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For Lounès, Aléki, L’Anges et les Visiteurs

History, a lie of no-one’s choosing

At best, a tale made more amusing

Of an era and its musings




To René Ménil

born Negro, died communist




Brief Note

The presence of the French in Côte d’Ivoire dates back to the mid-seventeenth century and greatly increased with the establishment of a number of colonial trading posts. This hindrance to British control of the Gulf of Guinea provoked tensions between the two countries. When French forces were repatriated after the country’s devastating defeat in the Battle of Sedan, a small number of trading houses found that they were the sole defenders of the Tricolour against the British and the local tribes. These companies occupied a narrow strip of coastline: contemporary maps of the country were almost entirely blank.

Arthur Verdier, a businessman from La Rochelle, who served as resident of the establishment of “Côte d’Ivoire” from 1871 to 1889, had ambitions to create a private mining concession. His agent, Marcel Treich-Laplène, oversaw exploratory missions and signed agreements with local chieftains. But it was a military officer, Louis-Gustave Binger, who, having rallied support from Dakar (in Senegal) to Kong (in the far north of Côte d’Ivoire), had the glory of establishing the borders of the country and being appointed its first governor. The colony officially came into existence on March 10, 1893. In the same year, Verdier’s businesses in Grand-Bassam were swept away by a tidal wave, which neatly coincides with this rewriting of history.




The Shoreline

Seven rolling breakers, their crests whipped by the wind, foam with rage as they pound their heads onto the beach. As the first wave shatters, spreading its halo over the golden sands, out at sea a second rears its head in a roar as thunderous as that which came before. Theirs is a short lifespan. As the remains of the first begins to ebb, the second surges forward, about to break. Ebb and flow shatter as they clash and retreat towards the deep. As four waves push from behind, and two beat a retreat into its belly, the third wave swells, billows, bellows louder than the last. The tip of the crest – they call it the “mother” – soars high above the others.

The arithmetic of this wave is unalterable. The first white sailors called it the “Rip of Guinea”. It is conceived above the Devil’s Well, an abyssal fault created by the contractions of the nascent earth’s crust. To approach it is perilous, to brave it, impossible. No man has ever come by sea to settle these lands. Safe anchorage is possible only four hundred metres from land. Men and merchandise are moved from ship to land in sturdy dugout boats, whalers paddled by the only two peoples in the world who can defy the rip tide: the Nzema and the Kru.

In creating the rip tide, nature elected to offer a mite of balance to relations between the white and the Black peoples. Ships that were marooned, in peril, or simply anchored out at sea, wishing to trade with the indigenous peoples, would run up a flag. White for the Francays, because of their taste for ivory. Red for the Anglays, great traders in rifles and gunpowder. Black for the Portugays, inveterate traffickers in “ebony” – slaves to be shipped to the four corners of the known world. But, regardless of nationality, the ship’s captain gives “the Sign”. He climbs down into a lifeboat, places one foot on the gunwale, and, holding on to the edge, plunges his index and middle fingers into the sea and brings them up to his eyes: “I would rather go blind than go back on my word.” The market is open. The dugouts are launched!

*

Every month, a steamship from the Compagnie des Chargeurs Réunis, S.A. (head office: 1, boulevard Malesherbes, 75008 Paris) leaves Le Havre for our colonies in Cochinchina, by way of the Cape of Good Hope. After brief layovers at La Rochelle and Bordeaux, which are the lifeblood of the slave trade, it makes a series of short hops, stopping at the colonial trading posts that encircle the fat proboscis of West Africa: the Canary Islands, Saint-Louis, Dakar, Conakry, Monrovia, Cape Palmas, Béréby, Lahou and Grand-Bassam. Skirting the coastline is a legacy of the era of sailing ships, when people imagined that fierce westerly winds led to the foothills of hell. Agents, customs officers, clerks, bureaucrats and army rabble . . . anyone and everyone being posted to the colonies arrives aboard one of the Chargeurs’ ships. To reach Grand-Bassam takes sixteen days. At this point, everyone on the shore knows that a ship belching black smoke is about to appear on the horizon on the other side of the rip tide.

On the beach, there are a dozen civil servants and factors from the trading post – almost the entire white population. Each is flanked by a “boy” whose duty, at this moment, is to rectify any physiological injustice. Against the sun, melanin for the Black “boy”; for the white man, a parasol held by the “boy”. Also present are Mandé-Dyula porters, Senegalese infantrymen, groups of Aboureys, Akapless rebels. The Nzema rowers odiously prolong their night, lying in the star-spangled shade of phototropic coconut palms that curl their long necks towards the waves. Of the Kru, who are even more phlegmatic than their rivals, there is little sign. The ethnology of Grand-Bassam is complete.

On this morning, September 5, 1893, the beach is more crowded than usual. Bodies and minds are drawn to a new issue. For some months now, this shoreline has been French, and with it everything that lives and breathes as far as the Tenth Parallel, more than six hundred kilometres north of here. It is official: the first governor of Côte d’Ivoire is arriving aboard the Capitaine Ménard. For years now, it has been accepted wisdom that, while whips and bullets can subjugate, symbols alone can truly conquer. Of these, the most important is the grand arrival. This has been carefully crafted. We are not about to repeat the mistakes of History. Today, the rip tide will be with us.

On the port side, the first skiff to bob to the rhythm of the current is Nzema. A windlass lowers a net containing several crates. When the first Kru dugout comes alongside, a white man appears, shipshape from cap to boots. He is lowered into the whaling boat. He stands ramrod straight. From the shore, he looks like a man walking upon the waters. He plunges his index and middle fingers into the swell and brings them up to his eyes. The sign, long since fallen into disuse, is instantly recognised by all. As the Kru push off, they launch into a song no-one has ever heard. The four bars of this mysterious chant are carried on the wind to the shore: “Abreuhhhh vehno syonnnn . . .” The crowd begins to roar. The Senegalese infantrymen, recognising the anthem, get to their feet and, Chassepots at their shoulders, they run to form two lines. “Abreuhhhh vehno syonnnn . . .” The last line of the Marseillaise, with Kru words and accents, da capo al coda.

The skiff is well suited to its English name, “surfboat”. It skims over mother ocean. The seven paddles are brandished towards the heavens, the white man stands erect, holding the Tricolour at arm’s length, expression haughty, chin high. A few deft manoeuvres by the helmsman, and the skiff comes to a standstill facing the Senegalese infantrymen’s guard of honour. Shouts and cheers. Louis-Gustave Binger, former infantry captain, former explorer of the River Niger, first governor of Côte d’Ivoire, comes ashore in Grand-Bassam. Behold as French officialdom debarks in its colony.
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