while the Bandas had their home further east. Both races dwell 
side by side at Fort Crampel, the nearest French post to Ndelle, the capital of 
Sultan Snussi. 

To reach the latter, twelve marches have to be made through a country almost 
uninhabited on account of slave-raids. The sultan received the travellers with 
great cordiality, and gave them every facility for their researches, himself supplying 
much information on the geography of the surrounding region, which, during his 
many journeys through Dar Fertit (" Country of Savages"), he has learnt to 
know thoroughly. It was by guides supplied by him that the travellers were 
taken to the elevated region at the junction of the Congo, Shari, and Nile basins, 
where a new species of wild coffee, named by M. Chevalier Coffea excelsa, was seen 
growing. The tree reaches a height of 50 or 60 feet, and its produce-which has 
an exquisite aroma-has long been known to the Arabs, a small quantity finding 
its way each year to Wadai. Twenty years ago it was seen by M. Riviere in the 
markets of Tripoli. 

After some hesitation, Snussi gave permission for the travellers to visit the 
Mamun marshes, which they had heard spoken of as an inland sea comparable to 
Lake Chad, but which they found to their disappointment to be nothing but a 
marshy plain, some 100 miles long, in which the five rivers Tete, Mosuburta, 
Bungul, Minjia, and Kumara converge. Of these only the Minjia had been 
previously reached by a European (Potagos), and that near its source. The name 
Mamun is given in particular to a lagoon 2? miles long and 80 yards wide, in- 
babited by hippopotami and situated in the centre of a tract which must be in 
great measure covered by water at the close of the rainy season. This region, 
inhabited by the Gulla Home, is the counterpart of the more westerly marshy 
districts lying between the middle Shari and the Mayo Kebbi. Its great bare 
plains, with their unproductive clay soil, abound with game of all kinds. The 
rivers contain several huge kinds of fish, including the Lates Niloticus, and the 
stagnant waters are the home of two strange fish-the Protopterus, called Abkur 
by the Arabs, which, when the marshes dry up, encloses itself in a cocoon and 
remains for several months without a drop of water; and the Malopterurus, which 
gives a violent electric shock to those who touch it. The marshes are likewise 
infested by the Bojene, a fly of the genus Glossina, which, like its congener the 
tsetse, proves very fatal to horses and cattle. The return to Ndelle was made 
through a corner of Dar Runga, and a visit was also paid to the curious sandstone 
massif of Kuti, seamed with deep gorges whose streams flow in cascades under the 
shade of oil-palms. 

At Ndelle the first rains occurred at the end of March, and the ground was soon 
covered with a green carpet of turf interspersed with gay flowers. A first essav in 
the cultivation of rice on a large scale was made by the sultan's women, and a 
month later a successful harvest resulted from an experiment with Arab wheat, 
while the plantations of other crops covered a yearly increasing area. r'he sultan 
has also made efforts to acclimatize cattle and horses, which he has brought each 
year from Wadai, and under his auspices commerce is steadily increasing; a part 
of the products being exported through the French factory, a part through Wadai 
and Darfur. Much is to be hoped from the enlightened efforts of this remarkable 
man in the path of peaceful progress. 

M. Chevalier left Ndelle on May 2, and reached Fort Archambault on the 
Shari twenty days later by "ay of the Bangoran valley. Dr. Decorse, who had 
previously remained behind on account of ill health, had been there more than 
two months, and had brought together most valuable ethnographic and zoological 
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collections. The district around Fort Archambault is the habitat of the Sara 
race, who quite bear out the statements of Maistre in regard to their exceptionally 
fine physique, some being quite herculean in stature. They show a surprising 
vitality in the midst of populations apparently in course of extinction, and, being 
mild and peaceable in disposition, and industrious agriculturists, are one of the most 
promising of all African races. They possess a hardy breed of small horses. Their 
country, with its thriving fields shaded by fine trees, recalls the fertile belt of the 
Western Sudan, of which all the characteristic trees except the baobab are repre- 
sented. The people, too, show many resemblances with the Mande race. East of 
the Shari the type of the country and people changes in proportion as we proceed 
towards Wadai. The first river met with is the Bahr Keita or Auk, which 
represents the Bungul combined with all the streams of the Mamun plain and 
Jangara. It is but a small stream, nearly dry in the dry season, for in this zone 
of low-lying plains much of the water is absorbed by the swamps and old sand- 
obstructed channels, so that the streams are much more powerful in their upper 
than in their lower course. The Bahr-Salamat, a little further north (the only 
river of Wadai which brings any water to the Shari), is dry during a large part of 
the year, being, in fact, merely a wadi 200 yards wide in the neighbourhood of 
Lake Iro, with banks 16 feet high cut in the clay, between which water flows for 
four or five months only. From Dar Runga to its junction with the Shari, it 
flows through a bare plain of impermeable clay, full of crevasses and depressions 
in which the water collects during the rains. The largest basin is Lake Iro, which 
only measures 11 miles by 51, including a wide grassy margin flooded yearly. 
The natives of the country round the lake belong to the Kulfe or Gulla stock, 
forming a dozen or so of tribes, each independent of the others. Their villages 
are built on small rising grounds above the limit of the inundations, and are 
generally fortified, like those of the Ndukas of the Bangoran, by one or several 
fences of spiny shrubs, in the midst of which are the circular clay huts, with such 
narrow entrances that the occupiers have to crawl in like a cat. This seems to 
be for the sake of protection against wild animals, which come in great numbers 
during the dry season to drink at the lake. The inundations last six months, and 
the people then move about at ease through the mud and water. Their legs are 
abnormally long for the size of their bodies, and, were it not that they appear to 
be nearly related to Kabas and Eastern Saras, might be taken for a special race of 
amphibious beings. The last-mentioned tribe, which dwells south of the Bahr- 
Salamat and has no connection with the Western Saras, consists of three great 
families, the Jinges, the Ngakes, and the Mbangas. They are of robust physique, 
but have been much impoverished by the raids of their neighbours. The women 
disfigure themselves frightfully by the objects which they insert in their ears, 
noses, and lips, the wooden discs introduced into the lower lip being sometimes 
as large as a small plate. 

North of the Salamat dwell the Buas, Sokoros, and the Nubas or Fagnias, the 
last dwelling in minute beehive huts perched on almost inaccessible rocks, while 
they flee in case of attack into caves hidden in the cliffs. From the granite ridges 
of the Niellims, a dreary plain of impervious clay, with thorn scrub and dum-palms, 
and occasional grassy depressions inundated during the rains, stretches away into 
the heart of Wadai. Ancient watercourses, now in great part choked in the sand 
and known as "minias," are often met with, while "batas" are watercourses 
in which there is an annual flow of water during one or several weeks. Such is the 
Bata Lairi, which formerly carried the overflow of the Salamat and Bahr-el-Abiad 
to the Bahr-el-Ghazal and lower Shari, and which still conveys some of the flood- 
water of the middle Shaii to the neighbourhood of Lake Fittri; though it does not 
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now reach the site of Lake Baro, which has been dry for several centuries. The 
whole country, which forms part of the belt of impermeable clay stretching from 
the middle Niger to the Nile, must once have been traversed, like the Nether- 
lands, by an interlacing network of channels, and the greater part of Bagirmi 
is composed of similar country. East and south-east of the Lairi, the granite 
eminences of the Nubas emerge from the scrub-covered plain in the form of sugar- 
loaf peaks or elongated escarpments, the immediate vicinity of which consists of 
sandy ground capable of cultivation. The Gueres mountains, which M. Chevalier 
was unable to visit, are a vast pile of rocks forming a high plateau watered by 
a perennial river, though Barth was mistaken in believing that frost and snow are 
known here. The plateau is inhabited by the Kengas, a pagan tribe. 

In Southern Bagirmi Mohammedan colonies are met with from the tenth 
parallel northward. In this part of the country the flow of water in the rivers 
is very uncertain, and cannot be counted on for regular navigation. In the loop of 
the Shari known as the Bahr Ergig or Ba-Mbassa ("little river"), which was 
well filled for several weeks in 1897, no continuous flow seems to have been 
established either in 1902 or 1903, though in the latter year the level of the flood 
in the main Shari was considerably above the average of the preceding years. 
The capital of Bagirmi, since the destruction of Massenya, has been at Chekna, on 
the banks of the Ba-Mbassa, but when the bed of this is dry, viz. from March to 
October, the town is almost without drinkable water, and it presents a miserable 
appearance, its trade being quite insignificant. Most of the goods sold are of 
English origin, coming chiefly from Yola, on the Benue. A small amount comes 
from Khartum through Wadai, but the trade across the Sahara through Kanem 
has entirely ceased during the last few years. Massenya is now nothing but a 
heap of ruins already beginning to be choked by vegetation. The Sultan 
Gaurang, who received the expedition most cordially, is, like Snussi, one of the 
great personages of present-day Africa, but much time will be needed before 
Bagirmi can, under the philanthropic tutelage of France, recover its former 
prosperity. There now remain only some 100,000 inhabitants out of the million 
at which Barth estimated the population, but the country still retains elements of 
well-being which give hope for the future, though the whole northern part of the 
kingdom, belonging to the clay zone already described, is exceedingly poor. 

Like Captain Lenfant, M. Chevalier saw many signs of a much greater extension 
of the water system of this part of Africa. He is inclined to believe that once a 
great river, of which Lake Chad was only a backwater, flowed north across the 
Sahara to the Mediterranean, and that the abundant relics of the Neolithic age 
found throughout Northern Wadai and the districts adjoining the Bahr-el-Ghazal 
are indications that a prosperous community once lived on its banks. The vege- 
table and animal remains met with in the countries traversed afforded countless 
proofs of a progressive desiccation, and the invasion of the Sudan by a Saharan 
climate. But the process does not progress regularly, for as a result of several 
consecutive years of abundant rainfall, Lake Chad has at various times spread 
beyond its usual bed, flooding large areas and taking several years to retreat within 
it again. There is a native tradition of a deluge which once destroyed all the 
peoples of Central Africa, and this has been modified by the Arabs, who hold that 
Noah came this way during the flood, and that his ark afterwards struck ground 
on the rocks of Ajer-el-Amis. In 1870 the lake rose to an exceptional height, and 
again in 1897 a rise took place, but since this date the waters have continued to 
fall. The greater part of the water-channels which remain will probably dry up 
in the course of a few centuries. A similar fate has already overtaken other iakes; 
e.g., as a result of the drought in 1902, Lake Fittri had completely dried up in 
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1903, and the hippopotami and certain of the fish which inhabited it have left it 
never to return. Kanem is likewise a dried-up country, and no illusion should be 
cherished regarding its value. 

Summing up, M. Chevalier holds that, in spite of the present ruin brought 
about by slave raids, the Central Sudan possesses resources which will give it a 
value when the policy of peaceful development has borne fruit. Like the whole 
belt of country from the Atlantic to the Nile, it may be divided into three zones, 
each with its own proper products, the intermediate one being the best peopled and 
the home of the most flourishing agriculture. Like Captain Lenfant, M. Chevalier 
foresees a great future for the systematic cultivation of cotton in this region. 
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equipped man of business must be acquainted, not merely with the phenomenon, 
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in the matter of thoroughness the enumeration leaves little to be desired. 
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industries of Germany. The various sections are prefaced by brief historical 
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various industries, the disposal of the products, cost of transport, and character of 
the markets. The geographical element is not neglected, but its scope is smaller 
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