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Introduction

At first glance, the Central African nation of Gabon exemplifies France’s contin-

ued hold on its former possessions. Libreville, the country’s capital, is a prod-

uct of colonial rule. It shows. Since independence the city has been transformed 

from a sleepy port of twenty thousand people in 1960 to a growing metropolis 

of half a million inhabitants. French soldiers and businessmen sip beers and 

whiskey in crowded air-conditioned bars. A flight into the city descends on a 

late colonial fantasy of modernization: a heap of modernist skyscrapers sur-

rounded by dense rainforest. The conch-pink Presidential Palace, a masterpiece 

of early 1970s futuristic excess worthy of a science fiction epic, was designed by 

French architects and paid for by the flood of revenue coming from oil profits. 

Al-Hadj Omar Bongo Ondimba has held power since 1967, thanks in no small 

part to a coterie of French officials and businessmen.

Gabon is perhaps the most perfect example of neocolonialism on the entire 

continent. While liberation fighters and the French military waged a bitter war 

in Algeria, and Guinea’s chief Sekou Touré espoused socialism and denounced 

De Gaulle, some Gabonese politicians lobbied unsuccessfully to create a nation-

al flag with a tiny tricouleur in the upper left-hand corner.1 Gabon’s first presi-

dent Léon Mba assured readers of the magazine Réalités in 1960 that only strong 

aid from la patrie would allow his country to survive.2 The country’s nation-



al riches—uranium, gold, timber, and petroleum—kept the French govern-

ment’s presence firmly planted in Gabon. French conglomerate Elf-Total rap-

idly expanded oil production in the two decades following independence in 

1960. After Mba’s death in 1967, old Africa hands in the French foreign minis-

try aided a young officer they knew as Albert-Bernard Bongo to take the reins 

of the government. He has never forgotten his friends in Paris and is regularly 

accused of illicitly showering money upon French politicians.3

It is not just at the summit of political power that foreign influence holds sway. 

France is the lingua franca of the country. No single African language has ever 

served to bind together this nation of more than twenty sizable ethnic commu-

nities. Living in Libreville is expensive for locals and newcomers. According 

to some standards, the city ranks with Tokyo and Paris for its high cost of liv-

ing.4 Almost nothing is made in the city: electronics from East Asia, metalware 

from India and China, cars from France and Japan, and cloth from West Africa. 

Even matches are shipped in from Cameroon. One recent study estimates that 

over two thirds of the country’s food is brought from outside Gabon.5 The high 

prices and scarcity of locally produced food in Libreville bewilder residents and 

visitors alike. Ships and trucks deliver European imported fare and vegetables 

grown in Cameroon. West African immigrants berate Gabonese people for not 

growing enough food to feed themselves.

For some, appreciation of foreign tastes signifies wealth as well as depen-

dence. Most sub-Saharan countries could only dream of having as many Internet 

kiosks, cell phones, and gleaming Mitsubishi suvs as Gabon, which has one 

of the highest per capita incomes in Africa. Most of the oil money has not 

trickled down very far, but the profits allowed for a remaking of the city. Omar 

Bongo demolished numerous older buildings in favor of modernist architec-

ture and imported luxuries. Such efforts to present Libreville as a modern city 

also appear in eating habits. European and wealthy African residents purchase 

croissants, imported sausages, and French wines in specialty downtown stores 

and supermarkets while manioc and plantains are scarce. The city’s prosperi-

ty is likewise displayed in the older neighborhoods flanking the city center, in 

Glass and Louis, where Cuban, Chinese, and “authentic Gabonese” restaurants 

compete for expatriate and wealthy African clients.

During my first visit to Gabon in 1998 I watched affluent Libreville schoolchil-

dren snacking on French sausage, nodding along to Parisian rap songs playing 

through their headphones as they struggled with their backpacks stuffed with 
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textbooks published in France. I started to wonder how colonialism reshaped 

tastes and contributed to French hegemony in the country. Did cultural prac-

tices from the metropole make Gabon into a country that would not be able to 

stand on its own? At the beginning daily life in Libreville seemed to be perfect 

evidence for the critiques of Africans idealizing European culture, as in the 

work of Franz Fanon, Armah, and other nationalist writers.6

My naive ideas of European dominance in Gabon turned out to be insufferably 

inadequate to understanding how, what, and why Libreville people consume. 

From my concerns about changing everyday practices—especially in an area as 

vital to life as eating—emerged this study examining how Libreville residents 

came to eat and buy food as they do today. The histories behind their meals are 

testimonies to the panoply of economic and cultural links to Europe and the 

Gabonese interior. Townspeople created a style of living that embodied local 

concerns and Libreville’s manifold international connections. City residents 

of distinction have preferred to buy rather than grow or catch their own food. 

This decision alternately puzzled and angered generations of urban planners 

determined to build a workforce willing to follow the dictates of employers and 

officials. The daily meals and shopping habits of urban Gabonese reflected a 

new sensibility that gradually spread into rural areas of Gabon. The culinary 

practices of Gabonese people emerged from a series of struggles and negotia-

tions among townspeople, rural producers, European entrepreneurs, and the 

colonial state.

This book follows the formation of contemporary Libreville diets as part of 

a larger transformation of urban and rural areas of the Gabon Estuary. The 

region has undergone a series of major economic changes since the mid-nine-

teenth century. These shifts have left their mark on the physical environment 

of the city. Thanks to the demands of timber camp owners, piles of stray okoumé

logs more than twelve feet long lie strewn along Libreville’s beaches. European 

enterprises, besides leaving their debris on the shore, also influenced what and 

how townspeople ate as well as how rural people farmed, fished, and sold food. 

So did earlier visits by Europeans seeking slaves for the Americas, because 

inhabitants of the Gabon Estuary had sold captives to passing vessels on and 

off since the sixteenth century.

Food Supply and City Struggles

“Each alimentary custom makes up a miniscule crossroads of histories,” Michel 
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de Certeau and Luce Giard have noted, in which various levels of historical 

change make themselves felt in a repertoire of daily practices.7 While changes 

in eating and food supply in Libreville took place in a context radically differ-

ent than the French setting of de Certeau and Giard, their emphasis on the cre-

ativity of individuals knowledgeable in the science of “doing-cooking” fits well 

into African cities. The same maneuvering and borrowing took place in African 

city kitchens.8 However, as Elias Mandala has recently and rightly declared in 

a provocative essay, “to become an expert on food in the world’s most under-

developed continent, one does not need to know much about food; one has to 

learn about such matters as the ‘political economy’ of its disappearance.”9 Few 

scholars of Africa have tried to examine foodways and food supply except in 

times of crisis.10

A calamity of consumption striking some residents of Gabon has attracted 

much public attention in America and Europe in the last decade, but its victims 

are not human. Ecologist J. Michael Fay and his sponsors in National Geographic

have celebrated Fay as a heroic ecologist marching through “untamed” Gabon 

trying to stop the wholesale slaughter of animals.11 Journalist Derek Peterson’s 

exposé Eating Apes dissects the connections between the ravenous hunger of 

timber camp workers for meat, the insouciance of Africans to the plight of 

endangered species, and the complicity he feels some conservation programs 

have in feeding the continued slaughter of animals. His trip to Gabon includ-

ed a stop at the fly-ridden stalls of the Lalala market of Libreville, where mar-

ket women hawked elephant trunks and gorilla hands. Peterson advocates out-

side interference—to save the apes, one must be willing to criticize and change 

African cultural practices. His diagnosis of the disaster is not one that excuses 

Africans or Europeans but rather, in his words, “a Western capitalized exploita-

tion culture that has lately careened in total collision with a traditional African 

hunting culture.”12

Peterson must be lauded for his audacity, but his train wreck analogy, no 

matter how appealing it may be to environmentalists, does not explain how 

Gabonese people eat as they do today. One must look at an issue that rarely sur-

faces in popular discussions of animals and Gabon: colonialism. This book 

is an exploration of how European and African eating habits intersected and 

borrowed from one another. Changing food habits in Libreville epitomize a 

dramatic process whereby the expansion of the world economy transformed 

tastes in Africa in the last two centuries. From Dakar to Tonga, food tastes 
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have been radically altered due to shifts in economic production and cultur-

al flows.13 Besides the introduction of new ingredients to diets, the expanded 

role of food as a commodity and the uneven development of wage labor have 

changed what and how people eat. Such statements are hardly news for schol-

ars interested in the impact of colonialism in Africa. Jack Goody, in his overview 

of changing food tastes in Ghana, has briefly explored the impact of industri-

al mass-produced imports on eating habits.14 Jane Guyer noted the flexibility 

and fluidity of food supply organization in Yaoundé; far from it being a stat-

ic system, producers and the colonial state created a series of contested con-

figurations to ensure profits for farmers and food for urban workers.15 On a 

more pessimistic note, Richard Franke, among others, presents the violence 

and exploitation of colonial rule as the root cause of famines and malnutri-

tion in the Third World.16

The story of how Libreville residents obtained food and the effects of French 

governance on their daily struggles to feed themselves offer insights on the 

colonial urban experience in Africa. This study, through the subject of food, 

examines a question central to recent historiography of colonial Africa: how 

and why did colonized people come to consume European goods and incor-

porate foreign consumption patterns into their own lives? This question elic-

its a variety of answers particularly in our present age of genetically modified 

foods and fast food restaurants mushrooming across the globe. One possible 

response is the replacement of local culinary styles by the inexorable spread 

of American or European imports. Half a century ago, some Europeans pre-

dicted the death of local practices in Africa under the onslaught of moderni-

ty. Novelist Doris Lessing, in a grotesque turn of parody, captures such rhet-

oric in a conversation between white Communists lolling in a Rhodesian bar 

during World War II. “I predict,” one of her characters declares as he mourns 

the supposed demise of the local countryside, “that in fifty years all this fine 

country we see stretching before us . . . will be covered by semi-detached 

houses filled with well-clothed black workers.”17 Lessing’s cocktail-swilling rev-

olutionary does not bother to speculate on what these African laborers might 

eat, but one might that suspect kidneys and shepherd’s pie rather than mealie 

meal would grace their tables.

Obviously such a future has not come to pass. In Gabon, manioc and plan-

tains rather than French fries and beef remain common parts of meals. Instead 

of the elimination of local consumption practices, a messy process of appro-
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priation and borrowing took place among African communities and fractured 

European groups in eating styles, dress, and drinking. While such complexity 

does not lend itself to simple models that extol European over supposedly back-

ward African forms of consumption, or heroic consumers fighting Western cul-

tural imperialism, the manifold ways Africans consumed commodities have 

inspired scholars in the last decade to reexamine the colonial encounter.18 A 

shift in Africanist research during the last decade has produced works consid-

ering various material practices such as alcohol consumption, health and med-

icine, dress, and hygiene as aspects of mediated cultural contact and divisions 

under European administration.19 Consumption of European clothes and the 

adoption of European hygiene patterns did not necessarily mean a surrender 

of “African” cultural practices. Instead Africans strove to remake identities 

and to challenge binary oppositions favored by European rulers. These works 

put into question narrow boundaries and rigid divisions between supposedly 

separate African and European cultural practices.20

Food has not received much attention in this genre of literature, although a 

few scholars have explored food consumption as a cultural practice that reveals 

a wide breadth of contested social meanings.21 The attention shown by American 

and European cultural critics exploring gender roles, class anxieties, and eth-

nic identities articulated in food preparation and consumption has not been 

shared by Africanists.22 An older generation of scholarship, firmly tied to under-

development theory, paid more attention to food supply, particularly in areas 

where famines repeatedly devastated rural communities. Challenging para-

digms that blamed African agricultural techniques and environmental factors 

as the cause of food shortages, Michael Watts and Mike Davis have pointed

out the important role of cash crops, capitalist development, and wage labor 

demands in hindering food production and the ability of workers to buy their 

sustenance.23 Economist Amartya Sen’s argument that rather than absolute 

want, the inability of communities to exchange labor or money to obtain food 

led to starvation among certain groups has informed researched on African 

famines.24 Historians have traced the impact of wage labor and increased social 

stratification on food supply and how this led to famine among impoverished 

groups.25 Recent work by Susanne Friedberg and Karola Elwert-Kretschmer 

has started to move beyond the paradigm of want in examining the rise of 

imported foods in West African cities.26 Unfortunately Karen Coen Flynn and 

Elias Mandala’s major new contributions to understanding hunger and food 
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in Africa were published after I finished this manuscript, but their outstand-

ing work speaks to how food consumption offers tremendous possibilities for 

scholars scrutinizing African societies.27

This study seeks to tie together issues of cultural and economic change relat-

ed to food consumption. The task is not easy. Cameroonian historian Achille 

Mbembe has criticized proponents of “negotiated colonialism” for overem-

phasizing the prowess of colonial subjects in challenging oppressive policies 

fostered by European rulers.28 Mbembe suggests that historians may need to 

review their understanding of colonial domination; rather than positing the 

colonial state as “weak,” he contends that force and indoctrination did play a 

major role in shaping African societies. Ironically, this attitude fits well with 

earlier works on food supply that tend to focus on the imposition of capitalist 

demands and European political power. Rather than relegating Africans sim-

ply to the status of victims of colonial force and duplicity, though, historians 

might use Mbembe’s intervention to reexamine negotiation more carefully.

Recent approaches that highlight the negotiation of cultural terms and old-

er considerations of colonial poverty are together needed to grasp the causes 

of Libreville’s dependence on foreign foods and the low productivity of Estuary 

agriculture. An angry Mpongwe man in the 1880s penned the title of this book, 

asserting that he had the right to eat the same foods and at the same prices as 

his American missionary employers. His ordinary struggle is part of the devel-

opment of tastes that takes center stage here. The wealthy disdained agricul-

ture out of concern for social status; the very poor increasingly could not har-

ness the labor and land necessary to feed themselves. Performances of identity 

through consumption and the changing economy led to the evolution of the 

culinary repertoire of the city. In particular the advantages of some Libreville 

townspeople over rural producers in shaping policies and organizing food 

supply gives an example of negotiation in which cultural capital led to mate-

rial benefits for an urban minority. During repeated changes in politics and 

the economy, townspeople managed to protect their lifestyle by ensuring their 

access to food.

Libreville residents used strategies to protect food entitlement for material and 

cultural motivations. Historian Sara Berry has illustrated the complicated nature 

of struggles to gain access to labor, land, and markets in various parts of colo-

nial Africa. I concur with her that “culture, power and material resources are of 

equal importance, acting in mutually constructive ways to shape the course 
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of economic and social change.”29 Food consumption proved to be another 

area in which various African rural and urban groups along with European 

companies and the colonial state vied for favorable terms. While officials had 

more force at their disposal to influence these bargains, townspeople used 

creative strategies to sway administrators. Food supply required many com-

promises. Although occasionally different members of these networks found 

themselves at cross purposes, participants in food supply networks negotiat-

ed to make compromises that do not fit into simple divisions of resistance and 

collaboration. Steven Kaplan, a historian of Parisian food supply, has made a 

statement that can apply to African cities as well as their European counterparts: 

“Far from articulating a steep hierarchy of rigorously discrete and unbridgeable 

strata, [the supply of bread to Paris] forged curious bonds of mutual depen-

dence even as it reinforced cleavages within the structure.”30

Mbembe reminds us of the unequal terms of negotiation, in which some 

Africans could bargain with foreign authorities much more effectively than 

others could. Townspeople in Libreville proved far more capable of safeguard-

ing their interests than did rural farmers and fishermen. Libreville residents 

managed to avoid farming and fishing despite radically changing economic 

and social conditions. However, such a victory did not always constitute a hero-

ic example of “resistance.” As the storied careers of Omar Bongo and his prede-

cessor Léon Mba demonstrate, the skill with which some Gabonese dealt with 

colonial officials and private companies did not always result in challenges to 

European authority. Furthermore, decisions made by the colonial government 

and urban Africans also hampered agricultural production. While the discov-

ery of oil in the 1950s has been blamed for Gabon’s food crises and high cost 

of living, this study delineates a long heritage of agricultural neglect and out-

right incompetence by the French colonial state. The exorbitant cost of daily 

life in Libreville is in large part a testament to colonial policies and bargains 

made between a small class of urban Africans and the French government. And 

as the blackened carcasses of monkeys and antelope on sale in Libreville today 

suggest, humans are not the only victims of this heritage.

Diana Wylie rightly remarks that the richness of food as a subject of his-

torical inquiry is problematic for historians in need of clearly defined sub-

jects.31 Research possibilities may be endless, but the patience of readers is 

not boundless. I therefore exclude certain issues often brought up with food. 

Unlike in British colonies, French agricultural experts did little to construct 
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notions of malnutrition and hunger.32 While I decipher some social meanings 

broadly articulated in food consumption related to race and status, close read-

ings of food preparation and eating as means of exploring cultural logics or 

constructions of gender are not on the table.33 One must search elsewhere for 

African equivalents of Pierre Bourdieu’s attempt to link class attitudes close-

ly with food consumption.34 Neither is this study a comprehensive examina-

tion of changing food patterns throughout Gabon. Although I laud efforts to 

construct national and regional histories of food and manners in the tradi-

tion of Ferdinand Braudel, I can make no claim of comprehensive overviews 

in the present work.35 All these subjects deserve attention, but my framework 

does not permit it here.

Another issue worthy of more attention than I can supply is a thorough review 

of environmental factors that may have hindered agriculture in the Estuary 

region. Libreville developed as an enclave dependent for its food supply on a 

large region rather than its immediate surroundings. How much did ecologi-

cal issues play a role in hindering food production? To my knowledge practical-

ly no work has examined ecological issues linked to food supply in the Estuary 

despite a wealth of ecological research in rainforest regions in the Gabonese 

interior. While chapter 2 gives a basic overview of climate and topography of the 

region, I recognize the possibility that environmental factors may have shaped 

the food supply question more dramatically than this work suggests.

With this litany of caveats noted, the central focus of this study is the slow evo-

lution of changing food consumption and supply patterns in colonial Libreville. 

Chapter 1 is a general review of Libreville history from its beginnings as an 

Atlantic entrepôt through its slow growth in the colonial era. The social and 

environmental context of food consumption in the age of Atlantic slavery is 

the subject of chapter 2. Free people, from hosting European slave traders with 

lavish meals to worrying about what slaves might have slipped into their meals, 

linked eating and farming to the institution of slavery. Food production, espe-

cially agriculture, came to be seen as labor fit only for slaves and free women, 

and the growth of a wage economy meant that prosperous townspeople had 

more lucrative options than mere farming could allow.

Chapter 3 examines how Libreville culinary and consumption patterns altered 

as French forces invaded much of Central Africa in the age of high imperialism 

between 1880 and 1914. The late nineteenth century brought a new set of play-

ers to the complicated trade and agricultural networks of the Gabon Estuary. 
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The arrival of Fang-speaking clans and waves of foreign immigrants, rang-

ing from unlucky Vietnamese convicts to Liberian manual laborers, brought 

new foods and new demands on Libreville’s food supply. Townspeople adapt-

ed to the situation in ways that furthered the development of an urban lifestyle 

keeping respectable people away from long hours spent cultivating, hunting, 

or catching food. While Fang villages managed to sate Libreville’s appetite 

until 1914, World War I and its immediate aftermath shook Gabon to its foun-

dations. Famine and shortages tore apart Estuary villages and helped fuel an 

urban protest movement led by Libreville residents to fight the efforts of colo-

nial officials and timber companies to monopolize control over the town’s food 

supply. Chapter 4 scrutinizes the environmental and political calamities that 

rural producers endured and the relative success of urban residents in guard-

ing their entitlements. Townspeople demonstrated their versatility by employ-

ing disparate means, from intimidating Africans with supernatural talismans 

to cajoling French human rights organizations, to protect their access to food 

from state interference.

The next three chapters address how townspeople interacted with goods, 

programs, and practices brought by Europeans and Americans into the Gabon 

Estuary. Chapter 5 explores how foreign foods made their way into Libreville 

stomachs. The inadequacy of the town’s local sources of food made rations an 

important part of diets in the Gabon Estuary region and a cause of strife between 

Africans and Europeans struggling to define the worth of goods and labor. Bread, 

rice, canned goods, and beef also became part of a broad effort by missionar-

ies and employers to remake Libreville society by changing the parameters of 

daily life. Technological and communications changes allowed foreign foods 

by the mid-twentieth century to become an integral part of Libreville meals.

Chapter 6 discusses urban growth and colonial policies between the Great 

Depression and independence. Officials might repeatedly curse the supposed 

laziness of Africans in the Gabon Estuary, but state interventions in local soci-

ety did little to encourage agriculture or to enable farmers. State programs 

neglected to alleviate Libreville’s position, isolated from the rest of the colony, 

and rarely allowed farmers from more productive parts of Gabon to ship food 

to Libreville. Experts on Gabon today bemoan how little Gabonese bureaucrats 

have done to aid farmers, to the point that one analyst has argued: “Gabon’s 

development strategy in recent decades therefore looks in many ways like a 

sophisticated conspiracy against agriculture”; but French agricultural poli-
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cies were rife with mismanagement.36 As is the case today, imports proved to 

be an easier solution than radical methods to assist food production. Finally, 

the roots of the Gabonese state’s tepid interest in closing the bush meat sup-

ply came in the twilight of empire, as politicians and villagers alike asserted 

their rights to guns and game.

Chapter 7 is an overview of European food consumption patterns in Libreville 

during the colonial period; the present-day segregation of town cuisine into 

“European” and “African” categories is a fairly recent development. Although 

nineteenth-century Western residents of the town adopted local eating hab-

its and social beliefs associated with food consumption, as revealed in poison 

fears and rumors, political and technological advances in the colonial state 

and the world economy allowed Europeans to live a more segregated lifestyle. 

Foreign eating patterns were a barometer of racial identities and colonial power 

that provide a way to chart the relative strengths and weaknesses of Europeans 

asserting their cultural superiority over others in town.

One of my goals is to open the door to further work on food consumption as 

a means of reviewing the impact of colonialism on everyday life in a colonial 

context. It is hard to imagine a more personal or vital practice than eating, yet 

scholars of Africa have been slow to grasp the opportunities for looking at food 

as a nexus of race, gender, class, and economic transformations. Another moti-

vation is far more mundane. From my initial stay in Libreville in 1998 through 

my last visit in 2004, friends and strangers alike lamented the high prices that 

burdened them in the city. I only hope that my work can illuminate discussion 

on Libreville’s high cost of living, even if it offers no clear solutions.
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1. The Gabon Estuary and 
    the Atlantic World, 1840–1960

In Libreville, the capital of the Central African nation of Gabon, the colonial 

past has evolved into a present indelibly marked by French rule. French sol-

diers still wash down their boredom with cheap liquor in local bars and gar-

rison the city as they have since the founding of the port in 1843. Oil profits 

in the boom years of the 1970s paid for a towering set of modernist office and 

government buildings designed by French architects. High-end supermarchés

display rows of French pâté, crispy baguettes, and much less succulent ele-

ments of French cuisine, such as the humble can of cassoulet stew. For hungry 

visitors with expansive wallets, restaurants provide French chefs well versed 

in the fine arts of haute cuisine, who serve wealthy Gabonese as well as expatri-

ates from Europe. Rich Africans are not the only local people enjoying French 

tastes; so do Gabonese living in such rapidly expanding outlying neighbor-

hoods as Ozangué, Bellevue, and Nzeng Ayong.

The ingredients of ordinary Libreville meals have a strong French flavor. 

Each morning well-worn trucks bear boxes of bread to thousands of small, 

cramped stores selling food to an exclusively African clientele. Male workers 

crowd the colorful open-air “cafets” staffed by West African immigrants who 

serve “fast food” to their customers. Senegalese fish recipes and dark sauces 

made from manioc leaves and okra are offered along with dishes more famil-
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iar to Westerners. Menus in black paint or chalk on the walls of these restau-

rants list prices for omelets, coffee and baguette combinations, spaghetti, and 

frites. African and European tastes blend together even in the choices of avail-

able condiments. Patrons can add rust-orange crushed pepper or mayonnaise, 

usually left exposed to the sun, to their food.

The colonial legacy also shapes contemporary eating habits in less obvious 

ways. West African women selling fried dough balls on the streets of Libreville 

became commonplace after World War I, when Togolese and Dahomean immi-

grants started to trickle into town. Nigerian and other West African outfits 

dominate local fishing today; their slow takeover of the industry began in part 

due to the French government’s support for West African immigration into 

Gabon. Bags of rice, a staple of many Gabonese, entered the local culinary rep-

ertoire in the late nineteenth century, as French forces conquered Gabon and 

much of Southeast Asia. Even the thick blocks of prepared manioc sold at mar-

ket for Africans, a staple of every meal in rural Gabon, owe a debt to colonial 

rule. Mpongwe people, a small ethnic community that controlled the Gabon 

Estuary region until French occupation in the 1840s, usually eat long and rela-

tively thin strands of bread made from manioc tubers soaked in water and then 

slowly cooked into over a fire. As Libreville became an administrative center that 

attracted Gabonese from all over the colony, vendors started to sell other variet-

ies of manioc: female traders now hawk thick bulky wads of the “manioc con-

go” popular in southern Gabon, wrapped in banana leaves, next to the tough-to-

chew manioc favored by Fang people from the surrounding Gabon Estuary.

The following overview of Libreville under colonial rule provides a frame-

work for understanding how tastes changed under the French and how access 

to food became an object of contention between Africans and Europeans liv-

ing in the city. Influences at issue include local ecology, the rise of a Mpongwe 

coastal community’s links to the Atlantic slave trade, the coming of French rule, 

and its impacts in the Gabon Estuary region: urban migration, the uneven for-

mation of a wage economy, and the interactions among rural farmers, African 

townspeople, and the French colonial state. An urban community dependent 

on others for food was slowly developing even before colonial occupation but 

became much more apparent by the early twentieth century. This overview is 

drawn from a wide range of primary sources as well as the emerging histori-

cal literature of Gabon, especially the major contribution on Gabonese urban 

and gender history by Rachel Jean-Baptiste.1
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Environment and Topography

The present site of Libreville stretches over twelve kilometers on the northern 

bank of the Gabon Estuary. Instead of flat lowlands found throughout other 

parts of the Estuary coast, hills and valleys undulate along the shore. Marshy 

ravines separate four hilly sections; swamps in the present site of the Batavea 

and Saint-Germain neighborhoods isolated the agglomeration of Mpongwe 

villages at Glass from other parts of the town.2 Such rugged and uneven ter-

rain limited the size of fields and helped lead to Libreville’s present anarchic 

network of roads and paths.

As any Libreville resident knows, torrents of water and wind often strike. 

The city and its immediate surroundings receive on average more than three 

thousand millimeters of precipitation a year.3 Local residents separate climate 

into four seasons. The rainy season begins in early September and ends nor-

mally in December. Thunderstorms and the occasional tornado, particular-

ly at night, rumble through the Estuary region. The temperature during this 

season generally hovers around 27 degrees Celsius. After a brief respite of low-

ered precipitation in December and January, dubbed “the short dry season,” 

rain increases dramatically from February through early May. A long dry sea-

son marked by cooler temperatures (23–25 degrees Celsius) holds sway from 

May until August.

Geology has also influenced food production and consumption in Libreville 

and the surrounding area. Most of the land touching upon the Gabon Estuary 

is made up of low-lying forests growing in soil with a high amount of sand and 

clay.4 Such soil has supported small-scale farming in the region for over two 

thousand years. Historian of early Gabon Kairn Klieman has pointed out how 

soil within Gabon varies in fertility.5 Roughly two hundred kilometers from 

Libreville, the high peaks and rich soil of Monts de Cristal furnish a much bet-

ter foundation for agriculture than does the low-lying Gabon Estuary. Libreville 

residents today consider this area much more promising for farming than the 

immediate Estuary region.

A web of small rivers connects the Estuary region to Libreville. No natural 

passages exist on land, but the inhabitants of the region have paddled up and 

down these waters for centuries as their main means of transport. Small creeks 

such as the Tsini, Nzeme, Goungoué, and Igombiné allowed communication and 

trade to flourish. The Como and Mbé rivers that flow into the Estuary allowed 

limited access to the Monts de Cristal region. The Remboué River reaches from 
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the Estuary southwest to the large lakes around Lambaréné and the Ogooué; 

it served as a major link for trade until the early twentieth century. The close 

proximity of the Atlantic Ocean placed the Gabon Estuary in contact with the 

Ogooué River and peoples along the southern coast.

Forests tower over the immediate surroundings of Libreville. As Jan Vansina 

has pointed out, “The expression ‘rainforest’ encompasses a wide range of the 

most complex habitats in world.”6 In the Gabon Estuary, hilly forests dominat-

ed by okoumé trees (Akoumea kleinia) occupy land away from thickets of man-

groves by the shore. Estuary peoples took advantage of their surroundings by 

forming a rich body of ethnobotanical knowledge. Gabonese priest and bota-

nist André Raponda Walker’s extensive and weighty collection of information 

on local uses of plants in Gabon points to the diversity of plant life and the cre-

ativity of Estuary inhabitants in taking advantage of them.7

The early history of the Estuary is accessible through linguistic and archaeo-

logical sources, and it is clear that humans have lived in the area for thousands 

of years.8 Archaeological research on the outskirts of Libreville has unearthed 

stone tools and the signs of a small series of villages well over thirty thousand 

years old.9 Hunter-gatherer settlements in the Estuary traded with people in 

the Rio Muni region more than a hundred kilometers away.10 Archaeologists 

recently unearthed evidence of sedentary agricultural settlements and the man-

ufacture of iron in the immediate vicinity of Libreville dating from at least 200 

bc.11 Besides the material culture these peoples left behind, little is known 

about them.

Working with scant material, scholars are divided on the links between these 

sites and present-day inhabitants of the Estuary. Historian Jan Vansina, in his 

discussion of Bantu-speaking peoples’ migration into the equatorial rainfor-

ests of Central Africa, contends that the ancestors of Mpongwe people, who 

comprised the major inhabitants of the Estuary in the early colonial period, 

arrived before 1000 bc.12 Kairn Klieman’s review of linguistic and archaeolog-

ical dates suggests that by 1500 bc, the ancestors of Omyene-speaking groups 

like the Mpongwe had arrived on the Estuary.13 Other scholars argue that the 

ancestors of Omyene speakers arrived in the Gabon Estuary only around 1400 

ad.14 No consensus is likely to develop from the controversies surrounding the 

chronology of Mpongwe settlement without new evidence.

While dating Mpongwe arrival in the Estuary is difficult, there is no question 

that their forebears belonged to a larger movement of Western Bantu speakers 
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spreading south throughout Gabon and Congo-Brazzaville. Divided into numer-

ous clans throughout the coast of Gabon, these groups spoke a common lan-

guage called Omyene.15 The communities include the Galwa living around 

Lambaréné in Central Gabon, the Orungu around the Ogooué delta, and the 

Nkomi of the southern Gabonese coast. Mpongwe on the Gabon Estuary appear 

to have traded regularly with the other groups. All of these communities acted 

as intermediaries between Europeans and interior African trading networks 

by the early nineteenth century.

After moving into the region, the forerunners of Omyene-speaking clans 

adjusted to their new environment, learning to take advantage of mangrove 

swamps and forests.16 Bantu-speaking peoples brought into the region yams 

and other root crops their ancestors had raised since at least 2000 bc.17 People 

also gathered numerous fruits and shellfish. They may have improved hunting 

and fishing techniques by learning from pygmy settlements already established 

in the area.18 While pygmies had disappeared from the Estuary by the early 

colonial period, mutual exchange of goods and information between Bantu 

peoples and other forest peoples led to cultural and culinary innovations.

In many ways Mpongwe society’s political and social structures reflected its 

heritage as part of the Western Bantu migration. Jan Vansina has described the 

structure of this political tradition of lineages as being divided into three cat-

egories: houses, villages, and districts.19 Mpongwe houses were large house-

holds made up of a number of smaller families that claimed common descent.20

They formed the main unit of political organization. Several houses that claimed 

common ancestry formed a clan.21 These house alliances formed villages of up 

to several hundred people. Clan identities in the Gabon Estuary transcended lin-

guistic and ethnic boundaries; for example, the Agakaza clan considers itself 

an ally of the Fang-speaking Essissis clan.22

Big men (aga) from leading houses ruled over a small number of villages.23

The population remained thinly dispersed; European sources indicate that 

roughly twenty-five thousand people lived in the entire Estuary region in the 

1850s.24 While more than forty clans existed among the Mpongwe, a select few 

clans such as the Agakaza and Asiga dominated local politics by the nineteenth 

century.25 Through trading savvy and by maintaining large numbers of wives 

and slaves as dependents, big men could attract enough respect to be named 

to political office by a council of elder men.26 Although lineage played a major 

role in the choice of clan leaders, successful traders without strong claims to 
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authority could rise to political prominence.27 These big men were dependent 

on other free people for support.

Territorial mobility was a hallmark of Mpongwe society. Much like other 

societies in Equatorial Africa, Mpongwe people tended to identify themselves 

with their clans or lineages rather than with a fixed locale. Geographer Roland 

Pourtier has characterized notions of space in Gabonese societies as fluid and 

marked by ever-shifting boundaries rather than the fixed borders more famil-

iar in a European context.28 Historian Christopher Gray noted how villages and 

clans in precolonial southern Gabon moved frequently and partitioned them-

selves with areas of unoccupied forest.29 With soils unable to maintain fields 

for long periods, villagers needed to search for new farmland.

Even so, the local ecology was far from the only explanation of mobility among 

the Mpongwe. Commerce and politics also dictated migration patterns. Oral 

traditions denote villages on the south bank of the Estuary abandoned over 

time.30 Individuals and families often moved. Strife among lineages and clans 

led to divisions of villages and the formation of new settlements. For example, 

rivalries between big men of the Agakaza clan led to the formation of the vil-

lages of Louis and Glass.31

Trade contacts furnish another explanation of movement. With the rise of 

European trade in the Estuary during the late eighteenth century, the Agakaza 

decided to move to north bank for better access to European vessels.32 Agakaza 

villages such as Anongo-Ambani, Nk’Azuwa, and Olumi had emerged on the 

present site of Libreville.33 Visiting sailors referred to these towns by the names 

they had given local clan leaders and prominent traders: Glass, Quaben, Louis, 

and Kringer. By the early nineteenth century Mpongwe free merchants had long 

participated in the Atlantic economy that brought cultural innovation and for-

eign material goods to the area.

Gabon and the Atlantic World, 1500–1840

Mpongwe people traded with Atlantic newcomers and inland peoples for cen-

turies. They profited from their ties with interior peoples from central and 

northern Gabon and participated in a commercial coastal circuit that reached 

from southern Cameroon to Angola.34 The slave trade also slowly took root 

in the region. References to the Gabon Estuary emerge from Portuguese and 

Dutch naval accounts as early as the late sixteenth century.35 Unlike the case 

of the Loango area to the south, few slaves went from Gabon to the Americas 
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before the mid-eighteenth century.36 Portuguese traders occasionally visited the 

region from their colonial settlements on the islands of São Tomé, several hun-

dred miles off the coast. Dutch vessels soon followed in search of ivory, ebony, 

and other natural products.37 Oral traditions hint at conflicts between Dutch 

traders and Mpongwe people in the early seventeenth century, though few reli-

able details are available.38 Atlantic slave trade exports began in earnest dur-

ing the mid-eighteenth century.39

Mpongwe people themselves rarely raided for slaves, and no strong mon-

archs sold off captives in the region. Like a wide range of African communi-

ties on the Atlantic coast, wealthy Mpongwe made their fortunes through their 

intermediary position between the interior and Europeans seeking out slaves.40

They monopolized access to the interior, even telling stories of cannibals and 

savages as a way to frighten visitors. Unlucky free Mpongwe might be sold off 

as payment for debts or as punishment for a crime. However, Africans leaving 

the Estuary in chains usually came from inland regions.

The Atlantic slave trade left in its wake increased social stratification. Clan lead-

ers and prominent traders obtained imported goods in advance from Europeans 

and then exchanged goods with neighbors for slaves and natural resources.41

Mpongwe men recognized their advantages in dealings with Europeans, who 

could wait only a certain amount of time before risking their health. For sla-

vers, the poor health of slaves brought in caravans from southern Gabon made 

delays caused by disputes costly.42

Slavery dominated Mpongwe villages by the early nineteenth century. Local 

society was sharply divided between slaves (asaka), children of slaves with lim-

ited rights (imbamba s’asaka), and a hierarchy of free people ranging from com-

moners to wealthy merchants and clan leaders. Some slaves came from cen-

tral and southern Gabon.43 Others were captured during fighting with Séké 

villages in the Estuary.44 The new influx of dependents permitted free people 

to favor trade over farming. Owning slaves became a crucial sign of prestige 

in Mpongwe society, much as it did elsewhere.45

Wealth in Mpongwe society was a matter of controlling people rather than 

land. Through the distribution of imported goods men could obtain slaves, 

clients, and knowledge.46 By these standards clan leaders were rich indeed by 

the 1840s. John Leighton Wilson, an American pastor who cofounded with 

Reverend William Walker the Protestant mission at Baraka in 1842, noted that 

each Mpongwe clan chief owned at least two hundred slaves.47 Asiga clan leader 
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Rapontchombo (c. 1780–1876), known to Europeans as Dénis or King William, 

controlled roughly five hundred slaves at his death.48 Catholic nuns noted with 

dismay in 1849 that one clan leader had more than eighty wives.49 While the 

Sisters’ inexperience may have skewed the accuracy of their estimates, Catholic 

priests reported twenty years later a recently deceased chief left over twenty 

widows behind.50

The changing nature of the slave trade created new profits after 1800. The 

British government’s decision to liberate slaves from Spanish and Portuguese 

vessels inadvertently aided Mpongwe traders. Gabon, a much less popular stop 

for slave ships before the Napoleonic Wars, became a favorite precisely because 

of its obscurity. Few British warships regularly visited Gabon. Portuguese and 

Brazilian slavers could quickly travel from Gabon to the Portuguese islands of 

São Tomé. By the 1840s Spanish and Portuguese slave buyers settled in Mpongwe 

villages for months. Agakaza and Asiga clan leaders vied for the most lucrative 

connections with foreign merchants. The growth of slave trading would lead 

to the rise of French power in the 1830s.

French Occupation, 1839–1875

The Gabon Estuary fell under the sway of French political power between the late 

1830s and 1875. Problems related to the slave trade and European firms sapped 

the grip of Mpongwe traders over local commerce. Political divisions meant 

that local objections to French annexation had little ability to deter European 

occupation. However, the waxing and waning of individual French naval offi-

cers’ interest in the fledgling colony and the extremely meager support for the 

settlement from Paris made Gabon a “middle ground,” to use the phrase of 

Native American historian Richard White, where French and Mpongwe people 

co-authored a loosely organized set of political and economic bonds. Not until 

the 1870s did French commandants act forcefully to limit local autonomy.

The pretext for French occupation developed in the late 1830s. Edouard Bouet-

Willaumez, an ambitious French naval officer, eyed the Gabon Estuary as a pos-

sible supply point for the South Atlantic naval division assigned to stop slave 

traders.51 Until Gabon became French, the only secure French port of call was 

in Senegal. Bouet-Willaumez also could use justice as a motive to occupy the 

region. Some Mpongwe pillaged shipwrecked French vessels.

French officers obtained legal rights from the famed Mpongwe trader 

Rapontchombo during 1839. Rapontchombo agreed to accept claims of French 
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authority but encouraged officers to set up a base among his Agakaza clan rivals 

on the north side of the river. Such maneuvers speak to the negotiating power of 

clan chiefs in early French-Mpongwe contacts.52 While Rapontchombo was left 

to conduct his affairs without interference in the 1840s, Europeans took a much 

sterner view toward other clan chiefs. Bouet-Willaumez and other French mili-

tary men distrusted Agakaza leaders who had raided and robbed several French 

vessels. Some clan leaders preferred English and American traders. Agakaza 

aga (clan chiefs) such as Re-Dowé signed treaties in return for European mili-

tary outfits and a wide variety of goods in 1842 and 1843.

Such treaties from the Mpongwe point of view appear to have been the con-

tinuation of older policies of commercial alliances. Much as in many other 

European enclaves in West Africa, Mpongwe traders granted land to foreign-

ers in return for trade agreements.53 The difference between local and French 

interpretations of these agreements became rapidly obvious. Paris officials 

pushed for the annexation of the entire Estuary. A French trader apparent-

ly duped R’Ogouarouwé, the most defiant critic of French rule, into signing a 

treaty surrendering his independence in 1844. Agakaza clan members turned 

to British sea captains and American missionaries to intercede against the 

French presence. After the refusal to fly the French flag brought on a short 

assault by French troops in 1845, R’Ogouarouwé and noted Agakaza big man 

N’Toko reluctantly agreed to accept European control.54

This triumph of force over diplomacy did not translate into financial rewards. 

French efforts to make the colony profitable stagnated. Besides making token 

efforts to ban the export of slaves, officials did little to interfere with local pol-

itics.55 Several French entrepreneurs founded plantations in the Estuary dur-

ing the 1840s, but poor funding and an inability to attract cheap labor led to 

bankruptcy.56 Enriching themselves by selling ivory, dye woods, and rubber, 

Mpongwe merchants had little motivation to support French companies.

While French efforts foundered, British and German traders used the settle-

ment as a springboard to move into the interior. By the early 1850s the Liverpool 

firm of Hatton and Cookson along with the German Woermann company had 

set up stores in Libreville.57 French traders struggled with their foreign rivals 

until the First World War.58 German and English merchants gave out credit and 

offered goods at much lower prices than their French counterparts.59 Mpongwe 

residents in Glass favored British and German firms to the point that English 

remained the lingua franca of commerce there until the 1880s.60
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Mpongwe society faced challenges from an array of angles. The arrival of 

European stores sounded the death knell of the old monopoly on interior trade 

networks. Most men became employees of the colonial government or private 

firms by the 1860s.61 Big men thus lost many of the previous economic advan-

tages that had allowed them to control large numbers of dependents through 

purchase or marriage.62 By the late 1850s the last generation of independent 

big men except for Rapontchombo had died.63 Chiefs lost a great deal of their 

former prestige.64 In short, older strategies of obtaining wealth and power had 

altered in the new conditions of French Libreville.

The influence of Catholic and Protestant missionaries posed another threat 

to the Mpongwe social order. At first missionary efforts did not bring about 

radical change. After their arrival in 1842 Congregationalist pastors from the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (abcfm) worked to 

spread the Gospel with relatively little success.65 Few free people endorsed 

the calls of Protestant preachers to abandon polygamy, local religious beliefs, 

and alcohol.66 Catholic priests of the Holy Ghost Fathers and nuns from the 

Sisters of the Immaculate Conception encountered similar difficulties in the 

1840s.67 Disease and opposition from heavy-drinking and sexually promiscu-

ous Europeans hampered Catholic and Protestant efforts.

These new elements provided a small cosmopolitan town community made 

up of Mpongwe, West African workers, and other Gabonese, a rich repertoire 

of material and cultural practices to draw upon. In August 1842 newly arrived 

American Congregationalist pastor John Leighton Wilson made a visit to the 

Mpongwe village of Quaben. Walking on a path now buried under asphalt 

and concrete and European-styled homes in Libreville, Wilson strolled to the 

home of the notable trader Re-Dowé. In his spacious house Re-Dowé offered 

his American visitor a seat “in what he called his parlor.”68 His home featured 

two bed stands with mosquito nets, a table covered by a French oil cloth, a 

bureau, a hand organ, six “neat” European chairs, and two sofas.69 Rather 

than wishing to speak of God, Re-Dowé preferred to speak with his guest on 

matters of trade.

Well-versed in European manners, rich Mpongwe people flaunted their taste 

and their wealth for others to see. These merchants had long treated Europeans 

as equals in commerce. Succeeding generations of Libreville townspeople con-

tinued to draw liberally from foreign influences while innovating on indige-

nous ideas about status and wealth. Mission education provides one example 
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of the willingness of the Mpongwe and other African residents of Libreville to 

incorporate European influences. From the 1840s on, free people sent boys and 

girls to mission schools to learn French and English.70 Missionaries became 

increasingly despondent as their school graduates often engaged in heavy drink-

ing, took employment with irreligious traders and officials, and claimed equal 

legal status with Europeans. Félix Adende Rapontchombo, a Catholic convert 

who became head of the Asiga clan in 1876, declared himself a loyal Frenchman 

and evangelist while owning hundreds of slaves.71

Libreville communities continued to assert their autonomy. Perhaps one of 

the most striking examples of this independence was the failure of a plan to 

resettle former slaves in the colony in the late 1840s. French officers, mimick-

ing their British rivals in Sierra Leone, decided to resettle over one hundred 

Africans rescued from the Spanish slave ship Elizia at the French fort of Gabon.72

Fashioning a well-ordered settlement with fields and gardens, officials hoped 

the newcomers would provide the workers needed to unload ships and tend state 

fields. Rather than doing so, however, some former slaves revolted against the 

French authorities.73 Most of the settlers entered into trade instead of remaining 

menial laborers.74 The colony, hamstrung by miniscule budgets and dependent 

on remote superiors in Dakar (1843–54) and Gorée (1854–59), did not attempt 

to replenish the small settlement with more rescued slaves.

By the 1860s French officials maintained only a loose hold over the region, as 

exemplified by relationships between men and women and masters and slaves. 

The local government never banned domestic slavery and intervened only hap-

hazardly in disputes between masters and bondspeople. Free Mpongwe exe-

cuted slaves with impunity on the grounds that they used supernatural forces 

to harm others. Slaves were still buried alive with notable chiefs through the 

1870s. On occasion some captives in turn menaced free people by threatening 

to use sorcery.75 But although officials appeared impotent, they did develop 

other ways of building alliances with local people.

Many Mpongwe women, willingly or under the pressure of older male and 

female relatives, entered sexual relationships with state employees, traders, and 

even a few wayward missionaries.76 Such practices had gone on for centuries, but 

the concentration of European men in the town altered these practices. Much 

as in other coastal regions of Atlantic Africa, individuals and families used 

intimate relations with foreigners as a personal or a collective strategy. Some 

girls evidently suffered sexual assault as family members shoved them into the 
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arms of Europeans. Others sought out European men and used their profits 

to start their own businesses. Visitors celebrated these relationships as care-

free amours congolaises. Catholic and Protestant ministers detested the decision 

of Mpongwe women to cohabit with European men. One American minister 

expressed his rage in an 1882 diary entry: “Rottenness is among Mpongwes 

and white men. No shame and no virtue on all this plain of ruin. They raise 

daughters to sell body and soul for the vilest of purposes.”77

Libreville townspeople and foreign residents created mutually beneficial 

bonds through the late 1870s. French, English, and German employers hired 

Mpongwe men as cultural and economic brokers with other Africans. European 

firms scoured Gabon searching for ivory, rubber, and dye wood, and they needed 

Mpongwe intermediaries. French commandants slowly extending their reach 

from Libreville also relied on Mpongwe interpreters and office workers. One 

result of this evolution was the flow of foreign goods and hard currency in 

Libreville. By the 1870s European money was in common use. Well-heeled adult 

free Mpongwe men and women wore the fashions of London and Paris.78 It is 

little wonder that Mpongwe people repeatedly expressed their view of them-

selves as civilized people worthy of legal equality with any French citizen.

The Age of High Imperialism, 1875–1900

Unfortunately for the hopes of Libreville residents, imperial ambitions and a 

more rigid notion of racial difference took root in France. Libreville changed 

from a backwater post to become the command center, briefly, of rapid colonial 

expansion in Central Africa between 1875 and 1900. After the Franco-Prussian 

war cut Libreville off from regular communication from Paris, a new genera-

tion of administrators pushed French military and political power in Gabon. 

Commandants between 1875 and 1885 fettered townspeople’s freedom: they 

banned slave executions, made teaching French mandatory at mission schools, 

and coerced free people to trudge through the streets to cut weeds without pay. 

Félix Adende Rapontchombo, the last Mpongwe political leader who maintained 

a shred of independence, ended up a fugitive from French law throughout much 

of the 1890s after being charged with reenslaving runaway slaves.79

Domestic slavery slowly declined after a dramatic series of murders plagued 

the town. Between 1877 and 1879, mysterious assailants attacked free women 

and slaves working in fields outside Libreville, leaving at least twenty dead in 

the town of about three thousand.80 Gutted corpses slashed by leopard claws, 
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often missing vital organs, sent townspeople into a panic. Disregarding mis-

sionaries and slaves who blamed the violence on free people, French comman-

dants executed slaves accused by slave owners of morphing into leopards. The 

killings ended suddenly in late 1879. Though colonial administrators backed 

free people over slaves in this case, they proved less willing to support domes-

tic slavery. An illicit commerce in captives survived, but gradually former slaves 

gained a modicum of independence. Unfortunately the precise nature of the 

decline of slavery and its causes are hard to analyze given the scant documen-

tation on this transition, especially between the late 1890s and 1918.

Libreville society was further transformed thanks to the formation of the 

French Congo. Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza launched a series of expeditions in 

the Central African interior in the 1870s and 1880s that sparked a French inva-

sion.81 Libreville became a supply point between France and the interior, and 

its harbors beckoned to foreign traders, soldiers, and craftsmen. West African 

soldiers, Senegalese craftsmen and seers, jewelers and cooks from Accra in 

Ghana, manual laborers from the Kru coast of Liberia, and Angolan and São 

Toméan farmers crossed paths in the town’s streets.82 Libreville also became a 

convenient dumping ground for opponents of French rule elsewhere. Legendary 

West African warlord Samoré Touré’s sons lived in exile in Libreville along with 

Dahomean princes, the children of Muslim warlords from Chad and Ubangi-

Shari, and even Vietnamese prisoners.83 The lines binding Libreville in a web 

of imperial and Atlantic commercial networks brought foreign workers into 

the region and allowed Mpongwe people to try their luck elsewhere in Africa 

and Europe.

Libreville was a center of communication networks within the colony, but 

these lines of contact through thinly populated rainforests proved unreliable. 

Traders, missionaries, and colonial troops had to rely on narrow paths through 

dense jungle to reach areas not linked to Libreville by rivers. Only in fits and 

starts did the capital slowly develop ties with much of the rest of the colony. 

No administrators took the initiative to improve the situation by sponsoring 

road construction. This anarchic environment posed hurdles to easy commu-

nication between the Gabonese hinterland and Libreville.

Despite the islandlike nature of Libreville, some African arrivals did open 

the door for better linkages between town and country. The migration of Fang-

speaking clans from northern Gabon and Cameroon altered town life. More 

than forty Fang clans moved in the Gabon Estuary region from the 1840s onward. 
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Mpongwe abandoned villages far from Libreville in part out of fear of the new-

comers, as did small forest-specialist communities like the Séké (Sékiani) and 

Akele. Fang and Mpongwe communities ostensibly had little in common.84

Clan feuds inspired by competition for trade, rival ambitions of big men seek-

ing dependents, and women fleeing or being kidnapped for husbands led to 

nearly constant fighting between the 1860s and World War I. Fang people wore 

little more than amulets, bark cloth, and occasionally odds and ends of cloth 

and other European imports. French officials, imagining Fang people to be 

somehow more virile than the supposedly degenerate Mpongwe, hoped Fang 

men would furnish them with the docile workforce they wished for.85 However, 

Fang clans embarked on a series of skirmishes with colonial troops over pay-

ing taxes, scuffles with European traders and their Mpongwe agents, and other 

disputes. American missionaries found that they could not hire Fang workers 

as porters, since evangelizing sorties in the Estuary region invariably encoun-

tered a clan with a grudge ready to brawl with these employees.86

Gender roles also distinguished Fang people from Mpongwe and other 

groups to some degree. Free Mpongwe women, by the late nineteenth century, 

had often established their own households and lived relatively independently 

of men. Low bridewealth payments meant couples could divorce relatively eas-

ily.87 Thanks to their dependents, some female Mpongwe slave owners enjoyed 

leisure time unimaginable to Fang women, who were expected to bear children 

and handle most farming tasks and were often married off at a very young age. 

Big men marrying many wives, a common practice among Mpongwe traders 

and clan chiefs prior to French occupation, became less frequent by the late 

nineteenth century. Possible reasons for this decline include the decisions of 

younger men and women to work as traders or as the mistresses of Europeans 

far from Libreville; the increased participation of townspeople in Catholic and 

Protestant congregations; and the relative independence of free Mpongwe wom-

en. In contrast, towering Fang bridewealth prices often required men to work 

and trade for years before marriage.88 Since divorce required wives’ families 

to repay husbands, married men and wives’ kin had a vested interest in ensur-

ing stable unions. Fang men expected wives and female family members to 

obey. Fang women did form mevung power associations similar to the power-

ful female njembe society in Mpongwe communities, but they had more diffi-

culty challenging elder male authority.

Despite their differences from townspeople, Fang clans slowly entered the 
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Libreville community in different ways, often through building alliances with 

locals. Catholic and Protestant missionaries opened their doors to Fang stu-

dents. Others recognized the growing market for food in town (see chapter 

3). Still others landed jobs as manual laborers for Libreville employers. By the 

early twentieth century neighborhoods like Atong Abé and Lalala had become 

home to Fang households.

Indigenous communities adjusted to European and African immigrants. First 

they asserted their equality with French residents of the colony. When the colo-

nial government restructured French Congo in 1910 into a federation of colonies 

dubbed French Equatorial Africa, lawmakers incensed Libreville townspeople by 

passing the hated indigènat code, which allowed administrators wide latitude 

to fine, jail, and punish Africans. Mission-educated Mpongwe elites dashed off 

letters to colonial inspectors bemoaning how men could be “jailed with a whis-

per at the club” from malevolent settlers to administrators and how in Gabon, 

“There is no liberty possible, equality even less so, and no fraternity at all.”89

Carpenter Jean-Baptiste N’dende led protests against a short-lived campaign to 

segregate the city on ethnic and racial lines between 1912 and World War I.90

Mpongwe also challenged African newcomers. Some snubbed Fang people. 

According to missionaries, townspeople often saw the migrants as barbar-

ic upstarts.91 Mpongwe women refused to travel aboard boats with Fang, and 

Fang men found it nearly impossible to marry women of Mpongwe descent.92

Protestants lamented that many townspeople in the 1890s disliked American 

pastors’ recruitment of Fang to attend services.93 Mpongwe people jealous-

ly guarded their own unique identity, yet also remained open to making alli-

ances with Africans and Europeans. The cruel days of war and famine from 

1914 to 1930 would test their ability to negotiate with the colonial state and pri-

vate companies.

Timber and Travails of Modernity, 1914–1930

The developments of the nineteenth century in Gabon crashed to a halt as war 

swept through Europe.94 Commerce nosedived in the city.95 Few ships came to 

the Gabon Estuary during the war.96 The old trading economy never recovered. 

Fighting between German and French colonial armies in Gabon and southern 

Cameroon lasted until 1916, sending Fang clans scurrying away from French 

army recruiters seeking new soldiers and porters. Worsening the hardships, 

the French doubled the head tax from five to ten francs and decreed that all 
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who could not pay this sum in hard currency had to work without pay for two 

weeks per year.97

The border war with Cameroon ended in French victory, but a host of miseries 

held sway in rural Gabon. As discussed in chapter 4, the war capped a half cen-

tury of fighting in the Gabon Estuary. Sleeping sickness and the influenza pan-

demic of 1919 wiped out a tenth of the entire population. Hunger haunted most 

of the Gabonese interior. The war led officials to reconsider Gabon’s economic 

potential and the ad hoc nature of local administration. Beginning in 1919, the 

Gabonese government followed the directives of Minister of Colonies Albert 

Sarraut to focus on economic development.98 Timber exports, interrupted by 

the war, offered administrators a path to increased revenue and stability.

Okoumé trees furnished the raw material that private enterprises exported to 

buyers in Germany, Holland, and France, where European firms processed the 

lumber into plywood.99 The French government supported French businessmen 

willing to stake a claim by offering access to the forest and by coercing men from 

throughout the colony to serve as manpower in coastal timber mills. Formidable 

companies like the Consortium des Grands Réseaux Français based on the 

south bank of the Gabon Estuary employed thousands of migrants. Individual 

entrepreneurs and firms vied for land, labor, and food needed to support their 

staff. The high concentration of workers in areas occupied by scattered and 

tiny Fang villages led to conflict and hardship.

Townspeople in Libreville also had to adjust to the new climate. Not many 

Mpongwe men could afford the fees officials set for okoumé export, but a few 

became rich.100 Most others could only ride the coattails of the booming economy 

by working as clerks, interpreters, and accountants. Libreville people, though 

enjoying some prosperity, acted forcibly in the first half of the 1920s to chal-

lenge discrimination and the denial of older Atlantic notions of equal African 

and European partnerships. Their skill in forming alliances with Europeans 

continued to make its presence felt. Townspeople established a Libreville 

chapter of the League of the Rights of Man, and its members sent a barrage of 

letters and telegrams to French metropolitan members of parliament and the 

minister of colonies to protest the arbitrary nature of colonial government.101

Women also battled the colonial state for reforms, as described in chapter 4. 

In turn, officials and Libreville men and women negotiated with one another 

over marriage laws and practices.102

Other political changes took place in the rural Estuary. Taking a page from 
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French West Africa, the governor of Gabon appointed Fang chiefs.103 A host of 

clans lived in separate villages within a small amount of territory, but no one 

from one clan could govern the domain of another clan until the government 

intervened. The crushing burdens of the World War I era left Fang villages too 

weak to take up arms against colonial military might. Some chiefs manipu-

lated bridewealth practices and their access to state funding to enrich them-

selves.104 New political leaders, like the young Léon Mba, redefined chieftaincy 

to include European bureaucratic models and to incorporate new components 

like the establishment of bwiti syncretic religious movements.105 However, 

other Fang villagers lost out with state reforms. State troops could more effec-

tively quell unrest, imprison rural people, and drag men and women into forced 

labor details in the 1920s.

Options changed for both men and women in the timber era. Some Fang wom-

en went to Libreville to escape husbands and male family members.106 Profits 

from food sales and work for Europeans may also have made bridewealth more 

expensive, as missionaries alleged.107 Men could no longer obtain wives and 

dependents through raids on other clans, which meant that the exchange of 

cash as bridewealth became the only avenue to have a formal marriage. Fang 

men tried to restrict women’s options for leaving arranged marriages as wives 

turned to colonial legal institutions, chiefs, and guards to widen their range 

of choices.108 Anthropologist John Cinnamon has postulated a similar remak-

ing of bridewealth payments based on the radical transformation of the econ-

omy in northeast Gabon.109

Timber and the war expanded the links between the Gabon Estuary and the 

rest of the colony, even if the colonial administration did little to build roads to 

further this development. Southern Gabonese communities, derisively dubbed 

bilop by the Fang of the Estuary, moved into timber camps along with north-

ern Fang. They had trouble bargaining with French state and private interests 

since they lived far from their homes without access to local kin networks. Fang 

Estuary people escaped the brutal exploitation of these migrants in dangerous 

working conditions, slowly gravitating toward Libreville. Estuary Fang began 

to consider Libreville an attractive destination, and by the late 1940s they out-

numbered Mpongwe communities in the city.110

With the Great Depression disrupting German markets in 1929 and 1930, the 

timber industry ground to a halt. However, the temporary collapse of the lum-

ber industry came after two decades of dramatic events of town and rural soci-
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ety in the Gabon Estuary. World War I and the famine years of the 1920s had 

broken the independence of Fang communities in the Gabon Estuary. Libreville 

townspeople also suffered setbacks with the end of the old trading economy 

and the rise of timber. The strengthened capability of the colonial state to sur-

vey and control the movement of urban and rural people set the stage for the 

expansion of Libreville’s size and links with the rest of Gabon in the last three 

decades of French occupation.

Libreville and Late Colonialism, 1930–1960

Compared to the trauma of earlier decades, Libreville seemed to be a calm, well-

ordered town during the final years of French empire in Africa, even as its popu-

lation rose from 6,500 in the mid-1930s to over 20,000 at independence in 1960.111

The Depression brought some social tensions to the fore, especially with the 

troubled state of the timber business, but these conflicts did not bring on the 

fierce labor and political tensions found in larger African cities.112 Burgeoning 

metropolises such as Lagos or Dakar dwarfed the Gabonese capital’s tiny pop-

ulation, but Libreville underwent transformations as well. The lure of schools 

brought young people to the capital. Rural Fang communities recovered from 

the onslaughts they had endured, but the limited economic and political options 

available outside of the city made a Libreville a common destination.

More outsiders also lived in Libreville. New trading and fishing diasporas 

made up of West Africans made the port their home (see chapter 3). Hausa mer-

chants from Cameroon peddled goods in the Gabon Estuary and in Libreville. 

Southern Gabonese workers originally toiling in the timber camps took part 

in Libreville’s expansion. The Great Depression led timber workers without 

employment to move to Libreville, much to the annoyance of administrators 

seeking to expel them back to rural areas. Even when the timber camps flow-

ered again in the late 1940s and 1950s, men like Gabriel Mabenga chose to 

live in town.113 A member of an Nzebi clan from southern Gabon, he walked 

in 1959 to Kango and then Libreville after hearing “they killed people” at the 

timber camps.

Others made a living from trade. Female West African merchants sold cloth 

and odds and ends in the town’s main market, while Fang women established 

food markets in outlying neighborhoods like Nkembo.114 Mpongwe women 

claimed property rights and rented out houses to Africans and Europeans alike. 

Though Mpongwe and Fang men sat on “customary” African courts, some 
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women did find recourse to the law to end marriages and to defend their rights. 

As in other African cities, urban life in Libreville posed challenges but also 

opportunities not found in rural areas.

Europeans seeking to boost their finances came to Libreville as well. Increased 

metropolitan state funding and the rebirth of the timber industry after World 

War II more than doubled the European population of Gabon. This genera-

tion of arrivals often drew from older notions of Gabonese identity that at least 

made a pretense of transcending racial differences. French aviator Jean-Claude 

Brouillet described Libreville town life as a place where white settlers in the tim-

ber trade and African townspeople were part of one harmonious community,

even if some clubs and restaurants did not admit black men.115 Despite these 

prejudices, African politicians like Léon Mba openly welcomed the support of 

white townspeople.116 Mba’s willingness to form alliances was part of the dis-

tinct Libreville urban political culture that had existed for decades.

Mba’s career as a clerk with ambition—he worked as the head manager of 

the English John Holt store in the early 1950s before being elected mayor of 

Libreville in 1956—reflected the conservative nature of townspeople’s aspi-

rations. Estuary Fang and Mpongwe households, already well established in 

Libreville, continued to follow older paths of social advancement. Gradually, 

affluent Libreville people gained more political rights. After the early chaos 

of World War II, when governor of Gabon Georges Masson rallied to Vichy 

and unsuccessfully resisted an invasion of Free French forces in 1940, towns-

people began to make their voices heard through forming small political par-

ties.117 African politicians took advantage of reforms under the Fourth Republic 

with the formation of a territorial assembly and limited representation in the 

French parliament.

The capital, not surprisingly, was the center of political intrigue in the colo-

ny. Libreville politics became a struggle between Mpongwe elites—Mba’s Bloc 

Démocratique Gabonais (bdg) party—and the more confrontational Union 

Sociale et Démocratique Gabonaise (usdg) party led by Jean-Hilaire Aubame 

between the late 1940s and 1960.118 Mba won the open support of the colonial 

administration; despite his exile to Ubangi-Shari for embezzlement from 1932 to 

1946, administrators preferred the wily Fang leader to the usdg. Mba served as 

mayor of Libreville and vice president of Gabon from 1956 through independence 

in 1960. Mpongwe and French colons rallied to Mba in Libreville, in part because 

he presented himself as someone who rejected ethnic and racial politics.



the gabon estuary and the atlantic world20

Besides being the seat of power, Libreville offered social services and facili-
ties that did not exist in much of the countryside.119 Electricity and refrigeration 
were within the grasp of well-off Libreville residents. The town contained the 
highest number of schools in the entire colony. Drivers sped on paved roads, and 
airplanes flew to Europe, African cities, and to other parts of Gabon. Through 
their personal connections and their privileged access to education, town res-
idents could also obtain social relief from the colonial government.120

Though Libreville enjoyed the benefits of urbanization common to other 
African capitals, it remained a difficult place to reach from the countryside. 
The government’s plans to integrate the capital with the rest of the colony 
sputtered until the 1960s. Road construction plans in the Gabon Estuary com-
menced in earnest in the mid-1930s, but right up until independence travel by 
truck on poorly maintained roads between Libreville and rural centers still 
took days.121 No road capable of year-round travel connected Libreville with 
the Cameroonian border until the early 1970s. Planes and boats remained the 
only ways to travel between the capital and Port-Gentil, the second largest city 
in Gabon. Tax revenue from Gabon was often used to pay for less solvent col-
onies in French Equatorial Africa, to the point Léon Mba and other Gabonese 
politicians did not support talk of creating a united independent state out of 
French colonies in Central Africa.122

Libreville was thus in some ways a typical small late colonial African city, 
yet it retained some unique qualities. It kept elements of its Atlantic past, from 
wooden plank homes typical of the late nineteenth-century construction to its 
anarchic organization that defied physical racial segregation. The port could 
not rival such giants as Lagos or even Brazzaville, but Libreville boasted a rich 
blend of communities from all over Gabon and other parts of the continent. 
Unlike most cities, Libreville still remained isolated from much of the coun-
tryside to the end of the colonial era.

A Food Supply Digestif

Within the narrative of Libreville history, food consumption and production 
barely appear, save in the era of adversity between 1914 and 1930. What does 
emerge is a set of themes familiar to African and imperial historians: the rise 
and fall of the Atlantic slave trade; the unsteady movement from slave exports 
to “legitimate” trade; European colonial occupation; urbanization and chang-
ing relationships on gender and rural-urban lines; and the rise of African polit-
ical opposition to colonial policy. Only in times of crisis does food supply come 
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into view as a serious and controversial issue. This lack of interest in how city 
dwellers fed themselves and acted as consumers is commonplace in African his-
tory. There is a special irony in this, since historians of Africa have gone to great 
lengths to examine how urban communities in cities like Libreville worked to 
better their own lives and to form the contours of mundane struggles against 
state authorities and European companies. Hardly any studies of African urban 
life use food consumption and supply to test out how these standard themes 
of colonial African histories took shape in a vital aspect of everyday life: eat-
ing. I concur wholeheartedly with Elias Mandala’s recent assertion that food 
consumption and production, often understood by ordinary people as a cycli-
cal and seasonal phenomenon rather than as part of linear narratives of histo-
ry, poses difficulties for African historians.123 To follow up on his provocative 
review of African food studies, I argue that food was not at all a tangential issue 
for Libreville residents and farmers in the Gabon Estuary countryside, even if 
historians rarely consider how central a concern food is for city dwellers.

The rest of this volume explores how food supply and consumption illuminate 
tensions, alliances, and the diverse consequences of changing ties between the 
global and the local in colonial Libreville. Whether in times of crisis or plen-
ty, the availability, quality, and cost of food captured the attention of towns-
people, just as it does in Western Europe and North America. Food exchanges 
and the incorporation of foreign foods and eating styles were important ele-
ments in the development of Atlantic commerce. The single issue that incit-
ed the most active protest movement in the entire history of French Libreville 
was state interference in the food market. The development of private indus-
try and a money economy also shaped diets, and the unsteady integration of 
the city with the rest of Gabon could be tracked by how and from where peo-
ple brought food to the city.

Townspeople thought of eating as a vital necessity, even though scholars of 
Gabon and of urban Africa generally have not spent much time addressing sus-
tenance. Rather, the fact that food is so rarely mentioned in urban histories of 
Africa means that scholars have missed out on a central concern of townspeople 
as consumers, farmers, traders, employers, and fishermen. Against the backdrop 
of the preceding sketch of major events, the present study examines how urban 
people ate, from whom they obtained their nourishment, and how a separate 
Libreville set of lifestyles emerged. With the table set, so to speak, now we can 
move on to the first course: eating and Atlantic commerce in the age of slavery.



2. Eating in an African Atlantic Town, 1840–1885

Soon after arriving in the Gabon Estuary to set up a Protestant mission in 1842, 
American pastor John L. Wilson went to work. He took a canoe from Libreville 
to spread the Gospel at Mpongwe leader Rapontchombo’s home village across 
the Estuary. The Asiga clan chief was a man of means. When his boat touched 
shore, Wilson was in for a surprise. Rapontchombo knew how to throw a dinner 
party. Slaves announced lunch at eleven o’clock sharp—a sight that may have 
reminded Wilson of his own table in America, since slaves manned the kitch-
en at his South Carolina family home.1 They brought out four different meats 
on plates. Two bottles of French wine came to table. After the main course 
Rapontchombo offered Wilson cordials and cigars.2 Male sociability crossed 
the lines of race and language.

The decorum surrounding this meal may have been unexpected for Wilson, 
but it was part and parcel of eating and commerce for a Mpongwe trader in 
Atlantic commerce. Centuries of passing traders had left behind forks, plates, 
and etiquette. Orange trees around Mpongwe villages testified to the coming 
of Portuguese visitors centuries before Wilson met Rapontchombo. The unfree 
hands that served food to Wilson visibly displayed Rapontchombo’s power of to 
command bodies as well as tastes. Out of Wilson’s sight, slaves and free wom-
en dug manioc plants from the ground, weeded gardens, and pounded mani-
oc roots into porridge to be served at their masters’ homes.



eating in an african atlantic town 23

However, Wilson knew why Rapontchombo could afford such expensive 

fare. On the same day the minister visited a slave pen in the chief’s village run 

by a Spanish trader, where 432 slaves sat on logs when Wilson arrived. Chains 

locked all adult men pairs in pairs. A group of about fifty women had been 

imprisoned together. The pastor walked through the unfortunate crowd with-

out one slave saying a word. Perhaps their silence came from prudence, as the 

Spanish merchant had gunned down a rebel slave only days before Wilson’s 

impromptu inspection. Soon afterward, Wilson’s colleague William Walker 

watched as slave owners jeered at a slave child left to die exposed on the shore, 

and in traveling out of town he met old slaves dying of hunger.3

Mpongwe townspeople constructed ways of eating and ideas about consump-

tion during the age of Atlantic slavery. These practices withstood the end of 

slave exports in the nineteenth century. Free people often purchased food rather 

than producing it. Europeans and Americans were disgusted to find Africans 

buying food rather than tilling the land—an odd criticism, since most foreign 

residents of Libreville showed little interest in performing agriculture them-

selves. The manner in which Mpongwe people ate expressed volumes on how 

rooted domestic slavery had become in their society. Where Mpongwe people 

saw labor-saving techniques and hospitality, missionaries and administrators 

saw degeneration. For a people deemed incorrigibly lazy by so many observ-

ers, Mpongwe people constructed a food supply system that, even with some 

serious drawbacks, remained in place until the arrival of Fang migrants in the 

Gabon Estuary by the 1880s.

How Mpongwe people obtained food in the nineteenth century and the ways 

in which slavery influenced consumption patterns can be reconstructed from a 

foundation of missionary reports, official correspondence, accounts by travelers, 

and oral traditions. Such sources offer insights into the farming, fishing, and 

trading practices when Europeans and Americans arrived in the region, how 

domestic slavery and gendered economic options affected food, and the con-

flicting ways in which European and Americans understood Mpongwe tastes 

and eating habits.

Choosing Local Foods

By the 1840s two crops furnished the starchy mainstays of Mpongwe cook-

ing: manioc and plantains. Atlantic commerce brought manioc to the region. 

Originally found in various forest regions of South America, manioc is a tuber 
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crop that flourishes in lowland tropical regions.4 Able to grow in relatively poor 

soils and survive periods of variable rainfall, manioc had long been a major 

staple in much of Brazil. Portuguese colonists in Angola introduced the crop 

to provision ships bearing African slaves to the Americas.5

Manioc has several advantages greatly prized by Central African peoples 

even though it is a very labor-intensive crop to prepare and to cultivate. Since 

the tuber is left in the ground until it is needed, it can survive longer and is 

less vulnerable to theft than bananas.6 Its initial planting can be undertaken 

at most times of the year and produces a full crop twelve to eighteen months 

later.7 Although very perishable as a tuber once removed from the soil, it can 

survive in the ground for up to two years. Once the tuber is soaked for roughly 

a week to eliminate cyanide, it is normally left to dry in the sun, placed over a 

fire to bake, and then pounded into a long baton.8 These tasks required a great 

deal of time and effort.

Manioc slowly spread to the Gabon Estuary. Linguistic evidence suggests that 

by the seventeenth century the Lunda state located several hundred kilometers 

from the coast had adopted manioc cultivation.9 The introduction of manioc 

may have come with the region’s trade ties to the kingdom of Loango, where 

manioc was grown by the early seventeenth century.10 Another source may have 

been traders from São Tomé.11 Mpongwe clearly associated the crop with the 

Portuguese; they dubbed one variety of manioc putu (meaning Portuguese).12

Manioc is versatile as an ingredient in dishes. It can be roasted into flour, 

known as farigna in Omyere (derived from Portuguese) and able to last several 

months.13 Mpongwe did not prepare manioc in this fashion; they had to rely 

on Orungu coastal communities living on the Ogooué Delta farther south for 

this durable food. Besides the root, the leaves can be pounded in a mortar 

and served as a sauce.14 In a fashion similar to uses of bananas and plantains, 

Mpongwe and other residents of the Gabon Estuary used parts of manioc as 

remedies against skin maladies.15

Of course, slavery did not determine every aspect of Mpongwe diets. Several 

foods introduced from other parts of the world furnished the main staples 

of Mpongwe households. Bananas became a major source of carbohydrates 

throughout Central Africa.16 These plants, originally from Asia, had diffused in 

a series of long-distance interactions from northeastern Africa.17 Some schol-

ars estimate that bananas had arrived in Gabon by the end of the first millen-

nium ad.18 Bananas and plantains were fairly easy to grow even in the sandy 
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soils of the Estuary. They do not require the burning of fields, can survive in 

the dry season, and can easily be planted by moving small plants.19

Gabonese had an array of uses for the plant. Banana leaves have long been 

a main form of wrapping food.20 The versatility of the leaves is astounding. 

People used them to cover pots, wove them into nets, and made rope comes 

from the fibers.21 Placed on cuts, leaves serve to bandage wounds. Cures for 

various symptoms from toothaches to dysentery could be made from parts of 

banana plants. Villagers prepared and consumed bananas and plantains in 

many ways: mashed into a purée, steamed in a pot, dried in the sun, fried in 

oil, or simply served raw. Most households had at least one banana tree near 

the house fertilized by human waste and garbage.22

Certain types of bananas and the ways they were prepared also held super-

natural meaning for Gabon Estuary people. Families planted some kinds of 

bananas in a grove designed to protect villages from harm.23 Brothers and 

sisters were prevented from eating particular types of plantains together, while 

women were warned to avoid other varieties.24 Ties between sorcery and bananas 

are hardly distinctive to the Gabon Estuary.25 Members of bwiti religious move-

ments throughout Gabon revere some varieties of bananas as sacred plants.26

Besides manioc and plantains, other ingredients had long been part of local 

meals. Yams and taro were occasionally cultivated, but they were rare dishes. 

The coastal Gabonese forest is rich in wild fruits.27 Resembling a small vio-

let egg, the atanga fruit has a salty flavor. Roundish scarlet mvut fruit packs a 

mouth-watering sour core. So many different species of fruit flourish in the 

forest that anthropologists have rightly noted that hunter-gathering strategies 

in Gabon may have been more logical than coping with the problems facing 

local farming. Squash, beans, okra, and greens served as condiments or as the 

foundation for sauces mixed with palm oil.28 Odika sauce made from crushed 

and grilled mango seeds accompanied some meals, while nyembwe sauce was 

made of palm nuts.29

Estuary peoples consumed a number of other foods from abroad besides man-

ioc and plantains. Societies on the West African coast adopted European, Asian, 

and South American plants into their diets.30 Lemons came from European 

contact or perhaps with escaped slaves from São Tomé.31 Orange and papaya 

trees, apparently brought in by Portuguese or other European Atlantic visitors, 

also grew close to Mpongwe settlements. Cayenne pepper came from America 

by way of Europeans.32
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Gabon Estuary people did not live on vegetables and fruit alone. From ear-

ly times the ancestors of the Mpongwe took to the sea and rivers in search of 

fish. Men specialized in fishing. Like other Central African trading peoples, 

Mpongwe men may have entered trade through their travels in search of fish.33

The sardine remains the centerpiece of many Mpongwe household meals. Men 

caught larger fish with small nets or barbed spears. Women, particularly at 

night, dammed up small streams, set nets, and used poisonous herbs to kill 

fish.34 To this day older members of Mpongwe families admit their fondness 

for fish over beef or other meats.35

Smaller nearby communities in the Estuary also developed a notable tradi-

tion of fishing. The Benga, related by language and culture to coastal groups 

around the Rio Muni river over a hundred kilometers north of the Estuary, set-

tled on Cap Esterias northwest of Libreville.36 Deep sea fishing became one of 

their specialties. They were joined by the Séké—a group of fishing and forest 

specialists living in scattered villages in the rural Estuary region. Another dis-

persed group of hunting and foraging people, the Akele, made a living killing 

game and capturing sardines and other fish in the Estuary.

All groups also hunted game in the region, but even so, meat was not con-

sumed as commonly as fish. French officials noted with displeasure how scarce 

bush meat was in Libreville. Reasons for its absence are unclear. Perhaps the 

decision of Mpongwe families to concern themselves with trade, fishing, and 

farming made hunting more of a domain for forest specialists like the Séké. 

Overhunting does not seem to have been a problem; elephants regularly ripped 

apart Estuary fields in the 1840s. Wild game did not constitute the only source 

of meat, but the other option was not especially tempting, at least to foreign-

ers. Gaunt chickens strutted about Mpongwe villages. Mpongwe people did 

not keep other livestock, as cattle and sheep could not survive sleeping sick-

ness and other ailments.

Did the wide range of foods provide a reasonable diet? The nutritional content 

of precolonial Gabonese diets is hard to gauge. Nutritional surveys conducted 

in northern and central Gabon during the early 1960s suggest that most peo-

ple received sufficient calories and vitamins save for deficiencies in vitamin b2, 

but it is hard to judge how what they ate corresponds to mid-nineteenth centu-

ry diets.37 The findings of the survey indicate that malnutrition was not a seri-

ous problem. Admittedly, as Diana Wylie has shown in South Africa, European 

ideas surrounding nutrition are culture-bound concepts, but from the scattered 
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information available, it appears that precolonial diets did furnish many vita-

mins necessary for Gabonese survival.38

The links Mpongwe settlements had to local and international trade networks 

thus set the contours for eating in the mid-nineteenth century. Villagers in the 

Gabon Estuary adopted a range of cooking ingredients. Mpongwe homes dif-

fered from those of other Gabonese societies not in the composition of their 

meals but rather in who prepared and farmed the ingredients. Like coastal peo-

ples in West Africa but in marked contrast to peoples such as the Fang, Mpongwe 

villages relied on slaves for farming. Culinary practices rested on the founda-

tion of slave labor and social stratification.

Domestic Slavery in Mpongwe Towns, 1840–1865

Atlantic slavery radically altered eating habits through the lands it touched. 

Imagine Louisiana cuisine without gumbo, South Carolina without rice, or 

English and French kitchens bereft of sugar. Historians examining the slave 

trade have done a much better job of exploring how foods from Africa became 

standard fare through much of the Americas than of looking at innovations 

in tastes and eating habits in African regions deeply involved in Atlantic com-

merce.39 Yet the literature does uncover some elements of culinary shifts in 

Atlantic Africa in the slave trade era that altered what entered the mouths of 

local people. The sumptuous locally made French bread, Madeira wines, and 

European dinnerware that French visitors used during their visit to the Slave 

Coast port of Whydah in 1731 illustrate Atlantic African culinary innovations, 

but all too often these references to eating changes have not been seriously 

examined.40

One area in which African historians have begun to probe the effects of plan-

tation slavery on foodways is agriculture. Pier Larson, a historian of Madagascar, 

suggests that a rise in exports of male captives to Indian Ocean island plantations 

led to the feminization of rice agriculture.41 In contrast, Walter Hawthorne’s 

work explores the masculinization of rice farming and alterations in farming 

techniques as consequences of heightened slave raiding on the Guinea-Bissau 

coast.42 Few others have taken forays into Atlantic African culinary history. 

Besides its impacts on farming, Africanists have not paid much attention how 

servitude abetted the development of food consumption patterns. Everyday 

practices related to eating and the social meanings they embody and perform, 

as in the case of divination in Sierra Leone as discussed by anthropologist 
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Rosalind Shaw, furnish a partial glimpse of the ways in which slavery became 

embedded in daily life.43

It is hard to determine changes in food production before the nineteenth 

century, but by the 1840s domestic slavery revolved around farming. By the 

early nineteenth century leading clan members left domestic chores such as 

farming and cooking to slaves.44 Slaves and offspring of mixed free-slave mar-

riages grew food with free wives in outlying fields. Most slaves of free people 

did not live with their masters. Instead they lived in the ompindi—houses close 

to fields, well away from the homes of free people close to the Estuary shore. 

Townspeople cultivated small gardens, growing banana trees and vegetables, 

but the bulk of manioc and plantains were cultivated far from villages.45 On 

the ompindi, much as in slave quarters on plantations in the American South, 

slaves lived with relatively little interference from masters.46 Seasons dictated 

the tasks slaves had to perform. During the annual dry season between May 

and August, some free men and women joined their slaves to prepare fields for 

the fall rainy season; others joined their chattel during harvest time between 

February and April, to the point that they did not return to their homes for 

weeks at a stretch.47

Gender and social status influenced how people participated in agriculture. 

Some women worked alongside or supervised their slaves and dragged their 

daughters out with them.48 A mature woman in the 1890s reminisced about 

her childhood to Protestant missionary Robert Nassau. She recalled collect-

ing firewood with other children and carrying water to her mother and adult 

slaves. Her mother wore cloths around her feet to protect herself as she hacked 

brush away with a machete.49 Older or less well-off female residents of Libreville 

were more likely to take up farming. Missionaries disliked this state of affairs. 

American missionary Jane Preston watched Mpongwe free and slave women 

troop off to the fields each morning and wrote: “Groups of poor women would 

pass, with heavy laden baskets upon their backs, supported by a strap passing 

around their forehead. They walked with a long staff to support themselves. 

They had been working all day on the plantations and were coming home with 

food. They had to cook for their husbands and sons [and could] not eat for them-

selves until they had finished.”50

This dour opinion ignored the ability of some women of youth or means not 

to farm. Since some free women owned their own homes, could divorce their 

husbands, and kept much of their produce themselves, it would be a mistake 
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to view them merely as victims.51 Younger women, able to find African and 

European suitors as Europeans sought out mistresses, often stayed in town.52

Famed explorer Richard Burton observed in 1862 that “the [Mpongwe] ‘ladies’ 

also refuse to work at the plantations, esp. when young and pretty, leaving them 

to the bush-folk [slaves], male and female.”53 The wealth of individual house-

holds could determine whether free women had to work. Wealthy Agakaza and 

Asiga clan members might own tens or even hundreds of slaves, but the ordi-

nary household would own only a handful and so would need to provide their 

own labor to help their slaves.54

A distinctive feature of Mpongwe masculinity was the absence of men from 

farming. Unlike fishing—considered an acceptable activity by free men, as attest-

ed to by the fact that Mpongwe fishermen sold missionaries fish in return for 

brandy—tilling the soil was snubbed by free men.55 Europeans and Americans 

leveled a barrage of criticism at Mpongwe male reluctance to enter fields. An 

American trader expressed a common view when he opined, “The men, as in all 

uncivilized countries, despise agriculture.”56 Culinary labor was women’s work. 

Women gave birth, cooked, and farmed—or so their husbands hoped. “The men 

consider it degrading to till the soil; that is employment for women, slaves and 

white people,” missionary Jane Preston complained after living in Libreville in 

the 1850s and 1860s.57 British explorer Richard Burton, during his 1862 stay in 

the town, decried the refusal of Mpongwe men and well-off Mpongwe wom-

en to work in fields.58 Young men saw farming as an affront to respectability. 

Catholic missionary Maurice Briault recalled in the 1890s punishing a young 

Mpongwe student at the Catholic school with work in the fields for having hid-

den some food in a workshop. The pupil begged his teacher not to send him off 

to work. He pleaded, “Father, anything that you want but that. I am a child of 

the Mpongwes and among us only slaves do that work. Father, listen to me. If a 

young girl of my village finds out, I will never be able to get married.”59 Instead 

of celebrating violence, Mpongwe men showed off their leisure time as well as 

their familiarity with foreign dress and taste.

Free men made sure to distance themselves from the majority of slaves and 

lower-class people in town. Masters and favored slaves in other regions, like 

Chikunda slave soldiers of southeastern Africa, shrugged off farming.60 A 

Mande from a wealthy family enslaved and brought to Maryland in the 1730s 

later recalled his difficulty adjusting to hard field labor that he had never per-

formed in Africa.61 For Mpongwe men farming detracted from the leisure that 
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dependents provided. They also had more profitable activities to attend to. Male 

Mpongwe spent much of their time moving into the interior to obtain slaves 

and valuable exports like ivory. Jean-Rémy Bessieux, the first Catholic Bishop 

of Libreville, noted soon after his arrival in Gabon in 1842: “It is easy to under-

stand why a people of traders who have nothing themselves to trade are always 

moving.”62 Roland Pourtier has noted that Gabonese men involved in hunting, 

fishing, and trading required mobility, which limited their ability to main-

tain fields.63

Once they had food, Mpongwe households did not all eat in the same way. 

Less wealthy free Mpongwe, people of low social status, and slaves ate the same 

dishes as wealthy people in smaller amounts.64 They used leaves as plates.65

Earthenware, calabashes, and shells served as glasses. Though many peo-

ple used wooden spoons and forks, hands rather than utensils appear to have 

remained the norm. Among Mpongwe villagers men generally ate in separate 

buildings from women. Food was cooked in women’s quarters known in the 

Omyene language as kisini (derived from the English word kitchen). Thus gen-

der identity and the sexual division of domestic labor were clearly marked in 

local food production, preparation, and consumption.

Higher on the social scale eating styles had a different flavor. Free Mpongwe 

households obtained iron kettles, knives, spoons, and other metal utensils use-

ful for cooking.66 According to oral traditions collected in the 1930s, a mixed 

payment of goods exchanged for one slave included brass basins used to pre-

pare manioc.67 One missionary stationed in Libreville in the 1840s recalled that 

the Mpongwe “take their meals at table, and use knives and forks as graceful-

ly and naturally as any other people in the world. Some of the wealthier men 

spread tables that would be inviting to any one, and not infrequently have a 

variety of French wines to offer their guests at the same time.”68

Free men and women relied on slaves and wives to bring them food and 

expected these people to prepare meals for them on occasion. Slaves in the 

fields brought their produce to the families of their owners, while others 

carried baskets of manioc along with other goods for their masters.69 When 

Franco-American trader Paul Du Chaillu visited a free daughter of Mpongwe 

clan leader Dénis, she had slaves prepare plantains for him.70 Women were 

expected to serve older men before taking their own turn to eat.71 Meals and 

food production thus exemplified the power of masters over slaves and of mar-

ried men over female family members.
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However free people may have presented their authority over their slaves in 

the matter of meals, they recognized how vulnerable their dependence on slave 

labor made them. Between 1840 and 1870 rumors ran rampant regarding mali-

cious slaves scheming to kill masters. Free people blamed slaves for calamities. 

In 1847 inhabitants of a Mpongwe village panicked after elephants trampled 

their crops. Some blamed wily slaves who had used arcane means to transform 

themselves into elephants.72 William Walker recorded a slave servant’s execu-

tion in the same year. Free people killed the victim on the grounds that he had 

slipped poison into drinking water.73

In Mpongwe culture eating was a practice that made one susceptible to harm. 

Members of individual clans were not allowed to eat certain foods.74 Prohibitions 

were also imposed for health reasons. Pregnant women were prevented from 

eating particular foods—sometimes for reasons that women preparing to 

have children did not want to tell their husbands.75 Some of these taboos came 

from rituals that individuals went through as children to obtain protection 

from spirits.76 Fang people also had a list of taboos (bétchi or béki) that denoted 

age, gender, clan, and generational identities; only older men were allowed to 

eat some animals, and pubescent boys could eat só meat (a type of red antelope) 

only after submitting to a series of ceremonies designed to test their bravery and 

endurance.77 Children who underwent healing rituals were sometimes warned 

to stay away from certain foods, while pregnant women were told to avoid eat-

ing snakes, turtles, and other animals to ward off birth defects.78 Swallowing 

food among the Mpongwe could open the body to supernatural forces; some 

spiritual practitioners were said to create concoctions like the ntchwe-mbezo,

which allowed women to seduce men.79 Finally, eating was a metaphor of pow-

er and mystical harm; witches with evil inyemba spirits living in their organs 

could eat the souls of hapless victims.80

With large numbers of slaves growing and cooking much of their food, on 

occasion free households displayed fear of their dependents. Europeans in the 

nineteenth century referred to such concerns as “poison.” People in the Gabon 

Estuary had access to botanical knowledge that included powerful toxins. As 

noted, poisonous herbs were used to kill fish.81 André Raponda Walker and 

Roger Sillans gave a list of more than thirty toxic plants in their weighty ethno-

botanical work Plantes utiles du Gabon.82 Poison could be administered via food, 

by small sticks or spines smeared with deadly concoctions, through the nose, 

or by skin contact.83 In the late nineteenth century Mpongwe women boasted 
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to American missionary Robert Nassau that they controlled men by placing 

love medicine in their suitors’ meals.84

Mpongwe people in the nineteenth century made no distinction between 

death through intangible supernatural forces and through scientifically veri-

fiable poisons.85 For those unfamiliar with Central Africa, perhaps imagining 

devious assassins placing deadly toxins in glasses as in Renaissance Italy, it 

must be remembered that poison cannot be separated from supernatural con-

cerns. In Omyene the same word describes sorcerers and those using poison.86

Death in the Gabon Estuary was seen as an unnatural event caused by the malev-

olence of others. William Walker remarked with characteristic cynicism: “Long 

ago, the Mpongwes killed Mpongwes for inyemba [sorcery]. Now it is only the 

slaves. A Mpongwe can bribe a slave to do it. But the Mpongwe escapes and 

the slave suffers in trial for inyemba.”87 Masters voiced their distrust of their 

slaves in the Estuary. “Poisoning is so prevalent in ordinary deaths that when 

a M’Pongue of a certain importance dies, poisoning by relatives or enemies is 

always the first thing suspected,” a French officer wrote in 1856.88

Supernatural beliefs in Gabon on “poison” are similar to those of other 

Central African communities. While Europeans labeled these attitudes “witch-

craft” or “magic,” Africanist scholars have long acknowledged the diversity of 

ideas obscured by outsider generalizations.89 In societies without a centralized 

political hierarchy and fraught with divisions over status, as in the forest com-

munities of Cameroon and Gabon, witchcraft accusations thrived as no single 

authority could furnish protection from supernatural threats.90 Poison accu-

sations recorded in the nineteenth century reveal how the rise of a slave popu-

lation increased the anxieties of free people.

While sources by European officers and missionaries do not permit any reli-

able way to understand “actual” cases of poison, they did capture the atmo-

sphere of dread and hidden threats within coastal African communities involved 

in the Atlantic slave trade. Free men and women often denounced slaves for 

poisoning and/or supernatural means of harming others.91 Catholic mission-

aries lamented how commonly slaves faced punishment for supposedly poi-

soning masters.92 “Poisonings are almost always attributed to slaves,” Bishop 

of Libreville Pierre-Marie Le Berre wrote in 1873, “with a desire of vengeance 

that one would naturally expect.”93 These fears articulate terrors surrounding 

slaves and their close proximity to masters; it is impossible to say if slaves did 

kill their owners through occult means, but they certainly scared free people.
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Even in good times, slave labor had troubles feeding the entire population, 

forcing Mpongwe to purchase foodstuffs from neighboring groups. Akele, Séké, 

and Benga hunters and fishermen, dispersed widely but thinly from the Rio 

Muni delta through various parts of the Estuary, regularly sold their wares at 

Mpongwe towns.94 Organized along roughly the same lines as in Mpongwe vil-

lages, Séké agricultural work and fishing impressed colonial officials.95 After 

William Walker disparaged Mpongwe agriculture, he added that “the Gaboon 

people [Mpongwe] depend a great deal on trade and buy a part of their provi-

sions from the Bush people [Séké].”96 In the 1870s Séké women continued to 

sell manioc to Libreville residents.97 Older informants also recalled that Benga 

and Akele fishermen had long traded fish in Mpongwe towns.98

Conflicts often cut off Mpongwe clients from neighboring suppliers. In 

1843 skirmishes ensued after the death of some Séké wives living in Mpongwe 

villages.99 More often, commercial alliances incited warfare. Mpongwe men 

often sold pawns taken to ensure trade contracts or refused to honor deals 

made for ivory collected by Séké hunters.100 During times of war, famine struck. 

Visiting one Mpongwe town in the Gabon Estuary, an American missionary 

noted: “Started this morning for King George’s and arrived in good season. But 

found the people in a state of starvation. The elephants, they say, are eating all 

of their plantations and the people have so many palavers with the bushmen 

[Séké] that they cannot buy.”101 Fighting cut off Libreville from food in 1857 to 

the point that missionaries had to search more than a hundred miles away for 

food.102 Short-lived wars between Séké and Mpongwe continued until at least 

the late 1860s.103

The risks that free people took in depending on servile labor for food pro-

duction became apparent in the 1860s. During a fierce smallpox epidemic from 

1863 to 1865, fears reached a fever pitch. The disease began its rampage after 

a passing Portuguese ship brought it to town. Smallpox ravaged Libreville.104

Slave communities, hit particularly hard by the disease, had great difficulty 

working the fields.105 Free people and clan chiefs, convinced that their relatives 

were being killed by servants through sorcery, executed a series of slaves.106 An 

outbreak of dysentery killed many townspeople as well.107 Harvests consequent-

ly diminished in size. By the spring of 1865 famine scoured the town.108 When 

rains came unexpectedly during the dry season between May and August of 

the following year, starvation set in until 1870.109

Such insecurity indicates that Mpongwe people could not feed themselves 
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adequately without buying from other groups. The point is even more stark-

ly made in Mpongwe-Orungu trade ties. Orungu communities on the Ogooué 

River delta, occupying the same middleman role as the Mpongwe, had grown 

wealthy from Atlantic commerce.110 Some Orungu regularly brought prepared 

foods to Libreville.111 Their large canoes equipped with sails allowed them to 

make the trip to Libreville in a day.112 One commentator noted in 1855: “Manioc 

flour is [the Mpongwe’s] last resort; they buy it from the [Orungu] when there 

is famine, which is to say every year.”113 Manioc flour was an Orungu specialty

that Estuary peoples do not seem to have mastered. As the flour can last for 

several months, it was highly prized.

Thus by the 1840s the peoples of the Estuary had problems with food supply. 

Regardless of their previous experience, Mpongwe villages on the present site 

of Libreville battled food shortages in the mid-nineteenth century. Missionaries 

and officials recorded several famines in the 1850s.114 The scant descriptions 

of these famines give little information on their causes. It is unclear whether 

the arrival of Europeans undermined a formerly successful food supply net-

work or if the region had long suffered from bouts of scarcity. However, the 

dominance of trade in Mpongwe society at the onset of colonial rule placed the 

food supply of townspeople at risk. Such difficulties suggest possible problems 

within slave agriculture. Did slaves withhold food or sabotage efforts to work 

on their masters’ fields? Were environmental factors or structural problems 

inherent in local farming practices behind the shortages? Again the dearth of 

sources makes definitive answers to these questions impossible. It is evident, 

however, that Mpongwe agriculture suffered from serious problems derived 

in part from Atlantic commerce.

The shortages suggest that the Estuary had entered an intermediate period 

in forms of poverty and hunger. Historian John Iliffe has characterized African 

poverty in several categories.115 The first, conjunctional poverty, describes how 

crises such as wars brought famine to communities.116 Structural poverty and 

famines, for Iliffe, came about in societies with ample land, such as in the 

Gabon Estuary, due to a lack of labor or regular periods of drought. Within 

many premodern societies, structural famines caused by climatic conditions 

led to cycles of plenty with hunger between harvests.117

The most serious form of hunger in Mpongwe villages did not come from 

structural problems, however. Masters used hunger as a weapon. Slaves might 

be referred to as younger relatives by free people. Briault wrote: “When you ask 
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the identity of an old Nzebi [slave] of the Glass plains or a somewhat mixed 

Pygmy of Quaben, the poor devil will tell you he is the son of Aleka, Rambé, 

or Rakongola [common Mpongwe names], even though in age he appears to 

be the father of these individuals who are in reality their masters.”118 But the 

idiom of kinship did not lead to generosity toward old or sick captives. Catholic 

and Protestant missionaries often made the grisly discovery of elderly slaves 

left to starve to death in wooded areas away from villages.119 Not surprising-

ly, slaves fared worse than free people as they together endured the smallpox 

outbreak.120

At least on the Gabon Estuary, food production and consumption rested on the 

unstable foundation of domestic slavery. It does not appear to have worked well 

in providing food on a regular basis. Atlantic slavery and the imported goods 

Mpongwe traders received in return for human cargo furthered Mpongwe com-

merce with neighboring peoples, allowing them to purchase rather than pro-

duce their sustenance. However, this style of consumption placed Mpongwe 

villages at risk of starvation if they could not trade. Once masters started 

losing control over their slaves, this already precarious network of supply and 

production ran into further troubles.

Economic Options and Culinary Changes

Libreville has a decidedly ironic name. French naval officers planned to make 

their Gabon Estuary base into a supply center for antislaving patrols and a means 

of stopping exports of slaves from the region to Brazil, Cuba, and São Tomé. 

The fort did relatively little to restrict slave exports from leaving the region in 

the 1840s and 1850s. Between 1857 and 1862 a French government scheme even 

called for the “recruitment” (namely the purchase) of slaves from Libreville for 

shipment to the West Indies as “emigrants” to make up for the loss of servile 

labor on Martinique and Guadeloupe. The resettlement of roughly two hun-

dred slaves taken from a Spanish slaver in 1849 may have made the area briefly 

a second Freetown, but a combination of poor funding and recalcitrant former 

captives undid the program by the mid-1850s. French commandants proved to 

be lax about domestic slavery in Mpongwe society.

Masters and slaves entered into a complex set of negotiations on the mat-

ters of farming and service. The European occupation had not put slavery to 

an end by decree, and until the 1870s masters still often killed slaves without 

serious risk of harm. Missionaries recorded such deaths of more than twenty 
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slaves in the 1840s and 1850s. William Walker wrote in 1862: “[The local peo-

ple] will tell me everything and make no concealment. But when the sergeant 

of police comes, the slave, the master and all of the people will declare that it 

was an accident. . . . The cleanest cut of the sharpest instrument will be testi-

fied as the laceration of a stick or stone or the horn of a vicious bullock; thus 

the master gains impunity and the slave is more enslaved.”121 Police rarely did 

much to punish free murderers of slaves. The blood of captives flowed through 

the late 1860s.

Even severe punishments did not end the growing autonomy of some slave 

communities. Masters had difficulty retaining their authority over these dis-

tant villages. Whether this was a problem that predated the French takeover is 

difficult to say, but by the early 1860s some slaves had become openly defiant 

of authority. The collapse of clan leadership around Libreville made such inde-

pendence more likely. Unlike the feeble reign of his Agakaza cohorts around 

the town, Rapontchombo held sway over the south Estuary bank with an iron 

grip and without much threat of French involvement, and he still owned hun-

dreds of captives. Catholic priests in Libreville noted in 1855 that slaves had 

begun to act as free as their masters.122 Protestant ministers had their hands 

full with rambunctious slaves, even if they had more luck converting the servile 

than the free. A mob of slaves wielding axes and torches chased a bondsman to 

the Protestant mission accusing him of bewitching someone; they threatened 

to set the wooden church ablaze, but William Walker managed to chase them 

off.123 Mpongwe masters employed Séké slaves who belonged to the secret and 

greatly feared omowétchi power association to curse and harm escaped slaves. 

Several years later Walker failed to stop the execution of a slave by omowétchi

members; Mpongwe clan leaders, rather than heed the pastor, chose to pay off 

the omowétchi rather than investigate the crime.124

Government and missionary reports record references to famines in the late 

1860s, and the chaotic relations between slaves and the free provide one likely

cause for these hardships. With the anarchic status of slaves on ompindi, it 

is hard to imagine these slaves easily or regularly surrendering food as trib-

ute. Without access to mission education or trade connections, slaves would 

have had a hard time amassing capital to pay workers or to invest in technol-

ogy that might improve their productivity. Some slaves did take the initiative 

to sell food to mission establishments. Schoolchildren at the Baraka mission 

made life miserable for slave women selling manioc: some duped one unfor-
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tunate woman into dragging her basket of food into a female American mis-

sionary’s bedroom. Pranksters mocked the single cloth slaves wore every day 

and their heavily accented Omyene.125

The mean-spirited trickery of the Baraka mission school indicates how free 

people continued to disparage farming and manual labor, particularly as mis-

sionaries inadvertently gave local people the means to obtain more lucrative 

kinds of income than agriculture could provide. Protestant pastors viewed their 

students as scornful of hard toil. Younger girls infuriated about how older chil-

dren bossed them around at Baraka would say, “Am I your parent’s slave? Go 

and call your own sister or mother to work for you!”126 A generation later in the 

1890s a Native American woman who had espoused a Mpongwe man told mis-

sionary Robert Nassau that her son should do no hard labor at school and he 

should be permitted “a personal slave servant to do his bidding and to wait on 

him in other ways as his valet!”127 However, free people realized that learning 

foreign languages and styles of dress and etiquette, and for female students 

domestic skills, could pay off in the future.

Mpongwe free people recognized immediately the benefits of mission schools 

in teaching their children skills useful for finding work with Europeans.128

Many boys and young men entered into mission schools as early as the 1840s. 

By learning English or French they became immediately attractive to state offi-

cials and European traders. Missionaries could not compete with the high sal-

aries that mission graduates earned from trading companies and the colonial 

administration.129 Free men became commonly employed as clerks, sailors, and 

interpreters. Women also used mission education as cultural capital to find 

work with Europeans. While for the first decades of mission activity families 

did not send many girls to school, by 1860 increasing numbers of girls learned 

how to sew and do needlework and laundry from nuns or American female mis-

sionaries.130 In other colonial African contexts girls’ education served similar 

purposes by introducing European gender norms and ideals, opening up oppor-

tunities besides farming for a living.131

Mission programs for female education held a particular irony. Looking for 

women who could run bourgeois European households and understood Western 

consumption patterns, European traders and officials sought out many of the 

Libreville mission graduates as mistresses.132 Living with traders, such wom-

en were mainly occupied with maintaining a European partner’s household.133

Some mission graduates worked as laundresses for European residents as well 
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as furnishing sexual favors.134 Most missionaries and officials painted lurid pic-

tures of greedy Mpongwe women enriching themselves from lustful foreigners. 

“As a result of her career,” Canadian pastor Robert Milligan stated in his typi-

cal condescending tone, Tito “had acquired heaps of clothes, a miscellaneous 

assortment of jewelry from glass to gold, and an awful temper.”135 Awash in 

Victorian fantasies of female desire and disorder, Mpongwe women appear in 

some accounts to live a life of ease, far from the hoe and the soil.

In negotiating within this continuum ranging from financial benefit to brute 

exploitation, many women moved away from farming as their central occupa-

tion. British traveler Richard Burton remarked after his stay in Libreville in the 

early 1860s that the position of Mpongwe women was “comparatively high. . . . 

They have conquered a considerable latitude of conducting their own affairs. 

When poor and slaveless and naturally no longer young, they must work in the 

house and in the field, but this is not singular.”136

By the 1870s some women used their close ties with European men to pur-

chase slaves and live independently of Mpongwe men. Several of the Mpongwe 

concubines of British traders bought slaves from central Gabon with their 

lovers’ aid.137 Marie Ndar earned enough as a mistress to buy ten slaves.138

Some women thus followed the path away from farming as a primary econom-

ic activity that was first taken by free men in Mpongwe society. However, this 

does not mean they left gardening behind entirely. Stereotypes of lazy towns-

women dominate descriptions of Libreville, but the numbers of women engaged 

as wage laborers or as paramours of Europeans cannot be fixed with certitude. 

According to older Mpongwe residents of Libreville, their grandmothers born 

between about 1860 and 1890 maintained small fields but did not sell at mar-

ket.139 They were adamant in their assertion that the manioc and plantains from 

these fields served the women’s households. In similar fashion to slaves, most 

free women lacked the ability and capital to control large amounts of labor for 

commercial farming, and affluent female residents entered commerce.

One explanation for the discrepancy between written accounts of farming 

and female Mpongwe oral testimonies may come from generational differences.

Rachel Jean-Baptiste’s discussion of marriage in nineteenth- and early twenti-

eth-century Mpongwe communities points out the fluidity and complexity of 

matrimony.140 Rather than passively accept marriages made by their families at 

a young age, younger women could divorce their husbands, seek out European 

or West African immigrants, or take lovers while their husbands were away 
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trading. Through these options these women could avoid gardening or farm-

ing for family members. However, middle-aged and elderly women may have 

had more interest in farming for themselves or their families. Some Mpongwe 

women who had once been the partners of European men in the mid-twenti-

eth century had either developed long-term relationships with African men 

or left European lovers behind.141 Administrators refused the requests for aid 

from older Mpongwe women during World War II on the grounds that they 

still farmed for themselves.142 It is difficult to determine if this trend of old-

er women entering farming was common, but it would be a logical choice for 

women who did not have the opportunities available to younger women. Poor 

older women in mid-twentieth-century Libreville also had kin obligations to 

support elderly relatives and children.143 Impoverished women most likely lacked 

the finances and the manpower to cultivate extensive fields.

Regardless of the causes of low productivity among urban food producers, 

missionaries thundered against the effects of wage labor on agriculture. Father 

Maurice Briault lampooned the port’s African population: “[The Mpongwe] 

became scribes of all sorts, policemen, postmen, interpreters . . . [but] the 

Pongwe tribe did not produce a single farmer and soon was reduced to liv-

ing off imports.”144 Although exaggerated, Briault’s views point to the contin-

ued ability of townspeople to avoid farming by buying food from African and 

European sources. Mpongwe men working at an office, a trading post in the 

interior, or aboard ship had little time available to farm, besides having no 

inclination. Women juggling numerous tasks for Europeans had less space in 

their schedules to visit their gardens. Robert Nassau admitted as much: “In the 

march of Civilization, at Gabon, large numbers of the natives are non-produc-

ers of food.”145 Rather than engaging in farming to feed the diverse and grow-

ing population, Mpongwe free people with the most access to capital and labor 

preferred jobs in the colonial economy.

Starting in the mid-1870s, French commandants kept a tighter reign over 

Libreville. Commandant Clément, who directed the colony in 1875 and 1876, 

weakened the ability of masters to ensure the obedience of their slaves. He 

threatened to burn the Louis neighborhood as a punishment for slave execu-

tions.146 Clément also obliged free people to do menial labor without pay, much 

to the dismay of townspeople and missionaries alike.147 Domestic slavery began 

to crumble in this environment. Ironically, this was not a central aim of the 

French administration. Instead French authorities inadvertently made slaves 
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more difficult to control and obtain. One move that did open possibilities for 

freedom to slaves was the French ban on the capital punishment of slaves in 

1875. Tensions between free people worried about losing their power over their 

slaves sparked bloodshed in the late 1870s.

Beginning in the summer of 1877 unknown assailants murdered people 

working in fields on the outskirts of Mpongwe villages.148 Women and male 

slaves were the main targets of the attacks. As noted in the preceding chapter, 

their bodies were found mutilated; often the perpetrators removed internal 

organs and beheaded their victims.149 By May terror had settled on the port as 

more than twenty people had been killed in the town of three thousand. The 

Commandant of Gabon wrote: “The murders have multiplied in Gabon for sev-

eral months in frightening proportions; the locals are under the rule of a ver-

itable horror, they hardly dare move during the day. No one goes out at night; 

they lock themselves up and barricade themselves in their houses.”150 Masters 

invariably blamed slaves for the killings, even though slaves made up the bulk 

of the victims.151

The murders played havoc with the town’s food supply. Most slaves and free 

women, fearing for their lives, did not work in their fields for the next two 

years.152 Food became so scarce that Catholic missionaries faced great diffi-

culties in feeding their employees and students.153 The murders ended with-

out explanation in late 1879, but they had ramifications on town agriculture 

for years to come. The events demonstrate the inability of masters to depend 

on slaves to feed themselves. For the next several years missionaries recount-

ed shortages in fish and manioc as well as continued fears of murderers lurk-

ing in fields.154

Domestic slavery ran into difficulties, but it remained a part of town life even 

during its decline. Under the scrutiny of French officials who wished to stamp 

out slave trading, slaves from the interior became rare, although some Mpongwe 

traders surreptitiously smuggled slaves to town.155 Some slaves stayed close to 

masters.156 Idioms of kinship permitted slave owners to obscure the relationship 

between slaves and owners; a physician in Libreville noted: “The black owner 

does not like to say this terrible word [slave] and the servants he supports are 

well-trained on the subject. . . . Owanga, a supposed son of my gardener having 

committed an error, I complained to his father who refused to accept respon-

sibility. ‘You know,’ he said to me, ‘he’s not exactly my son.’”157 This dwindling 

group continued to work as servants and farmers. Slaves became incorporat-



eating in an african atlantic town 41

ed into households through the vocabulary of kinship, but it seems likely that 

fewer captives from the interior came to replace them.

The clandestine nature of domestic slavery complicates tracking its decline. 

Slaves drop out of official bureaucratic correspondence after 1890, but others

continued to mention slaves in their letters and diaries. Robert Nassau’s copious 

daily entries in his journal record references to slaves, as the minister disdained 

the practice of masters collecting their bondsmen’s pay each month.158 One 

writer noted a small band of elderly slaves around Libreville as late as 1927.159

Catholic missionaries also developed a way in which servants might achieve 

their freedom. They established a village of ex-slaves, who were often pur-

chased from free people at the mission’s expense behind their Sainte Marie 

church. From the 1850s onward slaves provided the Sainte Marie mission with 

a large and fairly loyal set of laborers for its agricultural projects. To promote 

Christianity and to furnish needed hands for the mission, Catholic priests 

bought slaves from masters.160 By setting up villages of clients the Catholic mis-

sion solved practical concerns and articulated ideological beliefs simultane-

ously. While the mission never became entirely self-sufficient in food, its com-

munity of former slaves did offset costs of feeding large numbers of students. 

Priests did not hesitate to boast of their paternalist treatment of Africans. Food 

played a part. In 1885 the annals of the Sainte Marie mission claimed that starv-

ing and ill slaves came to the mission and pleaded with Bishop Le Berre with 

phrases such as “I want to be your child” and “I want to give myself to you.”161

Such pleas of patronage remind one of other mission experiences with slaves 

in the late nineteenth century, when slaves in search of new masters turned to 

missions.162 By accepting mission authority ex-slaves had to follow Catholic 

teaching to stay in the settlement.163 Even in the 1890s the mission could still 

obtain new residents. One priest noted early in the decade that most free fam-

ilies still held ten to fifty slaves back in the ompindis.164

Catholic missionaries may have emancipated some slaves, but the process 

by which slaves became incorporated into free town society remains largely 

obscure. Some followed older traditions of moving from being slaves to own-

ing their own people, as a French officer noted in 1873: “At Libreville, some-

thing that strikes one with sadness is to see former slaves themselves own slaves 

and who have taken on [Mpongwe] customs we pretend to punish to the point 

that it is very difficult to distinguish them from the real [Mpongwe].”165 Some 

contemporary residents of Libreville argue that certain families claiming to be 
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Mpongwe were in fact descended from slave ancestors. The details are sketchy, 

but one point is clear: neither oral sources nor written records indicate a siz-

able amount of slaves in Libreville by the First World War.

Changing notions of wealth and status in town may also explain why domes-

tic slavery lost its attractiveness for free people. Older ideas about wealth in 

people can be summed up in a comment made by a priest in the early 1880s: 

“Wealth is considered to be having large fields of manioc. To have that, one must 

have women and slaves, since only they work.”166 Big men thus displayed their 

wealth through their control over dependents, whether free wives or slaves. 

However, knowledge of foreign tastes and access to foreign goods also denot-

ed affluence. Mpongwe men and women adopted expensive suits and dresses 

imported from Europe, chatted with English tourists about British art galler-

ies, and portrayed themselves as civilized people meriting equal treatment with 

Europeans.167 Fields became less crucial to defining wealth.

The gradual emancipation of slaves placed older forms of food supply in jeop-

ardy. The end of the slave trade cut off a small number of free people from agri-

cultural labor and dependents.168 Free households had to find other sources of 

agriculture manpower. With free people disdainful of food production as a 

means of making a living, other sources had to be developed to satisfy the needs 

of the diverse population of Libreville. The next three chapters examine differ-

ent solutions developed to alleviate the weaknesses of Mpongwe and Libreville 

food supply. Gabonese people from outside the Mpongwe community along 

with migrants from other parts of Africa entered the food trade. Imported 

foods from Asia and Europe made up for the agricultural deficiencies of the 

town. Finally, the colonial government made often feeble and poorly organized 

efforts to encourage food production in the Gabon Estuary. Through this var-

ied collection of resources the town managed to survive, albeit with crises such 

as the famines of 1918–26 and at the cost of high food prices. Agriculture and 

cooking expressed the desires and fears of free Mpongwe people in Libreville—

but also the challenge their formation as a community posed for productivity

and self-sufficiency.

Food production and consumption in the Gabon Estuary went through many 

changes before the establishment of French rule. Although a lack of sources 

stymies efforts to understand the complexities of food consumption develop-

ments, archaeological and linguistic sources show a slow evolution of eating 
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habits and agricultural patterns. Western Bantu-speaking migrants brought 

with them the cultivation of new foods such as bananas and taro. In many 

ways their styles of farming and eating were similar to those of other groups 

in Equatorial Africa.

Mpongwe eating styles and food supply owed a great debt to the Atlantic slave 

trade. Atlantic commerce brought shifts in local culinary styles. New crops from 

Asia and South America altered diets and farming. The rise of Gabon as a source 

of captives for the Atlantic market in the eighteenth century changed the mean-

ings articulated in food consumption. Increased participation by Mpongwe peo-

ple in the slave trade augmented numbers of captives in the Estuary. Eventually 

unfree farmers comprised the bulk of agricultural labor, while free people 

entered into trade as a primary activity. The advances in goods Mpongwe peo-

ple received from Europeans allowed them to purchase their own slaves who 

farmed for them.

Atlantic slavery brought a host of innovations in its wake. Free men’s sense 

of masculinity became tied to leisure, and they relegated to women and chattel 

the tasks considered menial. Mpongwe households, through their direct con-

nections with European traders and their goods, used their commercial posi-

tion to buy food. They also appropriated certain European cooking techniques 

and presentation. Eating, along with numerous other adaptations of European 

culture, became part of a “civilized” identity at odds with the supposed back-

wardness of surrounding groups.

The formation of this Mpongwe trading society led to a range of negotia-

tions between different elements of society. Since masters worried that slaves 

might take advantage of their role in domestic labor to harm their owners, 

certain limits existed on demands they could place on their dependents. On a 

more tangible level, the purchase of food made commercial disputes a threat 

to households’ ability to feed themselves. Yet commerce provided more wealth 

and more prestige than farming, and urban families involved in entrepreneurial 

ventures or employment with Europeans could expect to obtain the goods and 

money needed to purchase food rather than maintaining fields. Some families 

might obligate older women to farm, but the fluctuating economy of Libreville 

offered options for women to stay off fields by trading for themselves or by rely-

ing on West African and European partners.

Colonial rule and the rise of European commerce in the Gabon Estuary 

added to the instability of Mpongwe food supply. The first seven decades of 



French rule undermined the foundations of Atlantic slavery, but in a haphaz-

ard and uneven manner. Slaves managed to gain a measure of independence. 

Some continued to farm, but their ability to sate the needs of the town left much 

to be desired, given the ubiquity of food shortages in Libreville from the 1850s 

through the 1870s. Masters did not turn to agriculture themselves to make up 

for the loss of slave labor—instead they chose to focus their efforts on obtain-

ing foods from other Africans and Europeans. Slave labor and Atlantic com-

merce thus helped to create a food supply system that fostered consumption 

over production and favored trading enterprises over agriculture.
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3. Newcomers, Food Supply, and 
     the Colonial State, 1840–1914

Between 1840 and 1914 Libreville changed from being a tiny colonial outpost 

to become the administrative headquarters of French imperial ambitions in 

Central Africa. Visitors considered it a sleepy haven in a colony rife with vio-

lence. English tourist and collector Mary Kingsley rhapsodized on the friend-

ly and quaint manners of Africans in town.1 Africans from all over Gabon and 

beyond made the port their home. One missionary remarked: “All the colors 

and languages meet in Libreville. Whites, blacks, [and men of] yellow, coffee or 

milky tint come there. French, German, English, Chinese, Mpongwé, Pahouin 

[Fang], Boulou, Akele all can be heard.”2 Libreville’s links with the global econ-

omy expanded as the town became a seat of colonial ambitions. The town’s pop-

ulation, and consequently its culinary practices, diversified.

The ways townspeople obtained food underwent a series of transforma-

tions. Domestic slavery declined. The Atlantic slave markets closed forever. 

Townspeople left independent commerce behind to serve the needs of compa-

nies seeking rubber and timber. The sight of Fang-speaking women carrying 

baskets of manioc in Libreville, a rarity before the 1870s, became part of dai-

ly life. Fang people came to dominate the town’s food supply. The presence of 

European companies and a more intrusive French government led to innova-

tions in eating.
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European missionaries, traders, and officials struggled to develop stable 

sources of sustenance for themselves and their African clients—workers, for-

mer slaves, mistresses, and students. The colonial government never man-

aged to improve agricultural production and neglected to develop roads and 

infrastructure to assist African farmers. Catholic missionaries proved more 

capable tillers of the soil, yet even their fields did not allow them to escape the 

scourge of shortages and high prices. They too turned to Africans outside the 

Mpongwe community. Older inhabitants of the Estuary region like the Séké 

and incoming Fang clans allowed the city to obtain food.

Even so, problems continued to trouble the town. Competition over interna-

tional exports and French political ambitions engendered a chaotic series of 

conflicts that embroiled the entire Gabon Estuary region. The ferocious con-

flicts endemic to the Estuary hampered food production and transport. Other 

controversies came from the complex relationship between Mpongwe towns-

people with Fang clans and West Africans. Mpongwe people stubbornly defend-

ed their privileges as the original inhabitants of Libreville against European and 

African rivals. On occasion they worked to defend their rights as consumers against 

state interference and African producers.

Yet Mpongwe people also counted on others to furnish them with their daily

sustenance and rewarded foreigners with land and mutually beneficial part-

nerships. Port residents adapted older concerns of taste and status as their 

diets and their sources for food altered over time. Foreigners and Fang people 

coming from the interior posed a new set of challenges, but Mpongwe towns-

people managed to defend their ways of consumption by taking advantage of 

their position as intermediaries between Africans and Europeans. By making 

alliances with Fang people bearing food and asserting their right to imported 

foods at a fair price, Mpongwe women and men ensured their ability to eat without 

having to spend much time farming themselves. Just like their European neigh-

bors, Mpongwe people bought their food and shirked agriculture. Purchasing 

in the anarchic era of early colonial occupation came at a high cost, though, 

as conflicts continued to sweep through the Libreville hinterland and obstruct-

ed regular food supply in town.

European Food Supply Difficulties, 1840–1914

Food supply furnished a logistical nightmare for French officers in Gabon for 

most of the nineteenth century. Dependent on a supply chain that relied on reg-



newcomers, food supply, and colonial state 47

ular visits from ships coming from Senegal and France far to the north, the 

colony’s staff suffered hardship. The long voyage on slow-moving ships from 

France and Senegal damaged many foodstuffs en route. Officials in Paris did not 

care much for the stomachs of the French garrison of Gabon, either. Reading 

this 1847 description of provisions at Libreville is best avoided by those with 

weak stomachs: “The flour is bad, the biscuit is poorly cooked and cannot be 

conserved; the vegetables are horrible beyond description, and the wine goes 

bad after three or four months. All of this, Commandant, is not due to the 

climate but rather the terrible nature of these foodstuffs.”3 The rations offered 

little comfort to men already scoured by illness and heavy drinking.4 The pal-

try funding from Paris increased the misery of Africans and Europeans sta-

tioned in Gabon. The acting commandant of the fort observed that he lacked 

both provisions and goods such as tobacco or soap, with which workers might 

barter for food.5

Poverty led to crime. Some state employees stole food from government 

warehouses.6 Such chicanery regarding food supplies continued to trouble 

Libreville for decades. In the late 1870s one officer committed suicide after 

he had been caught embezzling money intended for buying food and paying 

cooks.7 Europeans on the Gabon Estuary encountered hunger and adversity for 

the first three decades of the colony.

Given the grave situation, it is no wonder that French officers immediate-

ly tried to grow their own food. By 1845 the post had begun growing rice and 

European vegetables near the fort.8 These plans struck an unforeseen impedi-

ment. Mpongwe people had no intention of working fields for Europeans.9 A colo-

nial government so miserly that even its own employees did not regularly receive 

their salaries could offer few inducements to attract menial laborers. Mpongwe 

men served French officers only as interpreters or pilots. Such a scarcity of man-

power placed French administrators in a troublesome quandary: how could they 

find the labor to ameliorate food shortages?

One possible source emerged in 1848. French officers, mimicking their British 

rivals in Sierra Leone, decided to resettle at the French fort of Gabon over one 

hundred Africans rescued from the Spanish slave ship Elizia.10 Administrators 

hoped the newcomers would provide the workers needed to unload ships and 

tend state fields. The plans did not succeed. Early on, some members of the 

settlement did till the soil willingly for the government.11 However, most for-

mer slaves moved into trade or artisan crafts.12 The colony, hamstrung by min-
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iscule budgets and dependent on remote superiors in Dakar (1843–54) and 

Gorée (1854–59), did not attempt to replenish the small settlement with more 

rescued slaves.

West Africans furnished French officials with a more reliable source of labor. 

African troops from Senegal worked at manual labor as well as military tasks.13

The Senegalese contingent in Gabon worked in the fields and in construction, 

much to the dismay of some French officers, who discovered that the soldiers 

could use a shovel but had no idea how to fire a gun.14 Private and public employ-

ers preferred Kru workers to Senegalese troops for the fields. Male workers 

from the Kru coast of Liberia, used on European ships and in the British col-

ony of Freetown in Sierra Leone, also arrived in numbers from 1847 onward.15

Agreeing to stay in Libreville for one or two years in return for payment in goods, 

Kru workers unloaded ships, paddled boats, and performed numerous other 

menial jobs.16 By the 1860s several hundred Kru workers lived in town.17

Europeans hired Kru workers to grow food for several reasons. Since rice 

was their staple crop and was previously unknown in Gabon, missionaries 

and officers relied on Kru expertise to grow it.18 Unlike slaves and free people 

from the Estuary, Krumen depended almost entirely on the goodwill of their 

employers. Even so their high value and their salary demands made them a very 

expensive option.19 State officials and British traders did not help matters by 

breaking contracts, beating workers, and skipping payments.20 At times in the 

early years of the colony the situation became so grim that Kru workers robbed 

Mpongwe pirogues of plantains and fish so that they might eat.21 Finally some 

Krumen rejected farming altogether.22

When West African labor did not fulfill the hopes of the administration, the 

government tried to take matters into its own hands. The colonial government 

fared poorly. State fields, though initially a source of food for the colony in the 

late 1840s and early 1850s, soon became reduced to a small experimental gar-

den where various cash crops and tiny amounts of European vegetables were 

raised.23 The government decided to encourage agriculture and promote the 

use of livestock by organizing a colorful fair each Bastille Day. A collection of 

French and African judges handed out prizes for gardening, cooking, and arts 

and crafts. Though the fairs might have helped in a small way to create legit-

imacy for French rule among Libreville residents, they did not inspire radical 

changes in food supply. Only one French settler attempted to sell manioc in the 

mid-1880s, and apparently he abandoned the job after several years.24
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One bright spot for the colonial settlement was the presence of Séké traders. 

They continued to follow patterns of exchange set with Mpongwe villages by 

selling poultry and manioc to Europeans on occasion as well. The French fort 

suffered from tremendous food supply problems, so the Séké village of Nkembo 

(now a Fang-dominated neighborhood in the city) was a godsend for the hun-

gry garrison of the fort, just as Séké female vendors aided the Catholic mission 

three decades later.25 These deals allowed the Séké to maneuver around the old 

monopoly of direct contact with Europeans that Mpongwe had so jealously held. 

Textiles, brandy, and particularly tobacco furnished the main forms of cur-

rency.26 An American pastor stationed several miles from Libreville reported: 

“[Africans] refuse articles which cost double the price for tobacco and at times 

will even bring their choice food (the Dika) in hopes of purchasing their favor-

ite weed.”27 Thus African food producers took advantage of their position, but 

the small and scattered Séké community could not fully sate demand.

Missionaries encountered the same troubles as the government—high prices 

and instability in food supply—but Catholics and Protestants split on whether

missions should grow food themselves. Protestant ministers initially planted 

breadfruit trees and sponsored farming but gave up on the practice by the 1860s.28

Americans did not set up large fields, believing that manual labor detracted from 

their main goal of attracting converts.29 Catholic missionaries had a radically 

different opinion.30 Bishop of Libreville Jean-Rémy Bessieux became an outspo-

ken zealot on the moral virtues of agriculture. Bessieux spelled out his motives 

in 1860: “This agriculture obtains for us a triple advantage: by it, we obtain the 

food for the children, we give an example for the people of the country, and we 

furnish ourselves a means of support in the future.”31 His fervor inspired a strong 

link between the Catholic presence and agriculture. Efforts rapidly included 

fruit trees, sugar cane, rice, cocoa and cotton. By the early 1860s the mission 

also grew plantains and manioc to feed its workers and students.32

Catholics missionaries played their trump cards—their influence and the 

education they offered—to fashion a workforce of students and former slaves. 

Catholic schoolchildren, much to the chagrin of their relatives, worked in mission 

fields regardless of their background.33 Several American pastors in Libreville 

grumbled that their “Papist” rivals’ fields made Catholic schools more appeal-

ing to Mpongwe families than the Protestant mission, which required rela-

tives to pay for food.34 Besides serving to feed students and mission employ-

ees, farming became a conscious method by missionaries to engrave notions 
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of order and discipline on Africans.35 Attempts to change agricultural practices 

also involved challenges to local gender hierarchies, ecological knowledge, and

other elements of everyday life.36

However, missionaries in the Gabon Estuary never convinced free townspeo-

ple to continue farming. Unlike in South Africa, no class of Christian Africans 

using European farming techniques ever appeared in the Estuary.37 Townspeople 

accepted the fact that their children would toil in mission fields so that they 

could gain skills useful in the trading economy. Slaves, in need of patronage, 

also agreed to labor in missionary agriculture. But such measures had limits. 

They did not inspire many free people to grow large amounts of food for sale. 

Nor did breadfruit and other imported crops cultivated by missionaries become 

a major part of local diets.

Evidence for this lack of success can be viewed in the rampant food shortag-

es of the 1870s. Even before the terror of the latter part of the decade, mission-

aries and officials struggled to purchase enough food for their staff and depen-

dents. The Franco-Prussian war left the colony bereft of supplies between 1870 

and 1873.38 Orungu fishermen switched from selling smoked fish in Libreville 

to resuming the clandestine slave trade to São Tomé once they recognized that 

no French patrol boats were coming.39 The student population dropped by half 

in 1872 when priests could no longer nourish all their pupils; two years later, 

during the summer dry season, the entire school was closed when a supply ship 

arrived several weeks late.40 “We believe ourselves to be in the poorest country 

in the world as far as food is concerned,” mission head Father Pierre-Marie Le 

Berre wrote to his French superior.41 Drought compounded these difficulties 

in the short dry season of 1876.42 Finally, the wave of murders in the late 1870s 

left free people and slaves too frightened to visit their fields.

The next decade did not begin much better, but the arrival of Fang immi-

grants would radically alter the food supply system between 1880 and 1885. 

Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza’s expeditions into the interior sucked away food 

from the rest of the town, whether while stationed in Libreville or on the move 

elsewhere in Central Gabon.43 Periodic shortages continued on occasion 

later in the decade, especially during the traditionally hard times of the short 

and long dry seasons.44 Yet the encroachment of Fang villagers from northern 

Gabon assuaged these hardships. Fang men had traded ivory and other goods 

in town since the 1850s, and by 1880 they had started living with their families 

within a few miles of Libreville itself.45
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The first half of the 1880s was a crucial time for the town’s food supply. French 

commandants viewed the Fang as the saviors of the colony. One administra-

tor gushed: “The [Mpongwe] have become so lazy that if the [Fang], who are 

the future of the colony as they are energetic and hardworking, did not bring 

plantains and manioc, the [Mpongwe] would have nothing to eat.”46 Officers 

and missionaries alike praised the rush of canoes carrying Fang women loaded 

with food.47 The miniscule sales of food by Mpongwe to the Catholic mission 

ceased as Fang women took over the market.48 Catholic missionaries expressed 

their joy about the situation by comparing the dearth of food in the 1870s with 

the relative plenty that came with Fang vendors by the end of the 1880s.49

Neither the government nor missionaries could resolve the troubled state 

of affairs in the town’s endless woes over food. West African workers were too 

expensive and often had too much else to do for their employers to be spared 

to grow crops. Séké and Orungu fishermen might contribute at times but not 

enough to make up for the deficiencies of Mpongwe food supply. Students and 

slaves assisted in but could not achieve the Catholic mission’s aim to be self-suf-

ficient. It would be up to Fang clans to better the situation. However, bloodshed 

among Fang would lead to setbacks. The same 1882 government report laud-

ing Fang immigrants also noted a vicious brawl between several of them that 

ended in one man’s death.50 It would take a world war to end these disputes and 

break Fang clans’ military resistance to the colonial administration.

The Coming of the Fang

European observers heralded the coming of Fang clans to the Estuary as the end 

of the Mpongwe. Renowned among explorers such as Burton and Du Chaillu as 

fierce warriors, groups of Fang men belonging to over forty clans forced Akele 

and Séké villagers to flee to Libreville and the Ogooué River during the 1860s 

and 1870s. Officials hoped that the Fang would supplant Mpongwe people and 

work as menial laborers. The coming of the Fang greatly changed the organi-

zation and dynamics of food supply to town.

Scholars have shed much ink on Fang migrations from Cameroon into Gabon; 

I will not attempt to retrace disputes regarding the origins of Fang people.51

Linguistic and fragmentary oral sources suggest that Fang speakers came into 

Gabon from northern Cameroon. During the early nineteenth century, as best 

it can be determined, a series of raids—either between Fang clans or from out-

siders entitled uban in later traditions—drove many to migrate into northern 
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Gabon.52 From there some Fang groups pushed toward the coast, in part to 

enter into commerce directly with Europeans.

However, contrary to European views, conflicts between these groups did not 

come from ancient ethnic hatreds. Commercial disputes lay at the heart of the 

antagonism between Estuary communities, and fighting proved to be a useful 

form of negotiation. Mpongwe traders, serving European firms interested in 

buying rubber, ivory, and lumber, alienated their Fang contacts by taking wom-

en from villages as wives or as lovers and by cheating clients out of agreed pay-

ments in imported goods.53 Mpongwe and European merchants faced duplic-

ity on the part of Fang men willing to take hostages or rob traders for goods. 

Violence often erupted over commerce. Mpongwe traders used their close ties 

to Europeans to convince French officers to raze Fang villages in retaliation.

Fang groups entering the Estuary differed substantially from Mpongwe peo-

ples. No institution of clan head existed in an organized fashion among villag-

ers. Instead, clan members formed settlements of roughly one hundred people 

claiming membership in the same descent group or clan. No centralized lead-

ers commanded more than several villages. Adult men met in houses classified 

as spaces reserved for men and discussed conflicts. Slavery did not exist in Fang 

society, although prisoners of war acted as marginal clients of households.

Food production reflected gendered divisions in Fang society. Other than 

clearing and burning fields in the dry season, men specialized in hunting and 

fishing. After some time, male Fang villagers living close to the Atlantic Ocean 

or Gabon Estuary mastered fishing with harpoons and small nets to catch sar-

dines.54 They hunted with muskets obtained from trade or with crossbows and 

spears, dug traps and obscured them with leaves, and fabricated snares to cap-

ture game. According to missionaries living in the Estuary, few men worked in 

fields during most of the year. “It makes my heart ache to see these poor [Fang] 

women, some of them quite old, going by with the heaviest burdens on their 

backs and the men sitting in the palaver house. ‘Real men’ don’t work, they 

say. This is what women are made for,” American pastor Sadie Boppell wrote 

near Kango at the mouth of the Como River.55 Although missionaries tended to 

present women as passive victims, it is clear that work in the fields was large-

ly seen as women’s work.

Fang food production relied primarily on farming, similar to that of Mpongwe 

households. Estuary Fang women planted crops of manioc, taro, various types 

of plantains, squash, yams, and more rarely sweet potatoes and corn.56 Most 
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of these crops generally bore edible fruit a year after planting. Fields required 
heavy weeding and vigilance against wild animals such as wild pigs or ele-
phants. Such labor demands left women out for long periods in their fields, 
although certain tasks, like the planting of squash seeds, were taken up by 
multiple households working together.57 In many cases women built small 
houses (mfini) at the fields on land chosen by their husbands.58 They gener-
ally left for their fields roughly at dawn and returned in the mid-afternoon.59

Besides farming women also prepared manioc and fished in streams, much 
like their Mpongwe counterparts. A common technique was to dam a stream, 
place various poisonous herbs in the water, and then collect the fish killed by 
these potent toxins in a round net.60

Fang settlements moved a fair amount in the late nineteenth century. Some 
French observers believed Fang clans would move for frivolous and irrational 
reasons, but on close inspection frequent movement made sense for social, 
economic, and ecological reasons. First, farmers recognized the inability 
of Estuary soils to maintain good yields for a significant length time. Fang 
people evaluated land fertility by creating categories of land use: angoma (vir-
gin forest), ekorge (new fields), esen (abandoned fields that could support esen
trees, a sign that they could possibly support agriculture again), and mbur (old 
cultivated land where some hardwood trees had returned as forest growth slow-
ly recovered). It took about twenty years for old fields to return to esen—which 
were not always attractive to Fang clans looking for more promising terrain—
so farmers were obliged to search out new land.61 Fang men seeking better 
trade connections and control over commercial networks also chose to shift 
locations quickly, as did their counterparts in southern Gabon.62

Several factors converged to attract Fang clans to move closer to Libreville. 
French commandants repeatedly invited their chiefs to come to town.63 While 
government plans never coalesced into a coherent program, the central posi-
tion of Libreville as home to two competing missions enticed many Estuary vil-
lagers. Fang clan leaders from the 1860s on sent boys to study at Sainte Marie 
and Baraka.64 Protestant and Catholic rivals from Libreville regularly minis-
tered to Fang villages throughout the Estuary and recruited children for their 
schools. Mission students learned to read French and acquired knowledge of 
trades such as shoemaking and carpentry.65 As missionaries gained more adher-
ents in the Estuary, some Fang came to Libreville for major religious holidays. 
Zimbé Michel spoke in 2000 of Fang villagers arriving in canoes from the Estuary 
south bank to celebrate Easter in town.66
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Fang people came to work as well as pray. By the 1890s Robert Nassau hired 

Fang men to do odd jobs such as cutting grass and carrying lumber to build 

houses.67 When the colonial administration imposed a new head tax after 1900, 

some men elected to work in Libreville, where they could more readily obtain sal-

aries in money.68 Besides working from necessity Fang men also could indulge 

in shopping for goods unavailable elsewhere in the region. “Touching a few 

dollars at the end of the day and quickly buying some nice outfits like those of 

the whites is a dream of the Fang,” a Catholic missionary remarked in 1906.69

The newcomers thus encroached on Mpongwe dominance in Libreville, yet 

Fang farms allowed townspeople to continue to purchase food rather than 

grow it themselves.

Profits from fish and manioc sales drew Fang people to town. As forest prod-

ucts such as rubber and ivory became exhausted, villagers from the north and 

south Estuary banks turned to the food market as a source of income.70 Fang 

women bearing on their backs heavy baskets full of manioc and plantains 

became a standard sight in town.71 Those living close by walked to Libreville.72

Others from the Mondah Bay region to the north and from the Como River and 

the Estuary south bank used pirogues to reach the port.73 An American mis-

sionary living in Libreville in the late 1890s wrote: “The Fang thus easily sell 

all the food they can raise. In the morning looking out from the mission house, 

one can see the bay covered with white sails like a flock of sea-gulls—the sails 

of the Fang canoes bringing food to the market.”74 After the establishment of 

a head tax in money in 1902, many Fang preferred to sell food in Libreville to 

obtain hard currency to pay the fees imposed by the government.75 To the con-

sternation of Father Maurice Briault in 1900, Fang selling fish and atanga fruit 

in Libreville threw down on the ground the priest’s offer of tobacco leaves and 

demanded cash; farther from town he fared little better—villagers asked for 

plates and kettles instead of the goods he offered to trade.76 Benga, Mpongwe, 

Akele, and Séké men managed to keep hold of ocean fisheries, but produce was 

almost entirely a Fang affair by the turn of the century.77

Since women were engaged in farming it might be expected that they consid-

ered the profits of their harvests to be their own.78 Other than presenting Fang 

women as beasts of burden, written sources yield practically nothing on wom-

en’s economic strategies. Oral sources, while agreeing with mission accounts, 

probably reflect gender tensions today as much as they reveal information on 

food sales in the past. Informants, particularly men, stated that Fang women 
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gave up their profits to husbands.79 Research on contemporary African mar-

ket women and their manifold methods of protecting their profits from hus-

bands suggests that some women may have guarded their market income.80

Much as elsewhere in Central Africa, though, it is clear that conflicts and inse-

curity acted in ways to enforce the power of male relatives and husbands over 

women. Until the eve of World War I near-continual skirmishes between Fang 

clans and with colonial authorities impeded both farming and delivery of pro-

duce to Libreville.

The bewildering number of feuds and short-lived wars between Estuary 

Fang clans between the 1870s and 1914 escapes measurement. Raiding par-

ties from other villages struck over marriage palavers and access to trade.81

As earlier mentioned, American Protestants could not hire Fang porters for 

their ministry tours of the Estuary since they would invariably belong to a clan 

at war with rival villages en route.82 Colonial intrusions and internal African 

conflicts undermined food production in Fang villages. Besides the constant 

battles between male clan leaders, French authority abetted the spread of vio-

lence. From the 1890s until World War I state attempts to extract labor and tax-

es incited revolts.83 Even though the demand for tax payment in money may 

have promoted food sales in town, the destruction brought on by the colonial 

military may have damaged the ability of farmers to grow food. Guards often 

burned villages and molested village women in similar fashion to French colo-

nial military operations elsewhere in Gabon.84

Women working in fields or traveling to sell food were easy targets for attacks 

from rival clans. Although some women may willingly have left husbands with 

raiders to skip complicated bridewealth exchanges and the opposition of 

family members, others were taken by force.85 Missionaries, horrified by 

polygamy and violence against women, recorded many examples of assaults 

against women in clan warfare. In 1880 warriors from rival villages stole several 

women from Donguila fields while they picked plantains. A bridewealth dis-

pute had set off the fighting.86 Living near Kango on the Como River, Protestant 

pastor Albert Bennett observed: “Owing to a bitter feud it is often impossible 

for the women to work in the gardens or fish in the river. The consequence [is] 

a great scarcity of food. In Foulabifong, where I resided, a woman palaver last-

ed over 10 months and the three adjoining towns were in a state of famine. . . . 

During these feuds, many women are shot while walking the path.”87 Raiders 

even abducted women from villages within ten kilometers of Libreville.88
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Women did come to town to sell food but relied on family members to defend 

their safety. Armed men guarded women going to market.89 Although some 

women may have maneuvered to guard their profits from sales in town, com-

bat put female vendors and farmers at risk, and men watching over women 

could more closely observe how they made money at market. The threat of 

raids and feuds made travel in the Estuary difficult even for short distances. It 

is little wonder that villagers encountered adversity in their attempts to sell in 

Libreville. Mpongwe people had successfully made bonds with Fang groups, 

but internal disputes over gender and status along with opposition from the 

colonial government impeded farming. The colonial government and towns-

people tried to find new groups of farmers to supplement unsteady and irreg-

ular Fang suppliers. West African workers and Vietnamese convicts provided 

new sources of labor as well as new foods.

West African and Vietnamese Contributions to Libreville Cuisine

Besides the arrival of Fang clans in the Gabon Estuary, another amendment to 

town life came with French expansion in the 1880s. Columns of African troops 

commanded by French officers marched into the interior of Gabon and engaged 

in a series of guerilla wars that lasted through World War I. The “Scramble for 

Africa” made its presence felt in Libreville. From 1886 to 1904 Libreville was 

the headquarters of the French empire in Central Africa. Officials proved more 

concerned with military campaigns and collecting taxes than with promoting 

agriculture or seriously reforming food supply in Libreville. Overcoming its 

dismal financial record and making the colony of Gabon pay took top priori-

ty. The colonial administration did spare the town one ill that came with the 

new colonial program; the concessionary companies that so brutally exploited 

much of the Gabonese countryside did not receive any territory in the Gabon 

Estuary region. The new colonial order drew artisans, clerks, soldiers, and 

other skilled workers along with prisoners to Gabon.

The government engineered a tragic migration of foreigners into Libreville. 

In 1886 French officials, including former explorer Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza, 

devised a scheme in which Vietnamese convicts would be exiled to Libreville.90

They hoped the program would solve the problem of African town hostility 

to manual labor and poor government wages. French Congo administrators 

won over the governor of Cochin-China to their plan. French forces had bat-

tled a revolt by Vietnamese officials rallying around the young king Ham Nghi 
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in central Vietnam. The French administration in Vietnam decided to ship 

off to Gabon some captured rebels, and nearly five hundred male and female 

Vietnamese prisoners arrived in Libreville in 1887.91 The exiles, often unable to 

speak any French, drained swampland in the neighborhood of Batavea.92 Such 

hard labor proved fatal. Over half the prisoners sent to Libreville in 1887 died 

within three months from malaria; a French priest assigned to help care for 

them wrote, “When the Annamites were deported to Libreville, they dropped 

like flies.”93

Those who managed to survive proved themselves valuable to French admin-

istrators. A council of settlers and officers decided to give the Vietnamese land 

as “it is not impossible that they might provide a lesson to follow by drawing a 

profit from their produce for European consumption.”94 Their gardens prompt-

ed unanimous admiration from missionaries, travelers, and officials.95 During 

the French invasion of Dahomey in 1891 the produce of Vietnamese prisoners in 

Libreville fed colonial troops.96 Mary Kingsley commended their efforts: “They 

cultivate in a tidy, carefully minute way, so entirely different from the slummacky 

African methods of doing things.”97 Impressed with their prisoners’ work, offi-

cials lobbied the Ministry of Colonies in vain for more prisoners.98

Even if some Mpongwe considered the prisoners merely as slaves, Vietnamese 

cooking and farming influenced both Africans and Europeans.99 Gabonese appro-

priated the use of Asian types of bananas and vegetables from the prisoners.100

The hilly neighborhood of Derrière l’Hôpital, once covered with Vietnamese 

gardens, became a center for vegetable cultivation among later generations 

of Gabonese residents of Libreville.101 Their influence did not encourage the 

Vietnamese to stay. By 1909 only six remained in Gabon as the rest had died or 

returned home.102

The administration directly intervened on other occasions on food supply. 

African entrepreneurs did not usually receive benefits from these programs, 

as the case of bread illustrates. From the dawn of the colony officials tried 

with little success to ensure that their staff received bread in Gabon. Since the 

tropical climate damaged flour and dissuaded bakers from settling in the col-

ony, Europeans began to depend on African labor to produce bread.103 In the 

kitchens of Sainte Marie Gabonese converts worked as apprentices and baked 

for the Libreville market.104 Some Ga men from the Gold Coast bought flour 

from American ships for bread in 1886, but state officials refused to issue them 

licenses.105 Two years later another African resident of Libreville asked for the 
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right to make bread for the colony. In desperation officials reluctantly agreed 

to support him, but the venture ended quickly as a Portuguese retailer became 

the sole source of bread by 1892.106 Slowly bread baked in establishments run 

by Europeans appeared on African menus.

Other state policies unrelated to food supply also affected African diets, espe-

cially the recruitment of foreign African labor. The colonial government and 

private traders encouraged skilled male workers from West Africa to work in 

Libreville. Besides Kru laborers, high wages brought men from the Gold Coast, 

Senegal, Dahomey, and Loango. Each group developed its specialties. Vili from 

Loango often worked as tailors or domestic servants; Senegalese men took 

jobs as carpenters and masons.107 Men from Sierra Leone and the Gold Coast 

worked as traders for English companies, tailors, jewelers, and even as pho-

tographers.108 Finally, runaway slaves from São Tomé and Angolan sailors set 

up fields in various parts of the city.109

The cosmopolitan nature of this immigrant community made itself felt in sev-

eral areas. Most skilled workers arrived without slaves, wives, or relatives and 

generally relied on others to produce and cook food for them. Their work sched-

ules and their lack of land rights precluded agricultural labor. Blaise Daigne, 

later the first Senegalese deputy in the French parliament, stayed and ate his 

meals at a boarding house in Libreville in 1898 while working as a clerk.110 Most 

firms continued to hand out hard tack, salted fish, and beef to their workers.111

Senegalese soldiers and workers bartered their alcohol rations in the market 

for food.112 In search of domestic labor in similar fashion to Europeans, some 

men hired domestic servants while others married Mpongwe women.113

Their presence, besides creating increased demand for food, brought about 

changes in eating habits that generally escaped the attention of Europeans. 

One Mende trader from Sierra Leone grew rice outside the town.114 Trained 

by Protestant missionaries in their homeland, some Gold Coast men baked 

bread in Libreville in the 1880s.115 Miss Kate, also from Ghana, had “a restau-

rant that was for a long time the only hotel in the region. By her industry, by 

her title of foreigner, by her knowledge, Miss Kate found between the black 

and white world a good situation.”116 The quality of Kate’s pastries earned her 

a state commendation in 1891.117

The government thus instigated policies that indirectly benefited the town. 

When officials passed certain decisions that impinged on townspeople’s ability 

to obtain food and trade freely, they faced opposition. Not surprisingly, urban 
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residents guarded their prerogatives as consumers to trade freely for food-

stuffs without restrictions or obstacles from the colonial government. Libreville 

townspeople used creative methods to challenge state impositions in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century that succeeded in limiting the author-

ity of administrators.

Resistance to Colonial Food Supply Policies

Colonial officials tried to control food sales. In 1888 officials passed a decree 

that prohibited the sale of foodstuffs outside the state market from 6:00 am

to 6:00 pm in town or within its immediate surroundings.118 Europeans and 

Africans alike ignored the order. For example, missionaries hired African fish-

ermen to deliver directly to them, and Fang vendors hawked manioc and chick-

ens at Sainte Marie.119 With the 1910 reorganization of the colonial administra-

tion that turned French Congo into the federation of French Equatorial Africa, 

administrators placed more pressure on vendors to obey market regulations. 

The government passed a new indigènat legal code that gave officials wide pow-

ers to arrest or fine Africans.120 Guards under the command of administra-

tors who wished to enforced the new legal code fined Libreville vendors for 

selling food outside the market.121 This decision, along with a plan to compel 

African residents to grow food, aroused anger. The bishop of Libreville wrote 

soon afterward: “There is a general uproar against the police. Neither whites 

nor blacks have any security. One is robbed with impunity. . . . The natives are 

forced to work for various companies and food is robbed all along the beach. 

This is the work of the police commissioner, an old drunkard with a purple nose 

nicknamed the ‘lighthouse of Ovendo.’”122 A Mpongwe woman complained to 

colonial inspectors about the aggressive and bullying tactics guards inflicted 

upon her and other women.123 Such resistance illustrates Libreville residents’ 

deep commitment to free exchange of food.

Missionaries and administrators recognized the willingness and skill towns-

people often showed in challenging legal restrictions to their right to purchase 

food and control land. Mpongwe fishermen launched a boycott in 1870 after a 

grievance with the Catholic mission over prices.124 Later on, to promote European 

commercial agriculture, authorities granted a French settler a large tract of ter-

ritory in Louis in the late 1880s. However, the governor of Gabon warned the 

Frenchman that he would not evict Mpongwe on the concession since “they will 

become obsessed with sending complaints to the Administration.”125 Educated 
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women used colonial courts to protect their property rights to their fields. They 

obtained land titles, demanded reimbursement when runaway cattle from vis-

iting ships damaged their crops, and received state money for land taken from 

them for Vietnamese cultivation.126 This tradition of legal wrangling over land 

and food distribution policies continued for many years.

The most dramatic rebuff to state controls came in 1899. In April the colo-

nial administration in French Congo decided to place a high surcharge on a 

variety of imported goods, such as salt, alcohol, and tobacco. European traders 

tripled their prices on these goods immediately afterward.127 Once announced, 

this decision incited great discord among the Mpongwe community. Imported 

alcohol played a major role in daily social life, marriage, and funeral rituals as 

well as being a means of exchange, particularly with Fang villagers.128 Thus the 

decree weakened the buying power of African residents of Libreville.

Mpongwe clan chiefs, long derided by missionaries and French officials as 

pompous and impotent figures, rejected the arbitrary order. On May 8, 1899, 

they announced that they had a placed an omowétchi beneath the bridge at M’Pyra 

connecting Glass to the center of Libreville. This item, still greatly feared among 

the Mpongwe community to this day, remains shrouded in mystery, and my 

informants had little to divulge on this topic. Several informants warned me 

of its secrecy and danger.129 Associated with a Séké male power association of 

the same name, it is described in fragmentary references as a thing, a spirit, and 

a male power association (often at the same time).130 In previous conflicts involv-

ing European traders and slaves, Mpongwe clan leaders had announced its use as 

a means of killing opponents. R. B. N. Walker, a British trader and explorer whose 

son André became a major scholar and the first Gabonese Catholic priest, had 

the omowétchi set on him by Mpongwe clan chiefs after he and his brother killed 

a Mpongwe employee in 1869.131

Chiefs thus turned to supernatural means to assert their authority over a vari-

ety of groups outside their control. They declared that the “fetish” would kill 

anyone who entered a European store or sold food and would slay any Mpongwe 

woman who had sexual relations with a European.132 Out of terror Fang villag-

ers refused to sell to Europeans, and as a result the Catholic mission had to 

close its schools.133 Through the omowétchi the chiefs intimidated Fang vendors. 

Furthermore, the prohibition against Euro-African relationships reinforced 

the sagging influence of male family members over women, and chiefs acted 

to protect their consumption patterns from colonial state interference.
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French tourist and government accounts of the boycott offer contrasting 

views. Baron Edouard de Mandat-Grancey, an aristocratic dandy who visited 

Libreville several days after the end of the boycott, mocked the event as grist for 

an opera buff.134 Despite its supposed frivolity, the aristocrat also noted that the 

boycott caused great concern among officials. He declared that the boycott had 

been abandoned after Félix Adende Rapontchombo, the most respected clan 

leader among the Mpongwe, was brought in chains to Libreville as the instiga-

tor.135 The commissioner general of French Congo declared that Rapontchombo 

had negotiated a settlement with the government and neglected any mention 

of food in his report.136

French missionary sources suggest a much different resolution. Infuriated 

by the Mpongwe chiefs since the mission could no longer feed its students, the 

priests at Sainte Marie closed the doors of the schools. On May 14 several chiefs 

went to the mission to discuss the boycott with Bishop Adam of Libreville. The 

bishop declared that henceforth only Fang children would be admitted into the 

Catholic mission.137 Although the chiefs promptly declared they would allow 

an exception for the mission to buy food, the bishop refused to relent on his 

ban.138 Two days later chiefs agreed to end the protest despite enduring a tongue-

lashing from Bishop Adam, who violently attacked polygamy and their willing-

ness to allow female family members to become concubines of Europeans.139

The next day missionaries at Sainte Marie received food again, while govern-

ment officials decided to lower the surcharge.140

These documents reveal a tense debate over the status of the Mpongwe in 

Libreville. The policy of feeding students had helped allow Catholic mission-

aries to influence the town’s moral economy greatly. Clan chiefs acceded to 

Bishop Adam’s imperatives because of practical concerns as well as moral 

doubts. By cutting off students from school, Adam offered a threat to their 

social advancement. Clan chiefs, though willing to oppose state taxation pol-

icies, did not want to imperil their children’s access to education and material 

benefits. They also reveal a concern among some Mpongwe men regarding the 

unwillingness of Mpongwe women to follow older gender conventions. French 

officials made fun of these crises of masculinity. A pornographic review of 

Libreville life from the late 1880s scorned Mpongwe men as hypocrites, rent-

ing out their wives before marching to the governors’ office to ask for a ban on 

Euro-African sexual unions.141

The protest reveals a host of tensions regarding food distribution and sale. 
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Ironically, the group of town residents least involved in any aspect of food produc-

tion managed to outmaneuver government officials, farmers, and women over 

how food should be distributed. Fang villagers from the Estuary found them-

selves at the mercy of urban consumers. European traders also ran into trouble 

with their attempts to profit from high tariffs on imported goods. Mpongwe 

clan chiefs had discovered a way of augmenting their greatly diminished polit-

ical power. Furthermore, the boycott served as a means of voicing different 

African and European concerns over Mpongwe women. The food boycott illus-

trates how debates over access to food and prices could involve a host of other 

social conflicts in colonial Libreville.

Between 1880 and 1914 Mpongwe people recast changes in everyday life in 

their favor even with the arrival of new settlers and new colonial political insti-

tutions. Through their command of local idioms of supernatural power and 

European bureaucracy, Libreville residents protected their rights as consumers 

against colonial impositions. They drew from foreign settlers’ repertoires of 

culinary and agricultural knowledge to diversify their tastes. While their num-

bers might have diminished and their independence had been severely curtailed, 

townspeople managed to guard their privileged position as consumers.

Some scholars have suggested that social and economic changes sweeping 

through Libreville and the Gabon Estuary between 1840 and 1914—advance-

ment of Fang clans into the surrounding region, the decline of domestic slav-

ery, shifts in local gender roles, and a more firmly established colonial regime—

marked the end of Mpongwe independence in the face of new African and 

European challengers. While the political autonomy of townspeople may have 

diminished and events altered the ways townspeople obtained and consumed 

food, Libreville residents demonstrated their ability to adjust to new condi-

tions. Rather than increase their involvement with agricultural work, free peo-

ple engaged in wage labor and made bargains with Fang villagers that ensured 

they could continue to consume food without giving up access to wage labor. 

Changes within local society did modify the evolution toward the commodi-

fication of food sales.

Like other Libreville residents, European commandants and missionaries 

struggled to develop stable supplies of food. Besides the shortcomings of slave 

agriculture, these foreigners struck other obstacles: poor funding, occasional

rows with Libreville residents, and the leopard man murders of the 1870s. Fang 
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migration bailed out European employers just as it did Mpongwe townspeo-

ple—they were saved from having to engage in food production themselves. 

For the French colonial government, the willingness of Fang vendors to risk 

attack by bringing food to market also liberated them from seriously encour-

aging agriculture.

Just as townspeople and foreigners negotiated with Fang migrants to ensure 

their ability to buy meals, Libreville residents shaped the impact of colonial 

policies on their lives. Officials had little luck convincing local people to farm; 

rather than forcing Africans to grow food, they turned to Vietnamese prison-

ers. The 1899 boycott demonstrates the skill of some local people in recasting 

state laws viewed as unduly intrusive on daily life. Africans in Libreville suc-

ceeded in guarding their autonomy and asserting their demands on food supply. 

However, such consumption habits would put Libreville residents at dire risk if 

Fang villages faced oblivion, as the events from 1914 to 1930 would prove.



4. Famine in the Gabon Estuary, 1914–1930

Gabonese rural dwellers and townspeople alike became enmeshed in the global 

catastrophe of World War I. German and French armies staffed by African sol-

diers squared off in much of northern Gabon in the first two years of hostilities. 

Besides the toll of combat, the population of the Gabon Estuary grappled with 

other losses in the wake of war: the collapse of international trade, the need 

for raw materials and manpower to support French needs in Europe, and the 

rarity of foreign supplies in the colony. The colonial administration, teetering 

from minuscule budgets and a deficiency of manpower, took a series of severe 

measures designed to break the independence of Fang and Mpongwe commu-

nities alike in the Estuary. Neither the pretensions of Mpongwe autonomy nor 

the freedom of Fang clan settlements survived intact during the war.

The following decade signaled the explosion of the timber industry in the 

Estuary. Officials heaved a collective sigh of relief. Finally French Equatorial 

Africa had a profitable colony. The okoumé tree, common in Estuary forests, 

sparked a rush of entrepreneurs into the colony. Administrators and private 

recruiters dragged thousands of Gabonese men to toil in the harsh confines 

of timber camps. European capital and industry triumphed. The colonial gov-

ernment also finally had the resources and the will to remake the region radi-

cally. Their heightened power over Africans proved instrumental in creating a 



famine, much as French efforts to promote obligatory agricultural projects in 

West African colonies weighed heavy on rural people.1 Officials could not agree 

on why the famine had taken hold or how to solve the problem.

The war also inspired new social and political movements in the Estuary. 

Fang clan leaders could no longer take up arms against state forces with any 

hope of victory. Léon Mba and other state-appointed chiefs negotiated with the 

French government in ways that heightened their own authority at the expense 

of the liberty of ordinary rural people. The 1920s put Libreville intelligentsia 

in better communication with leftists in France. The League of the Rights of 

Man (lrm) became a vehicle for townspeople to deliver their calls for reform. 

Food supply and distribution were two issues that united town and country in 

indignation against the colonial state.

The shortages in the Gabon Estuary demonstrate the problems of entitle-

ment and of Libreville’s position as an enclave dependent on far-reaching sup-

ply networks for food. Economist Amartya Sen has claimed that famines are 

crises of exchange rather than a primary consequence of environmental fluc-

tuation. For a number of reasons, he argues, some groups’ ability to claim food 

declines to the point that they starve.2 While accepting Sen’s general discus-

sion, other scholars have argued that environmental factors also played a part 

in constraining the amounts of food.3 The case of the Estuary famines illus-

trates Sen’s point, taken in conjunction with ecological factors.

In comparison to the astounding toll that other catastrophic famines left 

in the twentieth century, the food crises of the Gabon Estuary between 1914 

and 1930 are but a few drops in a deluge of catastrophes. Food shortages in the 

Soviet Ukraine and Communist China killed millions, and many thousands died 

from the famines that struck the West African Sahel in the 1970s and Ethiopia 

and Darfur in the following decade.4 Population figures for the Estuary region 

outside Libreville do not have even a pretense of reliability before the late 1920s, 

and the French government in Gabon did not record famine deaths in an orga-

nized way. Perhaps no more than between five and ten thousand Gabonese may 

have died in the Estuary. The population of the Kango district of the Estuary, a 

region hit hard by starvation, dropped from fifteen thousand to eleven thou-

sand in the 1920s, although the unreliable nature of census documentation and 

the pull of timber camps and Libreville may account for some of the decline.5

During the absolute dearth that gripped the Estuary in 1925 and 1926, a doctor 

stationed at the giant Consortium timber camp estimated that five men died 
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from malnutrition a day.6 But given the low numbers of people and widely scat-

tered settlements in the region, the famine may have killed almost a quarter of 

the entire population. Accurate estimates are impossible, but even if in terms 

of sheer numbers starvation in the Estuary did not reach the level of death in 

more widespread famines in other parts of the world, this certainly does not 

provide comfort to the Gabonese who survived this tragedy, nor does it excuse 

the appalling lack of concern for African lives shown by administrators and 

private companies.

The dearth that urban and rural people faced around Libreville came from 

radical economic changes combined with heavy rains and droughts that under-

mined food production and limited access to sustenance.7 Fang farmers endured 

disaster thanks to disease, the horrendous impact of World War I, and the uncon-

trolled expansion of timber exports and migrant labor. Similar tragedies ensued 

in other parts of Gabon during the same period.8 Unlike in rural areas, where 

Africans generally had little influence on policy, town residents manipulated 

their position as privileged intermediaries to assert their goals of free exchange 

of food. The ability of townspeople to demand aid and change regarding food 

distribution illustrates the growing disparity between rural communities and 

Libreville. Urban people negotiated with the state for food supply; many tim-

ber camp workers and farmers simply died from hunger. Poverty had funda-

mentally changed from a shortage of food to a lack of access to labor, govern-

ment aid, and money in the Estuary.

World War I and Food Supply to Libreville, 1914–1917

World War I created a host of miseries throughout Gabon.9 The collapse of the 

Atlantic export economy and wartime troubles brought food shortages to a num-

ber of ports on the West African coast.10 War between the colonies of French 

Gabon and German Cameroon (Kamerun) had immediate negative repercus-

sions on the Estuary economy. Though the Germans were driven out of northern 

Gabon by early 1915, the war effort disrupted Fang settlements in the Estuary. 

First, the forcible recruitment of soldiers and porters for the French army took 

many men out of their villages.11 Bishop of Libreville Louis Martrou wrote in 

January 1916: “Our [Fang] people hide—they say, ‘Why fight? We’re not angry!’”12

To worsen matters, the government doubled individual taxes.13

Ironically, the defeat of German troops in Cameroon led to calamity. In early 

1916 more than three thousand African troops who had fought in the German 
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colony arrived in town. Bishop Martrou noted: “We have been invaded by the 

South Cameroon troops. Results—famine since the garrison wasn’t ready for 

such a large number—the manioc is being used up and being sold at excessive 

prices.”14 Fang fishermen and farmers did not waste the opportunity for profit. 

By July many Europeans and African residents of Libreville complained about 

the exorbitant amounts demanded by Fang suppliers.15

Troops in the town stretched the limited resources of the region. Since the 

beginning of the conflict, Governor Guyon of Gabon had promulgated a series 

of decrees giving the military the right to requisition food.16 African guards 

bought incoming fish themselves and resold it at higher prices.17 Some sol-

diers stole food from visiting fishermen.18 Even with the incentive of large prof-

its, local production could not keep up with demand. Missionary Julien Macé 

wrote to a friend in November 1916 that he had not been able to buy manioc to 

feed his schoolchildren.19

The administrators tended to blame the lack of adequate food supply on a cor-

nerstone of colonial policy: the lazy “native.” However, Africans appear in the 

archival record to have not been idle. Fang farmers tried to sell food in Libreville, 

but obstacles stood in their way. African guards extorted payments from 

farmers before permitting them to continue toward the capital.20 Villagers lack-

ing pirogues had to rent boats, and village chiefs en route would sometimes extort 

bribes to let them pass.21 Unable to pay taxes by working in their own villages, 

men went to find employment in Libreville and other parts of the coast.22

Another scourge spreading in the war’s wake was the resurgence of wild 

animals. Just as warfare disrupted controls over wild animals in early colonial 

Tanzania and Darfur, the conflict impeded hunting in Gabon.23 It is impos-

sible to determine animal density in the Estuary before World War I, but 

several incidents show how the conflict sapped the ability of Fang people to 

protect their fields. Laws restricting firearms, high prices for powder due to 

the collapse of European trade, and the absence of men from villages allowed 

elephants and wild pigs to lay waste to manioc and banana fields.24 Five herds of 

elephants ran amok in the Estuary during early 1918. The herds gobbled manioc

fields and trampled gardens underfoot. Without the money to buy ammunition, 

villagers could do little but flee; some resorted to robbing other settlements for 

food. Their inability to farm left them unable to pay the annual head tax. People 

moved to Libreville rather than waste their time planting crops that would only 

be destroyed by pachyderms.25 Georges Guibet, head of the Estuary region, tried 
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to sway Governor Thomann in April 1919 to hand out guns and powder to vil-

lagers.26 Governor Thomann took umbrage at the idea of handing out weap-

ons.27 These issues led to food shortages through much of the region.

In 1917 the increasingly despondent Bishop Martrou wrote: “The great mis-

ery of Gabon is the famine that holds sway throughout the colony.”28 Though 

the Ogooué River region appears to have endured greater hardships, Libreville 

was not spared. A blight struck manioc plants in the Estuary.29 Protestant mis-

sionary Henry Perrier had to close the mission school at Libreville in late May 

since he could not find manioc or bananas.30 Administrator Charles Bobichon, 

in an attempt to control food supply better, passed an ordinance in mid-1917 

fixing prices and banning the sale of all food outside markets, yet food sup-

ply did not improve.31

Governor Thomann in his 1917 annual report blamed the famine on a com-

bination of causes: blights, poor weather, the high expense of gunpowder, but 

most important, the lack of productivity of his subjects.32 The war, forced recruit-

ment, and tax hikes did not receive much mention despite their critical role in 

the spread of food shortages. Instead the governor argued that European-style 

agriculture could triple manioc production and solve the crisis. Africans had 

other ideas. Libreville townspeople worked through numerous channels to 

undermine state food distribution policies based on force.

Food Scarcity and Social Conflict, 1918–1919

Louis Martrou, bishop of Libreville since 1913 and an old hand in Gabon, had 

a front row seat to the horrors of starvation in the Estuary at the end of the war. 

Apocalyptic images loomed in the bishop’s letters to his superiors in 1918 and 

1919: “Our [Gabonese] farmers at the Colonial Congress ought to say: ‘Our 

administration—unprepared, arbitrary, and without any practical foresight—

will have killed off the colony in 20 years,’” read a typical jeremiad.33 For a mis-

sionary the fumbling efforts of colonial officials in Gabon must have appeared 

as the fruit of an incompetent and perverse government. Martrou had even 

more reason to be dour as the war drew to a close.

The year 1918 marked a nadir in the decline of local food production. The 

effects of limited exports, onerous demands on the local population, and the 

near-disappearance of imports brought the food supply system to an all-time 

low. Supplies of imported goods continued to dwindle while prices rose. By 

May no local foods reached the Libreville market.34 In desperation townspeo-
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ple began eating unripe papayas.35 Georges Guibet, the administrator in charge 

of the Estuary and Libreville, responded with coercion, commanding Fang vil-

lagers to bring regular supplies of manioc to Libreville or else face severe pun-

ishment by state guards.36 Fears of punishment and military recruitment made 

many Fang flee Europeans and guards alike.37

Woes battered the Gabon Estuary for the next two years. A severe drought, 

followed by the arrival of Spanish influenza in late 1918, scourged Fang vil-

lages.38 Missionaries estimated that 10 percent of the entire population in the 

Kango region of the Estuary died of influenza.39 The rains proved unusually 

light in the spring.40 Governor Marchand, estimating that the 2,800 African 

residents of Libreville ate 700 plantains per day, noted that only 40 bunches of 

plantains arrived during the entire month of February 1919.41 Unable to find 

food, Gabonese marched daily to the Catholic mission for food.42 Although 

food began to arrive in larger amounts after September 1919, prices contin-

ued to skyrocket.43

Government reports throughout the period frequently discussed the hard-

ship of food shortages, but individual officers could not agree on a remedy.44

Guibet tried new strategies that tacitly recognized the harmful effects of gov-

ernment policies. He postponed tax collection to allow villagers to concen-

trate on farming and asked the governor to ease restrictions on gun laws so 

that farmers could protect their fields.45 Taken to task repeatedly by Governor 

Thomann, Guibet declared that he had warned his superiors of the threat of 

famine, but his ideas had been rejected.46 Despite clear signs to the contrary, 

Thomann’s conviction about the idleness of villagers remained undimmed. 

In his rebuff to Guibet, he wrote: “[The Africans’] laziness is the only reason 

they lack food.”47

Administrators at the local level also worked at cross purposes on how the 

state should involve itself in food production, as illustrated in squabbles aris-

ing over food production in the Kango subdivision roughly a hundred kilome-

ters from Libreville. Refugees fleeing forced labor and military recruitment 

from the north had entered the Kango region, further overwhelming the scant 

resources of the battered villagers.48 From the summer of 1918 through April 

1919 a settler named Vecten penned a blizzard of letters to Guibet. Vecten had 

convinced Louis Tastevin, a low-level official, to command Fang villagers to 

bring food for his ill-treated and often starving plantation workers.49 The 

crafty plantation owner then loaded his boat with food to sell for marked-up 
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prices in Libreville, annoying other settlers and administrators with his bla-

tant profiteering.50

Townspeople, frustrated with the situation, asked the government repeatedly 

to lower prices and aid food production. By late 1919 some Africans in the town 

had decided to take matters into their own hands. Mpongwe clan chiefs and 

a rising group of educated intellectuals attempted to lower food prices. Their 

disparate protests included refusing to buy from English stores and writing 

telegrams to French human rights organizations. This boycott underlines the 

social tensions caused by food scarcity and the colonial government’s inabil-

ity to control them.

The Libreville Boycott of 1920

The boycott of January 1920 reveals a host of divisions within African communi-

ties in Libreville regarding food scarcity. The protest pitted Mpongwe townspeo-

ple against visiting Fang villagers and European traders. In turn, administrators 

at different rungs of the colonial hierarchy did not agree on solutions to the cri-

sis. The boycott displays the state’s inability to control the behavior of urban con-

sumers and rural food suppliers. Traditions of political power forged in the caul-

dron of Atlantic slavery could still be put to use against the dictates of French 

authorities. They could work side by side with European models of lobbying.

Two years of famine had burdened the inhabitants of Libreville by the end of 

1919. In early December Fang fishermen refused to come to Libreville for sev-

eral days after the administration tried to put a tax on the sale of fish.51 Town 

residents grew desperate for action. During the course of the war clan chiefs 

and mission-educated townspeople had already protested against high taxes 

and called for the establishment of a Mpongwe monarchy and the expulsion 

of foreign Africans.52 Jean-Baptiste N’dende, a former mission apprentice and 

state employee, established a branch of the French human rights organization 

League of the Rights of Man (lrm).

N’dende and some clan chiefs, such as Loembe Morris from the outlying 

village of Nomba, threatened a boycott of European stores and Fang fisher-

men as a means of lowering prices. They took the successful 1899 boycott as 

their model. To intimidate European firms Mpongwe male notables demand-

ed that English store managers lower their prices. British traders, appar-

ently unimpressed by the warnings, augmented prices for soap, cloth, and 

other commonly purchased merchandise.53 These firms had also used their 
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boats to buy manioc and plantains in the countryside to resell for double the 

price in the capital.54 Store managers furthermore snubbed Mpongwe leaders 

who wanted personal discounts.55 Although some town representatives met 

with newly arrived Governor Marchand, the French administration did not try 

to defuse the explosive situation.56 Officials threatened to fine European stores, 

but such decisions did not appease the boycott movement.57

By early January 1920 townspeople became aware of the possibility of a boy-

cott and built up reserves of food.58 Just as in 1899, Mpongwe notables placed 

the omowétchi talisman underneath the M’Pyra bridge separating Glass from 

Libreville on 12 January.59 They forbade any African, regardless of ethnicity, to 

sell food in the local market or to enter a European store. Head administrator 

of Libreville Georges Guibet noted: “The Omouetchi is one of the most feared 

fetish practices of the natives, even among educated Mpongwes. As a result 

all the blacks whether they are Libreville residents or the Pahouins who live 

in Libreville . . . were faced with the impossibility on pain of death of entering 

the trading houses.”60

The bold move paid immediate dividends. Fang farmers arriving in Libreville 

refused to disobey the Mpongwe chiefs. A British tourist found his Sierra Leone 

domestic servants unwilling to enter any stores without his presence.61 The boycott 

thus succeeded in voicing the concerns and strength of urban consumers.

Officials could not find a clear solution to the dispute. Though Guibet could not 

openly support the protesters, he concurred with their sentiments.62 Marchand 

gave Guibet orders to end the boycott the following day.63 He could not. The 

markets and the trading houses remained bereft of customers for three weeks.64

Europeans declined to drop prices.65 Rather than the government, the Mpongwe 

chiefs and Fang farmers negotiated to close the boycott.

The notables’ resolve to continue the boycott dissolved after several weeks. 

On 28 January they met to discuss the effects of the protest.66 Clan chief Loembe 

Morris, who had served the colonial administration on occasion since the mid-

1880s, wanted to end the boycott, while N’dende and several others wanted the 

struggle to continue. Morris won out. The protest ended, but N’dende sent a tele-

gram to the Paris office of the lrm demanding Guibet’s removal. Fang residents 

of Libreville may also have weakened the resolve of the protestors. Several years 

after the conflict, self-styled Fang chief of Libreville Vincent Ndongo boasted of 

brokering a deal with Guibet and European traders so that Fang arriving from 

the interior could sell food.67 Since Ndongo appears to have been fairly corrupt 
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and unscrupulous, it is difficult to determine how honest he was regarding 

his role in the event. Whatever was negotiated, the Mpongwe chiefs removed 

the omowétchi by mid-February.68 Though sorcery shut down the city’s mar-

ket, the boycott does not appear to have been successful as regards lowering 

prices. The movement did embarrass the administration to the point that Guibet 

was immediately transferred to Chad. Former Libreville administrator Charles 

Bobichon wrote to a friend that Guibet had received no support from Governor 

Marchand in the affair.69 Though only partially successful, the boycott does 

show how townspeople tried to control food supply.

The incident also reveals much about the strategies of Libreville men in the 

early twentieth century. Mpongwe clan chiefs worked with mission-educat-

ed intellectuals to develop a plan of action and drew on Séké ritual special-

ists, much as previous generations had done. Idioms of power, linked direct-

ly to the heritage of slavery, continued to function in Libreville. The telegrams 

to French human rights organizations and the invocation of supernatural 

forces involved carefully crafted appeals to local and international audienc-

es. Gabonese protesters had mastered the rhetoric of human rights, a staple 

of French republicanism at home, to pressure the colonial administration. The 

role of Ndongo may suggest how Estuary Fang chiefs might have begun to take 

an active role in shaping Libreville affairs. Struggles over access to and sup-

ply of food among Mpongwe townspeople, Fang villagers, and the colonial 

administration would continue throughout most of the 1920s. In most of these 

battles, townspeople won out.

The Famine of 1921–1922

Another round of shortages ravaged Libreville in late 1921 and early 1922. The 

causes include a refrain of problems all too familiar in the Estuary: poor envi-

ronmental conditions, harsh government policies, and competition over lim-

ited resources. Several new elements entered the picture as well. The slow 

prewar growth of the timber industry accelerated dramatically after 1920.70

The French government with the support of major railroad corporations set up 

a company, the Consortium des Grands Réseaux Français, popularly known 

as the Consortium, in 1920. The Consortium originally aimed only to provide 

lumber to rebuild French railways, but it soon became the largest exporter of 

okoumé in the entire colony of Gabon.71 African and European entrepreneurs 

rushed to obtain concessions from the French government in the early 1920s.
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How would the meager resources of the Estuary feed thousands of male 

workers? Officials did not account for the consequences on food supply that 

the stampede for timber would have. By a decree passed by the governor-gen-

eral of French Equatorial Africa, administrators had orders to force Africans 

to increase food production and to imprison or fine those who disobeyed offi-

cials’ commands.72 In the Estuary administrators appointed chiefs in Fang vil-

lages and set up communal fields to supply food to Libreville.73 Since no cen-

tral chiefs had existed among the fractured Fang clans, policymakers hoped 

this new institution would furnish discipline and order to food production and 

settlement patterns. Such plans did not always impede protests. For example, 

some Fang villagers displeased with the lowering of sardine prices boycotted 

European consumers in February 1921.74

Timber hindered food supply to Libreville. The town could not compete with 

African agents hired by the Consortium to purchase food for their workers. 

These agents offered more for sardines and other foods than the official stan-

dard, since local foods were much cheaper than importing rice or dried fish.75

Bishop Martrou lamented in April: “One immediate result of this establishment 

is a food shortage in Libreville. Nothing comes, no manioc or bananas from the 

Como.”76 The food situation improved slightly in 1920, yet famine returned with 

a vengeance by the summer of 1921.77 When the rainy season began a month 

early, gardens were devastated.78

Unwilling to raise prices to attract village farmers, administrators turned to 

coercion. The government closed down markets in Glass and in the outlying 

Fang village of Sibang to ensure that more food would come to the central mar-

ket.79 Ozimo Trumann, a clerk working for the administration, requested that 

these markets be reopened.80 He joined other African residents in Libreville in 

demands to reopen the Sibang market and criticized government attempts to 

feed prisoners and state employees before private citizens.81

Fang villagers became less willing to come to Libreville. The closing of the 

Sibang market was extremely inconvenient for them. When the market closed, 

their plantains spoiled as it took several days to unload a canoe and bring its con-

tents to market.82 Administrator Tastevin ordered his guards to requisition vil-

lages for manioc and to stop all pirogues carrying food.83 A Protestant mission-

ary wrote: “There is nothing in the native markets. The Fang do not dare bring 

[food] directly for fear the Administration will take everything going to the mar-

ket.”84 Without Estuary suppliers, chronic shortages struck with fury. From early 
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November through January 1922 African policemen found the corpses of famine 

victims strewn about in abandoned trading houses and huts around the city.85

After calling together officials and timber camp owners, Governor Marchand 

decided to reorganize food supply. He first ordered that the timber camps furnish 

part of their workers’ rations with food grown at their concessions.86 Second, 

he created markets at Libreville and in Estuary villages. Through this order 

the governor tried to control competition between timber camps and city res-

idents. Marchand also threatened to cut off labor recruitment to timber camps 

that did not grow food.87 Finally, all food brought to Libreville by Africans was 

henceforth taken directly to the administration. The governor-general accept-

ed these orders initially as emergency measures.88

State officials and leading Europeans met to discuss reforms of food supply 

policy several times a month from December 1921 onward. As usual, African 

townspeople had no representatives in attendance. The group’s main goals were 

to sate the needs of the timber camps and Europeans in the city. They called for 

strict controls over village food production.89 When individual timber camp 

owners complained that villagers preferred to sell their food in Libreville, officials 

promised to force Africans to bring them manioc and plantains. Administrator 

Moesch, head of Libreville and the Estuary in late 1921, received the full sup-

port of Governor Marchand and his successor Cadier. The latter was quite sat-

isfied with the new arrangements.90 After the law took effect no new deaths 

from starvation in the city were reported, and enough food arrived to feed hos-

pital patients and state workers.91

While administrators gloated about their successes, Libreville and Estuary res-

idents groaned. Africans and missionaries objected to the policy on the grounds 

that the administration had taken control over food supply. The supplies requi-

sitioned by officials first served the needs of state-run institutions such as the 

prison before going to the regular market.92 Food was thus rationed out twice 

a week.93 Missionaries at Donguila complained that guards took all available 

food from Estuary villages.94 Market regulations angered many townspeople. 

Just as in the boycott, educated townspeople again battled state authorities 

through political lobbying to protect their endangered lifestyle and diets.

African Protests and Colonial Food Supply Policy

Mpongwe intellectuals again pulled together to protest state policies on food, 

and this time townswomen took to the forefront of protests as well. In February 
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1922 educated women joined in the tumult and sparked reactions that exposed 

numerous tensions over gender and race as well as over food when a group of 

roughly fifty Mpongwe women marched on the colonial government headquar-

ters protesting state policies on food production. They first entered the gover-

nor’s offices and then confronted administrator Moesch, head of the Estuary. 

Moesch ordered African policemen to disperse the crowd and imprisoned 

several women for several weeks.95 Women demanded to have the right to buy 

food without restrictions or fines. “We do not know, Governor, the fault we 

are guilty of for letting us die of hunger. The prisoners have right to food and 

we believe . . . we ought to have the same right,” they wrote.96 Their treatment 

raised a scandal throughout the town, as these women presented themselves 

as respectable mothers wronged by a callous government.

Not all townspeople supported the women; gender tensions around female 

autonomy and agriculture made their presence felt. Several Mpongwe chiefs 

even demanded the right to beat their wives to make them work in the fields.97

This tension derived from the fact that the majority of the protesters were mis-

tresses of Europeans living in the colony. Critics of the administration even 

went so far as to state: “For ages, settlers and officials have taken for concu-

bines native women who become accustomed to a life of idleness and obtain a 

certain comfortable way of life.”98 Moesch scorned their complaints since “they 

were rather luxuriously dressed and made up” in European clothes.99

While mutual concern over women’s independence resulted in alliances 

between certain African men and European administrators, other Mpongwe 

residents of Libreville took up their pens to resist state authorities. An anony-

mous group of women wrote to the governor-general requesting the liberation 

of the jailed women.100 Members of the lrm wrote letters to two French dep-

uties along with Senator Berenger of Guadeloupe. They complained about the 

imprisonment of African women, restrictions on food purchase in Libreville, 

and the lenient treatment of several Europeans accused of killing Africans in 

the Estuary.101 Yet again, Mpongwe in Libreville had manipulated the colonial 

chain of command to their advantage.

After receiving the letters the minister of colonies in Paris ordered an 

inquiry. Moesch and newly installed governor Cadier, asked to explain the pro-

tests, replied that the women warranted reprimand.102 Their superiors did not 

share their position. Governor-General of French Equatorial Africa Antonetti, 

after an investigation, annulled the order of 10 December 1921 and criticized 
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the treatment of the protesters.103 Since the Mpongwe often wrote “exaggerat-

ed attacks” against administration policies, Antonetti first ignored their com-

plaints but later found that Africans and Europeans alike were “insulted” by 

the imprisonment of these women.104 Both Cadier and Moesch received cen-

sure as a result.

Perhaps emboldened by their victory, the lrm also acted to defend the inter-

ests of other Libreville and Estuary residents by again raising questions of human 

rights and republican ideals. Another protest, mounted on behalf of Mpongwe 

trader Charles Mouheha, sheds light on food supply to Libreville. In June 1922 

N’dende wrote a letter claiming that Mouheha had been fined for “selling food 

to Africans” and wrote: “This fine burdens Mouheha and you to have to under-

stand how the strictest laws . . . enforced under Governor Marchand . . . impede 

the existence and commerce of natives.”105 Mouheha, originally given a trad-

ing license in January, was penalized by Moesch for selling manioc at prices 

three or four times higher than the official price. Not allowed to trade in food, 

Mouheha turned to the lrm for aid. Although the end result of this protest is 

unknown, African townspeople again moved around colonial bureaucratic 

channels to protect free trade.

Other Africans used letters to challenge state policies or European planters. 

However, their letters generally concerned individual cases rather than gener-

al attacks on colonial food regulation. Some residents of Obello, a small Fang 

town on the south bank of the Estuary, received orders from administrator 

Charbonnier to move to the larger town of Mavoul in late 1921. Unwilling to leave, 

two men sent a letter to the “Great Governor of Gabon” in broken French.106 After 

stating their willingness to sell manioc and fish in Libreville and their willing-

ness to enlarge their fields, they demanded that they be given the right to stay. 

If their request was not accepted, the men offered this threat: “Great Governor, 

we are told you have given orders to make big fields. One does that in the village 

of natives, but we don’t know if it is the truth that we must abandon them and 

leave them at the mercy of the animals. Charbonnier made us abandon our fields. 

If it is like that, our village will come to Libreville to work for the whites.”

Given officials’ fears of rapid urbanization and “vagabonds” living in the city 

without fields, their warning was a means to get leverage with the administra-

tion. Although they eventually backed off, the ringleaders of the protest dem-

onstrated the effectiveness of the lrm in presenting food supply as a human 

rights issue.
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The written word offered an alternative of circumventing European private 

and public policies and practices. Writing formed one strategy employed by 

townspeople. Much as in previous years, gender tensions and alliances between 

Fang and Mpongwe intellectuals influenced public manifestations of discon-

tent by Libreville residents. Just as their determination brought about the end 

of harsh controls over food sales by the state, their activities would continue 

to disrupt the small world of Gabonese politics throughout the decade of the 

1920s. While rural people began to have their voices heard, urban residents 

continued to dominate negotiations of food supply.

Riot, Recovery, and Rain, 1922–1925

After the governor-general ended tight controls, more food came into Libreville 

on a regular basis. Manioc and bananas began to reappear at markets. Farmers 

in the Kango and Médègué subdivisions sold food in the city.107 Though other 

parts of the Estuary expanded production of crops, some products remained 

scarce, among them fresh fish.108 Despite the improvements, the timber trade 

continued to hinder the steady supply of food. First, European and African 

camp owners still paid better prices than could be had in the Libreville mar-

ket. On the Estuary south bank, where most of the large timber camps were 

located, fish and other staples sold for twice the town market price.109 Though 

required by law to supply workers with food grown around the camps, tim-

ber entrepreneurs did not stop buying food elsewhere or recruiting Africans 

to bring them supplies.

Heavy rains in the summer and fall of 1924 washed away complacency. Bishop 

Martrou wrote in September: “Year of calamity—There was no dry season in 

Gabon this year from June until September. We had as much rain in these 

months as in May. From this, our gardens produced nothing. No fishing pos-

sible on lakes and reserves are non-existent. . . . The natives were not able to 

burn their fields and plant corn or bananas or manioc. Beware of the famine 

next year! One wonders if the end of the world has not come!”110

The heavy rains impeded fishing for sardines and exposed manioc roots.111

Though missionaries recognized the seriousness of the threat of food scarcity 

looming over the region, administrators remained oddly confident. Governor 

Bernard pronounced the food crisis finally over.112 In 1925 the head of the Estuary 

region reported that his jurisdiction had enough food to last until September, 

even though his own subordinates warned that manioc had disappeared in 
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many areas.113 To make matters worse, the government decided to make Estuary 

men work off their taxes through unpaid labor in Libreville during the spring.114

Considering that many men had already left their villages to work in the camps, 

the result was that very few men stayed in villages to help wives or female fam-

ily members work in the fields or to fish.

Food vanished from both the city and the timber camps by June. Much as in 

1921, Estuary villages had to supply set amounts of manioc and plantains by 

official decree.115 Guards stuffed jails in the Estuary countryside with prison-

ers. The Kango subdivision chief fined and imprisoned more than sixty men 

for “persistent negligence in weekly supply of bananas and food to Kango post 

market,” for selling food outside the capital, for not supplying timber camps 

with food, and for fleeing food convoys headed for Libreville.116 Some men were 

locked up for several years for stealing a few chickens.117 After refusing to fol-

low the orders of a French agriculture expert, Estuary men and women stayed 

in jail for weeks.118

Such draconian measures proved particularly wearisome given the utter 

dearth of food in the region. “Right now we have at Libreville and in the Haut 

Ogooué the worst famine I have ever seen in 19 years in Gabon,” the head of the 

Catholic mission wrote.119 No manioc came to Libreville from July to November 

1925.120 Starvation swept through Estuary villages. Much like Estuary farmers 

without state connections, timber camp workers died thanks to their inabili-

ty to obtain food from their employers.121 The famine would continue its grip 

over the town until the summer of 1926.122

The government’s program was fixated on rote stereotypes of African incom-

petence. Governor Bernard, in a report sent to the governor-general in December, 

attacked his Gabonese subjects. “The Fang, among the . . . most backward 

peoples in the world, are lazy and apathetic to excess. There is no divergence 

from this opinion among all that have lived with them,” he declared before 

attacking their supposedly backward forms of agriculture.123 His recommen-

dations to alleviate the situation did not display much creativity. They con-

sisted of prohibiting food sales without authorization from officials, forcing 

the timber camps to grow food, and corporal punishment. Governor-General 

Antonetti shared Bernard’s sentiments.124

Few townspeople died; their relative affluence allowed them to take a differ-

ent approach to the problem of food scarcity. Mpongwe residents rallied again 

around Jean-Baptiste N’dende. At the height of the famine in July 1925, N’dende 
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sent a letter to Governor Bernard demanding that Estuary head Pechayrand be 

removed from office, just as Guibet had been in 1920.125 N’dende contended that 

Pechayrand had supported corrupt African chiefs, had arbitrarily imprisoned 

Africans, and had botched the food supply question. The head of the lrm in 

France sent a telegram to the governor-general criticizing Pechayrand.126 Laurence 

Antchouey, founder of the short-lived newspaper L’Echo Gabonais and a member 

of the lrm, also wrote a protest to Senegalese deputy Blaise Daigne.127

Pechayrand responded that a handful of educated Mpongwe had misrepre-

sented the truth regarding his policies. He boasted that his ration cards and 

the famine had been a “hard lesson” for Libreville residents but that they had 

spurred Africans to expand fields.128 Given that Pechayarand was the his brother-

in-law of Governor of Gabon Bernard, who had himself previously been respon-

sible for the Estuary region, Bernard backed his subordinate.129 The governor-

general did not concur.130 Pechayrand was removed from office. Though the 

change of office did not radically alter food supply policy, it showed once again 

that educated African townspeople could exploit their contacts to challenge 

local colonial administrators.

The defeat of Pechayrand may have also come from the impatience of offi-

cials in Paris. The Gabonese administration had a terrible reputation in high 

colonial circles. The position of governor had changed hands eleven times 

between 1917 and 1924.131 Inspectors in 1924 berated Governor Bernard and 

his subordinates as wasteful and unfit to govern the colony.132 The governor-

general noted in his review of the inspection: “One could very well say Gabon 

had not been governed for twenty years and I wonder whether Bernard is able 

to bring this disastrous situation under control.”133 In light of such unpopular-

ity, it is little wonder that Bernard sacrificed his son-in-law.

Despite Pechayrand’s downfall, coercive policies continued to strike Estuary 

farmers. In the summer of 1926 administrator Tastevin—the very same so 

despised by missionaries—took the place of the unlamented Pechayrand. 

Tastevin’s reputation for harsh decrees against Africans proved justified, as 

he ordered Estuary villagers to supply food to Libreville through village chiefs. 

If they did not, he threatened to impose six-thousand-franc fines on villages.134

Unlike in 1925, however, food did not vanish from markets.

No major famines struck the Estuary region after 1926, but periodic food 

shortages caused adversity in town. In late 1927 the new bishop of Libreville, 

Louis Tardy, noted: “Thanks to God, the crisis appears over. Native foods are 
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still rare and remain at a high price especially where timber commerce is intense. 

However, the undertaking of our work has become just about normal.”135 Although 

high prices continued to vex Africans and Europeans alike, the climate did not 

furnish the catalyst for disaster as in 1925.136 Timber camps still paid higher 

prices than urban consumers.137 Food remained scarce around Donguila in 1928 

due to competition from timber camps and state guards.138 A drought hit the 

Estuary in the early part of 1929.139 Despite such complaints and troubles, writ-

ers did not report any catastrophes comparable to those earlier in the decade. 

Part of the amelioration of food supply came from the timber firms. Owners 

and managers agreed to allow the families of workers to live at the camps to 

grow food and also handed out more imports.140 Officials warned that the colo-

nial regime would restrict the arrival of migrant workers unless timber camps 

adequately furnished food.141

Such arrangements no longer elicited action from Libreville residents. After 

1926 townspeople stopped voicing complaints on food supply and softened 

their public disagreement with the administration. Once they ensured that the 

government would not interfere with their access to food, Libreville residents 

may have lost their greatest motivation to take on officials. Furthermore, the 

entrance of Jean-Rémy Issembé and other Mpongwe men into the timber trade 

made attacks on colonial food policies a possible threat to their own commer-

cial interests.142 While rural people continued to suffer from forced labor and 

authoritarian commandants, Libreville residents found themselves in a priv-

ileged position.

Fang Society in the Hunger Years

How did the famine alter farming and society in Estuary Fang communi-

ties? Written records emphasize the agency of townspeople and colonial offi-

cials. Few Fang could write, and even those who did had little ability to refuse 

the commands of state authorities. However, oral traditions combined with 

fleeting references to villagers furnish some perspectives on how rural food 

producers coped with hunger. Population movement, the establishment of 

canton and village chiefdoms that reigned over people without regard for clan, 

and a sense of impotence appear time and again in oral interviews I conducted 

with older Fang Estuary residents in 2000 and 2004. Few of the survivors of the 

1920s famines still lived, and their children recalled a reluctance of older peo-

ple to tell them about those days of adversity. Though many of my informants 
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had heard of the calamity, I heard only a few detailed oral accounts of the 1925 

famine either in Libreville or elsewhere in the Estuary.

A central theme in stories of the famine was the disintegration of mutual 

obligations. Roughly twenty years after the horrors of the great famine era had 

come to an end, an older relative spoke with a young man named Ndoutoume 

Nkobe Justin about the hardships of the past.143 The old man warned Ndoutoume: 

“There are two things to fear in life: war and famine. You don’t think of your fam-

ily, your mother, or your children. You look out only for yourself.” At the height 

of starvation, thieves made noises of wild animals designed to scare people 

away from their fields. Once the farmers had fled, the robbers made off with 

the manioc. Another man recalled a story told to him by his stepfather. During 

the famine, the stepfather had visited some relatives searching for food and 

passed through villages where rotten corpses lay strewn about. No one was left 

to bury the dead. Once he managed to reach his wife’s village, he eyed a young 

boy eating a yam. The boy tossed him a scrap once he had finished, and the old 

man danced for joy as he eagerly chewed on the tiny bit of food. “Afterwards, 

he felt shame at what he had done,” his stepson recalled.144 Boys could take on 

the provider roles of men, while adults acted like children.

In the topsy-turvy world of the famine, the power of elders was undone and 

family members neglected to support one another. Fang communities take great 

pride in holding elaborate funeral and mourning ceremonies, but starvation 

victims passed away without any fanfare. Other oral traditions of the famine 

often mentioned desperate people dropping dead after failing to find food.145

Informants agreed that many died, particularly around Kango and along the 

Como.146 At least one informant’s testimony suggests that food scarcity also led 

to divisions within Fang villages. Afraid of having food stolen from their fam-

ily fields, an old woman recalled that her father set up scattered fields deep in 

the forest and refused to share food with others.147 One man asserted that his 

parents told him all they had had to eat were taros (a food not nearly as popular 

as manioc or plantains) brought from far away from the upper Como.148 Some 

families turned to eating bush fruits normally avoided as poisonous, while 

others became clients of missionaries to obtain rice.149

The state’s ability to watch over African communities in the Estuary also meant 

more efficiency in extracting labor and wealth. Households had to surrender 

food to soldiers. Forced labor details that could last up to several months awaited 

those who could not pay taxes in money. Villages set up communal fields, nick-
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named “the fields of the commandant,” to appease the demands of the govern-

ment. Some men starved to death after their travail ended. Guards, often from 

other parts of Gabon or from other French colonies, enforced the commands 

of administrators. Fang men told stories of how these soldiers violated gen-

der and generation conventions with impunity —ordering younger brothers to 

hit their elders or even raping Fang women with their husbands bound under-

neath their beds.150 Though these narratives may not be historically accurate, 

they convey the sense of impotence men felt after having celebrated a lifestyle 

of fighting and raiding before 1914. It is little wonder that new religious tradi-

tions like bwiti made headway during these decades of disappointment.

Though most rural people were in a pitiable condition, a few individuals 

favored by the colonial administration enhanced their power. At the tail end 

of the famine in mid-1926, Tastevin accused Fang canton chiefs Abogho Nze 

and Eyeghe Ndong of corruption and abuses of power. These charges includ-

ed keeping most of the profits earned from selling sweet potatoes harvested 

by different villages and from handing out government hoes. Fang witnesses 

testified that Nze paid them only half of what they should have earned from 

potato sales based on the official prices.151 On an issue dear to men determined 

to control female labor, villagers testified that Nze and Abogho charged fees for 

settling marriage disputes of women.152 The governor-general chided Tastevin 

for weakening the prestige of chiefs.153 By undermining chiefs, Tastevin under-

mined the state’s ability to control food production. Thus higher ranking mem-

bers of the colonial administration recognized that their food supply demands 

required aid from African intermediaries.

Chiefs also appear as powerful figures in stories told by missionaries and 

local people. Félicien Endame Ndong, chief of the Fang of the Kango region, 

became a powerbroker distributing food in the 1920s. Endame Ndong had a 

flamboyant touch. Porters held him aloft in a hammock when he inspected vil-

lages in the fashion of colonial officials, and he would judge a dispute only if all 

interested parties bowed before him and kissed his cane.154 Endame Ndong’s 

control over dependents and ties to the state allowed him the labor neces-

sary to grow cash crops next to manioc and plantain fields.155 Finally, a new 

generation of big men, notably Léon Mba, could make food shipments to the 

government evidence for his ability to serve the government. The food short-

ages and social turbulence of the era made the state-appointed chiefs’ largesse 

hard to resist.
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Well-placed men seem also to have profited from the food trade to town 

and to the timber camps. The instability of the era seems to have constrained 

the ability of Fang women to follow successfully the example of female mar-

ket entrepreneurs elsewhere. The bloated power of chiefs, difficulties with 

transportation, and direct negotiations between European and African men 

for regular contracts put women at a disadvantage in guarding profits from 

selling food. Bridewealth prices rose, as food sales and timber camp work led to 

higher profits.156 The Great Depression would allow the region to recover from 

the excesses of the 1920s, but the legacy of male influence over transport and sup-

ply continued well afterward. Famine might have broken Fang autonomy, but 

enterprising men adapted to the situation while the Gabon Estuary as a whole 

dealt with deprivation.

When asked why the famine occurred, some informants gave a telling response: 

it was God’s punishment against the Fang for their sins.157 This is hardly unique; 

Sudanese battling drought and hunger gave the same response decades later.158

Such an answer does little to illuminate the causes of the famine, but this state-

ment suggests one form of cultural fallout from the famine years. This time 

of deprivation spelled the end of Fang independence from French authority in 

the Estuary, and so Fang communities had to account for the disaster. Cultural 

historian Wolfgang Schivelbusch, writing of the myriad impacts of military 

defeat in France, Germany, and the American South, notes that one aspect of 

what he terms the “culture of defeat” is that losers seek to borrow ideas from 

their conquerors, but that “learning from the victor involves not just simple 

adoption or imitation but a complex, multivalent process of assimilation and 

cultural adaption.”159 The famine made for a similar existential challenge to 

Fang communities. It is little wonder that the numbers of catechists and con-

verts to Christianity began to expand dramatically in the Estuary region in the 

late 1920s and 1930s, even if most Fang men continued to aspire to marry mul-

tiple wives and guarded indigenous religious practices. Villages visited by mis-

sionaries for decades before World War I became willing to join Catholic and 

Protestant churches only after 1920. The famine not only eliminated mission-

aries’ concerns for security with the end of clan warfare, allowing them to visit 

settlements without fear of attack; it also inspired some Fang people to incor-

porate missionary teachings into daily life.

The 1920s set in motion a radical series of changes that transformed rural 

life in the Gabon Estuary. Missionaries had greater ease in finding converts 
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seeking material as well as spiritual aid. Colonial officials could curtail the 

autonomy of village communities. Older generational hierarchies crumbled, 

and some well-placed younger men rose to prominence as a result. French busi-

ness interests and the colonial state helped prepare the way for the famine years, 

and their ability to penetrate and survey Fang villagers was greatly aided by the 

catastrophes that came in the wake of the food crisis.

The food shortages that repeatedly devastated the Estuary region and Libreville 

were the result of a combination of climatic changes, negative consequences of 

the war, government impositions on local labor, and the expansion of timber 

companies’ activity. The war disrupted village agriculture and fishing, cut off 

the town from French supply lines, and doubled its population. The colonial 

administration, by placing heavy impositions on the labor of the local Estuary 

population, provided obstacles for agricultural production. Its attempts to 

oversee all aspects of food production often created more problems than they 

solved. The development of large timber firms in the Estuary after 1920 radi-

cally changed the food supply situation by creating a rival market for regions 

that had previously sold only to Libreville. The flu epidemic, droughts, and the 

heavy rains of 1924 thus undermined a food supply system that even in good 

seasons barely met local needs.

Through these adversities townspeople retained their determination to 

maintain free trade of food and their lack of involvement in agriculture. They 

sought to use the colonial state to support their interests, often at the expense of 

other groups. Boycotts, marches, and written protests illustrated the role of food 

supply as a crucial issue in their everyday lives. In turn, the colonial administra-

tion was rife with discord over how the famines should be handled. Libreville 

residents exploited these divisions for their own advantage. While farmers 

bore the brunt of hardship, townspeople had yet again defended their lifestyle 

and their claims on food. Famines thus heralded the final establishment of 

industrial enterprises in the Estuary and the acceleration of poverty linked to 

low wages. Rural Gabonese were at a severe disadvantage in coping with the 

transformations of food supply and political power between 1914 to 1926, and 

their weakness was reflected in their limited options in surviving starvation 

and social disruption.

Many of the same factors that led to other prolonged famines drove the starva-

tion that plagued Libreville and its hinterland. Authoritarian policies designed 
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to maximize control over production and labor at the expense of rural com-

munities during wartime led to hunger in Algeria, India, and Vietnam during 

World War II. As in so many other places, wars and sudden, radical economic 

changes weakened food production and access to entitlements to the point that 

environmental difficulties spelled disaster. Much as in the Great Leap Forward, 

the hunger of rapid economic development drove administrators to promote 

plans that disregarded basic human concerns. Though the French government 

did not consciously use relief as a means of social control, as would Ethiopian 

and Sudanese leaders in later decades, administrators did favor townspeople in 

ways that elicited professions of loyalty to France. Libreville residents juxtaposed 

the lofty fictions of republican imperial France against the dreary realties of cal-

lous exploitation. The Gabonese famines certainly did not kill as many people 

as other major food crises in the twentieth century, but the root causes of star-

vation in Gabon were all too depressingly similar.



5. Town Life and Imported Food, 1840–1960

James Patten, an African employee of the Libreville Protestant mission, wrote 

to the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions in 1888 a fiery condemnation 

of how the missionaries treated their staff. He believed American ministers 

defrauded men and women like Mpongwe pastor Ntoko Truman by not pay-

ing them enough: “Although [Truman] is in sickness . . . under his life time 

no chop [food] was given to that poor old man . . . he was done evil in the sight 

of the Lord . . . he ought to get chop and some allowance.”1 Patten’s rage cen-

tered on the lack of rations as part of workers’ salaries and that the missionar-

ies, in his scornful words, charged double market value for goods from their 

own store. In the past, “Carpenter always get there chop 7 lbs. Rice biscuits 7 

lbs. Beef 7 lbs. 7 lbs. Tobacco 1 bar soap sea salt pipe 2 bottles kerrozine [sic] 

one tin sugar 2 bunch plantain for a weak [sic] . . . according to there work and 

value.”2 Imported food became part and parcel of an exchange system where 

goods embodied reciprocity and respect for African workers.

Six decades later another set of Libreville residents expressed discontent about 

food imported into Gabon in the midst of World War II. Aware that his colony 

would be cut off from metropolitan supply lines, Governor of Gabon Masson 

in 1940 created a system of ration cards for buying milk, sugar, and flour; only 

French citizens could eat food deemed “European.”3 Ration restrictions irked 



Libreville families. Once Masson decided to back Vichy rather than the Free 

French, ration laws become much stricter, and the subsequent Gaullist victo-

ry did not alter the regulations. Bread became available only to Europeans and 

Africans with French citizenship.4 Since métis people usually received French 

citizenship by 1940, rations led to animosity.5 “Only mixed race people had 

bread,” elderly Libreville resident Adolphe Revignet recalled of his youth in 

the 1940s.6 Some Africans turned to métis friends to obtain bread and canned 

goods.7 These privileges angered educated Africans, who considered them-

selves worthy of French citizenship.8

Importing food, and having the money and connections necessary to obtain 

it, were major issues, especially in a town as rife with shortages as Libreville. 

Imported ingredients and culinary styles became means of denoting social and 

cultural distinctions in the town. The incorporation of foreign tastes and the 

willingness of workers to demand rations made food a venue for raising com-

plaints about employers and the colonial state. Some townspeople, especial-

ly West African laborers or mixed-race townspeople, acted to guard their enti-

tlements to rice, meat, canned goods, and bread. The adoption of European 

foods also signified the mundane ways in which Libreville society participated 

in global innovations in consumption patterns. The colonial government, pri-

vate companies, and missionaries introduced new foods and eating practices 

to Gabonese people through work and school. Some Americans and Europeans 

believed changes in how and what one ate were part of the evolution from “prim-

itive” to “civilized” culture. Other foreigners were far more concerned with cut-

ting costs than with grandiose plans for remaking African society. In either case, 

inhabitants of Libreville did not simply abandon older foodways but selectively 

added and ignored foods and eating styles introduced from outside Gabon.

Imported Foods in Nineteenth-Century Libreville

As we have seen, the port of Libreville became a meeting place of different eat-

ing styles. French sailors, Catholic priests, and American pastors brought their 

tastes to the town. Barrels of flour, salted pork and fish, and small amounts of 

canned goods came to the Gabon Estuary from Europe.9 As early as 1849 flour, 

rice, and beans filled government warehouses.10 European foods did not keep 

well in Gabon. Imported cattle from Angola and West Africa rapidly fell victim 

to sleeping sickness.11 One observer recalled in 1850 seeing warehouse walls so 

riddled with holes that dogs made off with most of the colony’s supplies.12
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Despite such poor conditions some European foods entered the culinary 

repertoire of townspeople. Just as educated Mpongwe people followed the lat-

est European styles of fashion, they consumed imported foods. These first 

served as trade goods in a similar fashion to cloth, brandy, and other objects. 

Missionaries and officials often traded biscuits throughout the Gabon Estuary.13

In 1869 an American trader in Libreville offered a two-hundred-pound barrel 

of salted pork along with nails and wooden boards to Benga traders for rub-

ber.14 British and German pots and pans appeared in bridewealth payments 

by the 1860s.15

Employment and education had a culinary component that made its way into 

everyday life as well. The colonial government passed out rations to Catholic 

missionaries and their Gabonese staff.16 Salted fish from Angola and the 

North Atlantic became more common. Hard bread and beans long consumed 

on European vessels became another part of meals.17 Catholic and Protestant 

pastors fed students and workers a hodgepodge of imported and local dish-

es: manioc, beans, salted cod, and biscuits.18 Finally, European traders doled 

out foods with largesse. English tourist Mary Kingsley lauded English traders 

for giving ample rations and providing well-made houses to African employ-

ees.19 Mpongwe men at the Protestant mission concurred with Kingsley. One 

remarked in 1880 that British firms gave African agents beef, rice, biscuits, pre-

served meat in tins, coffee, sugar and “all that is fit to them.”20

Food consumption for missionaries and officials offered one way to influ-

ence African behavior. Foreign Christians in colonial Africa saw dress, drink-

ing, and marriage as parts of everyday African lives in need of reform.21 In some 

regions food became another arena of mediation between mission concerns 

and local beliefs. Nancy Rose Hunt has argued that the control of eating prac-

tices served as an object lesson on European domestic order and hygiene for 

supposedly backward Africans.22 She has called such beliefs part of a “knife-

and-fork” doctrine that pitted the supposed cannibalism of Africans against 

missionary domestic education.23 Mission educators in Libreville also taught 

students how to eat with forks, knives, and plates.24

Rather than focus on silverware alone, missionaries in Libreville consciously 

put in place a timed schedule of meals that contrasted greatly to local notions 

of time. Through the use of church bells mission students learned to eat at 

fixed times.25 American pastors proved particularly zealous in enforcing sched-

ules. When Robert Nassau found workers eating at work outside set times, he 
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threw their food away and smashed their plates.26 Nassau also fined and struck 

Africans for cooking their own food in the mission kitchen.27 Through such 

acts of discipline, Europeans hoped to instill values of orderly work habits in 

their students and laborers.

Mission education influenced the tastes of their students, but social con-

cerns also played a role. Such concerns were part and parcel of eating in many 

parts of the world outside Europe in the late nineteenth century.28 Some peo-

ple accepted imported food as part of a “civilized” lifestyle that denoted high 

status. Foreign food and nonalcoholic beverages also became a tangible sign 

of gentility. Mission-educated Africans by the turn of the century threw lavish 

parties where guests snacked on lemonade and cake; Mpongwe mistresses of 

European men developed a taste for desserts and pastries.29

Beef also became a luxury item. Few foreigners, let alone Africans, could get 

their hands on it.30 “Veal is so rare in the colony that one loses quickly a taste 

for it; butter and milk would be unknown if the importation of European con-

serves did not bring it,” one French doctor observed.31 Scarcity led to some bad 

behavior on the part of local residents. One French naval quartermaster around 

1890 charged with guarding the state-owned cattle herd illicitly sold beef to 

a Portuguese retailer until an African employee at the store informed on the 

officer.32 In 1898, on a day when beef was in short supply at market, a female 

Protestant mission employee sent a domestic servant to pick up two kilos of 

meat; her American minister and supervisor, incensed that the woman’s employ-

ee had beat his own servant to the store, commanded she give up her meat so 

it could instead grace his table.33 Eating beef was a sign of well-being in other 

ways. Mpongwe chiefs like Félix Adende Rapontchombo imported and raised 

small cattle herds between the 1870s and World War I, even though cattle had 

difficulty living in the Estuary.34 The cost of restocking a herd of cattle in the 

unfriendly confines of Libreville showed off the riches of a big man even more 

than a taste for high-priced meat purchased from a butcher.

Discussions of food often included concerns about the relative autonomy 

of town women. Imported meals became associated with Mpongwe female 

indolence. Some Mpongwe men blamed their inabilities in finding a marriage 

partner on mission education. Younger men grumbled to Catholic missionar-

ies in 1904, “How do you want me, my Father, to marry a Christian girl? She 

only wants to eat bread . . . She doesn’t know how to plant manioc.”35 Such talk 

reveals one aspect of male anxieties in town, but it was not entirely accurate. A 
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woman raised at the Protestant mission had trouble gardening after she was 

forced to live on her own, but Catholic schoolgirls did in fact work in mission 

fields.36 A French priest wrote that Mpongwe women preferred to buy food, even 

at the risk of famine, with wages earned by husbands or lovers.37 European mis-

sionaries and male urban residents thus criticized women by arguing that their 

independence sapped their ability to cook and grow food for families.

Food was not just a matter of presenting one’s own sense of “civilization” or 

a battleground over the proper role of wives, though—it also was a matter of 

survival. Given the shortcomings of Libreville’s food supply and that food pric-

es were high, it is little wonder residents added salted pork, bread, and other 

products to their diets. As early as the 1870s a British trader stated: “At present 

the natives of Gaboon and of many places to the southward of that place do 

not produce sufficient food for their own consumption, and are to a greater or 

lesser extent dependent on the importation of rice, biscuit, &c.”38 Foreign food 

was pricey. Robert Nassau, a minister who knew the Gulf of Guinea coast well 

from southern Cameroon to the Ogooué River, asserted in 1894 that Libreville 

had the highest prices for local and imported food in the region. Local scarcity 

and high customs fees made the cost of living hard on missionaries.39 Others 

echoed his sentiments.40 Cut off from an extensive and reliable food supply 

chain, townspeople became consumers instead of producers. Their privileged 

access to wage labor and commercial contacts allowed them to buy or acquire 

food—but this same position made food a source of friction between employ-

ers and their African staff.

African workers demanded that they deserved to be fed in similar fashion to 

Europeans. Rather than simply wishing to imitate Europeans out of a sense of 

insecurity, Mpongwe townspeople and West African contract laborers wanted 

equal treatment and salaries. Many of them drew from their own views of “civi-

lization” in their calls for access to foreign foods. Such discussions brought out 

contradictions in the European colonial project of transforming everyday life. 

Rather than successfully imposing their views of order on Africans, employ-

ers found themselves involved in labor disputes with workers who took foreign 

food as a sign of their value and education.

Rations, Salaries, and Labor, 1870–1914

Ration issues angered two African communities in particular in Libreville before 

World War I: laypeople associated with the American mission at Baraka and 
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migrant laborers from the Kru coast of Liberia. Gabonese pastors, artisans, and 

teachers felt that their American colleagues thought of them as slothful and 

corrupt because they did not always succeed in producing all the food need-

ed to support themselves. Their protests drew from a sense of respectability 

that American missionaries brusquely violated with impunity. Kru stevedores 

and sailors were illiterate, and so had to forgo petitions. Even so, Kru people 

ultimately were better than the Gabonese of Baraka mission at bargaining for 

better rations by hinting they would boycott the colony altogether unless they 

received the foods they usually ate at home.

American missionaries became the butt of criticism from their African staff 

over rations. Joseph Reading, stationed at Baraka in the 1880s, evokes in rich 

detail how workers were fed: “At eleven o’clock a single stroke of the bell calls 

each group of workman or colored mission family to come and get the provi-

sions for the day. There is no regular supply of native [provisions], and the mis-

sion must feed everyone in its employ except the mission family itself, which 

must buy its own food or go without!”41

Food distribution was itself an education for African students and workers. 

The bell marked the audible arrival of a Western model of measured time, and 

the weekly exchange also signified the paternal role of American ministers as 

bosses feeding their staff. This notion of reciprocity and mutual obligation did 

not sit well with the Americans of Baraka, even though they made rations part 

of the amount of goods paid as wages each month.

American pastors mocked the eating habits of their Mpongwe clients. They 

felt that their charges, tempted by the material trappings of Western clothes 

and objects, had fallen victim to the supposed vices of civilization. Mpongwe 

workers’ demands for aid and better rations only demonstrated their decadence. 

“Hunger will urge most people to work but women here sit beside the street and 

cry ‘Njanla,’ hunger, when they see one passing,” Walker wrote in 1881, “but they 

will not work or remit rum and tobacco for food.”42 Robert Nassau, who resid-

ed in Gabon almost forty years, voiced in his diary a common opinion about his 

flock. “As if the mission was to feed and clothe and bury all these idle people,” 

he wrote after being asked to aid with a funeral in 1895.43 A few female mission-

aries enjoyed coming to the aid of hungry and often elderly and infirm mem-

bers of the congregation, but these appear to have been exceptional cases.44

To Americans, Mpongwe converts and workers needed discipline rather than 

material aid.
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Laborers complained of unfair treatment over rations by condescending mis-

sionaries. An early and explosive example of discontent at the Libreville mis-

sion is cited in an 1873 letter by African-American ship pilot William Miller. 

Declaring there was no way to cook aboard ship and that the pots about the 

vessel were “not good to cook Swill in,” Miller bemoaned the fact that he had 

been given only a poor supply of rice for a three-week voyage.45 Disgusted by his 

treatment since he had to eat food given out as part of his salary, Miller decid-

ed to quit his job. He denounced this practice and lauded rations distributed on 

English ships: “I will tell you—one pound of beef, one and a quarter pound of 

pork a day which makes two and a quarter pounds of meat per day . . . [On an 

English ship] we have a Different bean codfish plumb pudding and Rice a day. 

The six pounds of beef 4 lbs. pork 5. lbs. bread and 19 of rice has had to last me 

almost four weeks. I will stand no more fooling.” The precise list of food and 

measurements marked a sense of self-worth; Miller believed himself worthy of 

better than the paltry amounts the mission provided. In his conclusion Miller 

blasted Bushnell for treating him like “a bush nigger” by assuming he would 

put up with such treatment.

Some skilled African workers shared Miller’s attitudes, but food became a 

contentious issue for two other reasons. Besides the fact that local food was hard 

to purchase at times, late nineteenth-century Libreville was a place where hard 

currency and barter coexisted. There was no clear break between exchange in 

goods and the use of money; rather, a bewildering amount of variations could 

appear in economic transactions between initial colonization and World War I. 

Catholic missionaries bought slaves and paid workers in a mix of French francs 

and assorted goods.46 Senegalese artisans and soldiers in 1890 received cash, 

rice, tobacco, and some items that would not often be on the shopping list of 

a practicing Muslim—namely brandy and salted bacon. Some Senegalese did 

have an inordinate taste for liquor, but others needed brandy and pork in order 

to buy fresh fish, palm oil, and bananas from vendors apparently not inter-

ested in money.47 Tobacco remained a standard medium of exchange in the 

rural Gabon Estuary even after World War I; British traveler Frederick Migeod 

in 1920 stocked up on tobacco leaves after being told they were a necessity in 

rural areas.48

African traders and workers thus had to calculate the value of goods and 

money for exchange to determine what would be the optimal mixture of pay-

ment. What makes the dietary showdown at Baraka intriguing is that one has 
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an opportunity to see how skilled Libreville workers compared payments in 

goods with payments in money. Africans wanted money. Missionaries who were 

extolling wage labor over slavery wanted to compensate their staff in goods 

alone. Debates over rations thus became a conflict over labor and the slow rise 

of French currency in the town economy.

Ntoko Truman recognized the discrepancy in food prices between the trad-

ing houses and their employers. The first Mpongwe pastor, Truman voiced his 

criticism of American missionaries’ racist attitudes. In very colorful language, 

he disapproved of the lack of respect he received from missionaries in 1880: 

“The Scriptures say the workman is worthy of his meat. The Gaboon mission say 

no food to be given people who work in the Mission ever since I joined with the 

mission here, next August will be 10 years and many times I have complained to 

the Mission about my ration but they all say no. I must buy my food myself.”49

Since the Americans refused to tell Africans how much the food they gave 

out as salary was actually worth in money, Truman asked that he receive his 

pay entirely in cash. Missionaries found Truman’s requests appalling and con-

sidered his assertion of his needs as proof of Mpongwe vanity. In July 1880 an 

American woman at Baraka mocked Truman for having the gall to ask that ser-

vants cook his food, just as they did for white Americans.50 William Walker, head 

of the mission, denigrated the Mpongwe in the very same summer. At Baraka, 

he reported, “food is easy here & laziness flourishes here like the growth of 

weeds & just as troublesome.”51

Truman, receiving no response from his immediate superiors, wrote to the 

head of the Presbyterian mission board in New York City demanding that the 

situation be changed. In his polemic he included many specific details regard-

ing rations and salaries.52 Americans forced Gabonese to buy their supplies 

and food from the mission storeroom for prices far higher than elsewhere in 

Libreville. For example, one pastor stated to Truman two bars of soap were equal 

to a “dollar” of goods or money when any customer could buy five bars of soap 

for a “dollar” at a store. When the African minister complained, Americans told 

him how Mpongwe people just wanted to eat and sleep without working or sug-

gested that he sell his own house to pay for food and necessities. Exasperated, 

Truman replied, “How can I sell the house when I live in it? It is the same as 

telling a man to sell his suit of clothes that he has on.” Again, rations are pre-

sented as an expression of the value of workers; traders understood this far 

better than did Protestant clergy. Truman’s remarks also show the actions of 
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skilled workers aware of their position as consumers in need of money and 

rations to feed them.

Truman had no luck winning over his bosses. Pastor Joseph Reading refused to 

pay Truman in money on the grounds that it was commonly used in Libreville.53

Truman struck back the following year by writing two angry missives to America, 

again decrying the high mission store prices. “Mr. Walker says what use for a 

black man to drink coffee and Tea,” the Mpongwe pastor wrote, “I thought he 

came to enlighten the place.”54 His discussion illustrates a central issue in the 

battle over rations. Protestant missionaries had come to Gabon ostensibly to 

“civilize” Africans through introducing evangelical Christianity and American 

etiquette. Even though African workers did adopt Western models of consump-

tion to the point of buying their food, missionaries still criticized educated 

Africans for their supposed weakness for the material trappings of Europe. Far 

from being unaware of this contradiction, Truman referred to it repeatedly.

By suffering so year after year that young man goes away to the factories 

to ask for work. He gets his salary and the factory feed him too. That is the 

reason the young man go away from the mission. If you have a dog and you 

give that dog enough to eat so there is no room in his stomach to hold any-

thing, that dog would not go. . . . Why, it is because there is no room in his 

stomach to hold anything. So it is about the mission and young men here 

in Gabon.55

Thus Truman asserted that Americans alienated potential converts and work-

ers by refusing to respect them as equals in conduct and in salary. Changing food 

tastes meant assimilation to Western, Christian mores; therefore Mpongwe 

men should have the same right to consume in a “civilized” manner as any 

American. He also asserted a counternarrative to the perpetual complaints of 

American Presbyterians that Christianity never could flourish among the world-

ly Mpongwe because of their weakness of character—instead, Truman illus-

trated how missionaries should not expect educated townspeople to be treated

like naïve and lazy children.

American missionaries remained firm in their refusals throughout the 1880s. 

Up until his death in 1894 Truman never relented in his requests for higher sal-

aries and free rations.56 Other Africans shared his views. James Patton, another 

Mpongwe employed by the mission, expressed his fury over treatment in a dia-

tribe against missionaries in 1888. He attacked missionaries’ presumptions of 
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their moral superiority over European traders: The missionaries “are nothing 

but a trader they do more than what the merchant trying to do. . . . See lots of 

money and goods you are sending to the Gaboon mission what are they doing 

with it. . . . the workmen in the yard cannot get their rashon [sic] rights.”57

Such outbursts present access to European imported foods as a sign of respect. 

A new form of poverty, familiar to the poor teeming in European cities, had 

come to Libreville.

In the end, as a result of these complaints, Americans at Baraka changed their 

position slightly regarding rations. They requested authorization to pay work-

ers only in money and to eliminate rations entirely in 1889.58 When Africans 

complained about the food question, missionaries trotted out their stock of 

clichés about the incurably lazy Mpongwe. Baraka head William Gault grew 

annoyed with his assistant Ovendo Lewis’s requests for food. “He demanded 

somewhat [more] when he found out how much his usual supply of rations cost 

him. But I told him that he was a man, and that I was tired of giving out food,” 

Gault stated in 1890.59 Rations thus became tied to missionary notions of mas-

culinity and self-sufficiency as well as labor.

This lack of cultural understanding helps explain the decision of the 

Presbyterians to move elsewhere. By the late 1890s American missionaries had 

swung their attention away from the thorny Libreville mission field for south-

ern Cameroon. Libreville had disappointed them. Due to the strong opposition 

of the French government to teaching in English, their schools were run by vis-

iting French and Swiss teachers.60 Furthermore, their inability to combat the 

influence of European traders or Euro-African sexual relationships made them 

consider Libreville a spiritual wasteland.61 “I most emphatically object to [being 

stationed] at Gaboon [Libreville]. . . . I couldn’t name a spot in America that has 

more Gospel privileges and less Gospel fruit than Gaboon,” one American mis-

sionary wrote in 1892.62 Presbyterian missionaries slowly moved out of Gabon 

and left the Baraka mission post vacant from the turn of the century onward. The 

Baraka mission was officially ceded to French Protestant missionaries in 1913, 

but Americans had largely abandoned the mission a decade earlier. Thus their 

attempts to monitor and control African workers rigidly ceased altogether.

One reason not brought up by irate missionaries for their lack of success 

was the ration problem. From Nassau’s obsession with the eating habits of day 

laborers to skirmishes with African pastors and artisans, the American con-

tingent’s neglect of reciprocity made negotiations over rations with townspeo-
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ple extremely divisive. Free townspeople who believed they deserved food at 

reasonable cost as a method of valuing their toil and to offset high food prices 

protested against the American Protestants. William Walker, Robert Nassau, 

and others viewed Mpongwe disenchantment as proof of their degeneration 

and character flaws. From the complaints registered, free people asserted that 

the Americans were ungenerous and thus unattractive as patrons. Catholic 

missionaries, by contrast, could better fulfill the expectations of patronage 

by offering food from their own fields.

Mission workers were not the only group in Libreville to make rations a seri-

ous issue for labor disputes. Kru workers in Gabon often protested regard-

ing their rations. They could not write voluminous letters or contact people 

outside of Gabon. Also, their demands differed somewhat from those of the 

African employees of the Protestant mission. Their methods of articulating their 

discontent ended up ultimately being more successful than those of workers 

at Baraka. Employers greatly valued their Kru staff and were willing to make 

compromises about rations to keep them satisfied.

From the scattered source materials available, it is evident that the composi-

tion of rations mattered most to Kru workers. Kru laborers had selective tastes; 

they abhorred plantains and manioc and received brandy, rice, salt, tobacco 

leaves, and salted fish or pork each day.63 Certain other foods prompted Kru 

anger. Around 1900 one Kruman told a Protestant missionary, “Milk be fit only 

for piccaninny, I no be picanniny.”64 Instead they wished to eat foods similar to 

those of their homeland. Furthermore, they lacked fields and family members 

to sustain them. Thus rations played a critical role in their everyday lives.

English writers Richard Burton and Winwood Reade, in their excursions to 

Libreville in 1862 and 1863, hired Kru workers to handle domestic chores and 

portage.65 Both men admired the work ethic of Krumen. While indulging in sup-

posedly scientific expeditions centered on hunting, Burton and Reade dragged 

Kru workers from southern Gabon to Equatorial Guinea. Reade noted that 

his Kru workers did not enjoy long travels and preferred to have regular food 

supplies.66 When Reade asked his Kru workers to travel with him to Corisco, a 

small island roughly on hundred miles away from Libreville, he received a rude 

response. One of his workers told him, “We no catch good chop [food] there. 

S’pose Kruman no chop fine, he no fit work there—for true.”67

This incident offers several points of interest regarding rations. Just as William 

Miller used food as a means of separating himself from Krumen, these workers 
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sought to distinguish themselves from other Africans through “chop.” Second, 

rations as well as wages were criteria for accepting work. Richard Burton ran into 

similar battles over rations.68 Twenty years later a French officer encountered 

similar skirmishes over rations with his Kru workers. “Over a minor question 

of food, did not my men want to assault me in broad daylight in Libreville?”69

For migrant contract laborers the issue was not a trifling luxury. Kru workers 

were willing to fight to ensure that they received their due in rice and brandy.

Commandants of Gabon, unable to attract Mpongwe workers to their ser-

vice for menial labor, knew well that they needed to treat Kru workers with care. 

Without the migrants, the administration suffered greatly from a severe lack 

of manpower. Determined to curry favor with skilled Kru workers, the French 

administration paid heed to Krumen complaints about their rations and treat-

ment. In the mid-1870s a small cohort of American, British, and German trad-

ers often tortured their Kru workers.70 Many times the men did not receive wag-

es or much food; one American trader did not feed his workers for months.71

Some came down with beriberi.72 In response Europeans would often be jailed 

and expelled from the colony. Commandants did not extend such protection 

to other laborers in town.

When the local administration tried to save money by feeding Krumen man-

ioc, the situation became difficult. A French naval captain assigned to recruit 

Kru workers in 1882 wrote to his superiors: “I was asked to promise that the 

Krumen be given rations of bread or rice instead of manioc. [They] complained 

about the food. ‘In the factories,’ they said, ‘we get rice and if the French gov-

ernment gives manioc, they will not get anymore Krumen anywhere on the 

coast.’”73

The captain added, given the fierce amount of opposition to manioc, that the 

commandant of Gabon should follow this request. Krumen workers threatened 

the French government just as they had threatened European traders.74 French 

officials thus generally ordered that rice be paid to their Kru staff.75

Krumen workers succeeded in pressuring their European employers to serve 

them rations that they actually wanted to eat. They used food consumption as a 

way of maintaining a separate identity from that of other Africans in Libreville. 

Their strategies were more successful than written appeals. Whereas mission 

workers could be replaced and remained in Libreville, Kru workers had more 

leverage.

European food supply policies differed greatly among various employers. 
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Foreign firms needed a stable workforce and thus were willing to pay more to 

keep workers satisfied. Colonial officials were willing to respect the rations of 

their workers. Protestant missionaries, on the other hand, tried to dictate food 

consumption patterns as part of the goal of creating hardworking Christian 

autonomous communities. Unlike missionaries determined to control the 

behavior of their workers, traders do not appear to have put restrictions on 

the eating habits of their labor force. Thus their ration distribution brought 

on less controversy.

Hard currency alone, rather than mixed payments including goods and food, 

became the main form of wages for work in Libreville. It is hard to determine 

exactly when this transition occurred. When the entire colony of French Congo 

faced financial ruin in the late 1890s the head of the colony suppressed rations 

for many African office workers and unskilled laborers employed by the gov-

ernment.76 It is harder to determine when private companies abandoned rations 

in town. As late as 1930 French business owners argued that the government 

should not mandate rations for their African staff in Libreville.77 By the 1940s 

only timber camps still provided workers with food.

Foreign foods continued to be a source of contention in the twentieth cen-

tury. During the famine years of the 1920s colonial officials brought in tons 

of rice to feed workers and townspeople. Advances in shipping meant more 

rice, beef, and other foodstuffs came into the port. Generations of children 

educated by missionaries become accustomed to eating beans, beef, and oth-

er European dishes. Furthermore, townspeople of means created new ways of 

receiving canned goods, flour, sugar, and other items by forming cooperatives. 

Even foreign cooking became a part of Libreville life, as young men worked 

as kitchen assistants. European officials and administrators complained, but 

imports proved much more reliable than the surrounding countryside in deliv-

ering food—and less costly than dubious state programs designed to further 

agriculture. When circumstances led administrators to limit access to foreign 

foods, townspeople took to the streets to uphold their entitlements.

The Advance of Foreign Food, 1920–1960

Townspeople in Gabon’s capital made foreign foods a key part of diets by the 

late decades of colonial rule. Libreville’s vulnerability to disruption of the indig-

enous food market, its connection to the French empire, and wage labor all 

made imported foods an attractive option. Especially for the affluent, standard 
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meals included dishes from Europe. However, such mainstays as salted fish 

and rice had their drawbacks, especially in times of war. Officials promoted 

foreign foods as a solution for the local food crisis rather than encouraging 

agriculture or building roads that could connect Libreville to the rest of the 

country. In the end imports were preferred by the government and by towns-

people to intensive agricultural development.

As described in chapter 4, famine swept through the Gabon Estuary repeatedly 

between 1914 and 1925. One reason for the crisis came with the sudden decline 

of foreign imports. Few ships came to the once-busy harbor. Metropolitan needs 

made potatoes, onions, and a host of other foodstuffs very difficult to bring to 

Libreville.78 Wartime troubles and the collapse of the Atlantic export econo-

my brought food shortages to a number of ports on the West African coast, so 

Libreville was just one of many towns experiencing a dearth.79 French and African 

troops returning from victory in southern Cameroon in 1916 also swallowed up 

most of the local food available, leading missionaries to serve rice.80

French companies, missionaries, and authorities decided to make import-

ed rice a de facto panacea for the town’s food supply problems. When French 

timber companies started to bring thousands of workers into the thinly-popu-

lated Estuary countryside, they resorted to rice. To offset the famine crisis the 

colonial administration purchased tons of rice and corn from the Ivory Coast, 

the Belgian Congo, and Indochina.81 During 1925 and 1926 alone, the colony 

of Gabon’s rice imports went from 600,000 to over four million kilograms.82

Father Julien Macé wrote to a colleague in France responsible for supplying 

Gabon: “I have more than 300 Fang stomachs to feed. Do you think two tons 

of rice will go far?”83 They neglected to recognize that man cannot live on rice 

alone. Beriberi cases had occasionally been diagnosed among troops stationed 

in Libreville before 1914, but the illness became a scourge when rice became 

the cornerstone of workers’ and soldiers’ diets.84

Timber camp workers in the Estuary succumbed to beriberi, especially before 

companies encouraged family members to live with their employees on the 

camps in the late 1920s. Several doctors declared that the poor quality and 

monotonous use of rice led to poor health among workers; out of 1,200 work-

ers at one camp, 155 suffered from beriberi by November 1921.85 As mentioned, 

when famine reached unprecedented levels in the fall of 1925, five men a day 

died at the giant Consortium timber concession on the Estuary south bank. The 

firm’s doctor believed that 40 percent of the 1,500-man workforce had either 
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beriberi or dysentery caused by the monotonous use of rice.86 Some workers in 

desperation raided villages as far as twenty kilometers away for food. On occa-

sion, workers drove villagers away from their own fields.87

Beriberi also plagued soldiers stationed at the Baraka military camp in 

Libreville. With no other foods but rice handed out, beriberi began to strike 

some African soldiers as early as 1918.88 Gabonese military men did not resign 

themselves to starvation. On the morning of 17 February 1923, French offi-

cers tossed twenty-seven Gabonese soldiers at the Baraka military camp in 

Libreville into jail when they refused to eat their ration. The soldiers, making 

up one fifth of the troops stationed in the town, declared that their rice when 

shelled equaled only half the amount they had been promised and was cov-

ered with mold.89 When a white officer tried to give them more food that eve-

ning, the prisoners grabbed plates, pots, and spades and tried to storm out of 

the camp. Despite attempts by loyal African soldiers to restrain the enraged 

and hungry troops, some escaped and fled toward the center of the capital. A 

French officer gave the order to aim an unloaded machine gun at the muti-

neers. The sight of the weapon “had the desired moral effect” and “brought 

calm immediately,” according to the garrison commander.90 On investigation 

many of the rebels were discovered to have been involved in another riot over 

food supply in 1921. Lieutenant Governor of Gabon Cadier wrote to his supe-

riors in Brazzaville on the incident expressing anxiety. “It is said the natives 

want to kill the whites,” Cadier warned.91

Rice led to tragedy for some in the era of crisis, but access to outside food sup-

plies was of vital importance for townspeople. Former students might look back 

in disgust at the piles of salted fish they ate at mission schools, as Gabonese 

politician Jean-Hilaire Aubame did in 1959.92 However, few townspeople were 

reported to have died from starvation. Townspeople of means could afford to 

buy food or could turn to others for aid. The hinterland around Libreville might 

have exhausted food supplies, but townspeople did not have to worry that the 

town’s warehouses and stores might be bereft of all sustenance after World 

War I ended and regular shipping resumed.

Some townspeople used their favored position with the administration unscru-

pulously to acquire food. Ouapa, a personal servant, asked his employer for a 

franc to buy some rice in February 1922. The Frenchman told him to clean the 

house. According to Ouapa, his employer then refused to pay up. Hungry, he 

took matters into his own hands, albeit with a false signature, by manipulat-
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ing standard shopping practices. Retail stores in Libreville accepted written 

agreements from Europeans and Africans in lieu of cash before World War II. 

The wily servant thus forged his employer’s signature on a note to buy a bag of 

rice.93 The temptation to take advantage of government connections may also 

have inspired other clerks and servants to acquire food for themselves or for 

sale, but only Ouapa’s case survives in the archives.

Privileged access to foreign food continued in Libreville after the local food 

supply networks had stabilized in the late 1920s, although the ability of house-

holds at different rungs of the social ladder to buy food varied significantly. 

For Mpongwe families, European and African foodways blended together, as 

attested by older people who grew up from the 1920s through World War II. Some 

Mpongwe joined a cooperative that included African and European veterans 

and state employees. Simone Saint-Dénis recalled that her father served wine 

and bread with most meals.94 Older men and women recalled eating canned 

foods, rice, and bread on a regular basis as children.95 Saint-Dénis and other

children with fathers who had previously served in the French military had 

access to European rations unavailable to other Africans.96 Military service and 

mission education also shaped meals and cooking in wealthy households. As 

a child, Luc-Marc Ivanga lived with his uncle, the noted politician François de 

Paul Vane. His uncle’s fervent Catholicism made its way to breakfast. Children 

at the Vane home rose at the sound of the morning Angelus prayer and followed 

European table manners.97 Their meals articulated a part of what informants 

called “our particular civilization.”98

Much as their ancestors had in the late nineteenth century, well-off families 

of mainly Mpongwe descent had eating habits that distinguished them from 

other Africans, and it cost them. A 1962 survey indicates that Mpongwe house-

holds paid the highest amount for food in Libreville.99 Their consumption of 

dairy products, wine, and canned goods greatly raised their costs. Elevated sal-

aries allowed these households in large part to continue their “civilized” tra-

dition of eating habits. Men often worked as accountants, interpreters, and 

commercial agents. Their high salaries allowed them to buy expensive imports 

much more easily than could most other Libreville residents. European men con-

tinued to take Mpongwe women as mistresses. These men generally expected 

their lovers to serve them European meals. Thus the distinctive eating habits

of Mpongwe came from many sources.

Less well-to-do residents also ate foreign foods. Fang residents in Libreville 
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who had once belonged to the army incorporated canned foods as well. The 

quality of such goods at times left much to be desired, but processed foods nev-

ertheless continued to make inroads. Fang workers in Libreville cracked open 

cans of corned beef for lunch in the 1930s, and even rural stores sold rice in 

the following decade.100 Rural farmers exchanged manioc, fish, and plantains 

with timber camps for rice, canned foods, and soap.101

The colonial government occasionally aided or impaired the ability of some 

townspeople to buy processed food. Mixed-race students came under more state 

surveillance during the Popular Front era of the 1930s. Colonial administrators 

decided to defend the interests of mixed-race Africans in Libreville, even when 

Mpongwe people did not treat métis as outcasts. At schools, children identified 

as mixed-race ate bread, beef, and other typical French fare rather than the sar-

dines and manioc passed out to other children. Some Mpongwe who lacked 

official recognition disliked their “African” diet. In December 1999 a seventy-

six-year-old mixed-race woman descended from Mpongwe clan leaders boast-

ed in an interview, “We ate meals worthy of the children of the king.”102 Her 

mother, grandmother, and aunts served typical dishes such as palm nut sauce 

and fish along with European foods. When served the typical school menu 

of sardines and manioc in the 1930s, she found the food revolting. Her grand-

mother on occasion brought her canned sausage that she could eat as a substitute. 

Food designated as “African” by missionaries did not satisfy her appetite.

During World War II what was at first a policy that made an impact only at 

schools became a source of contention for the entire town. The colonial govern-

ment decided to set up a strict ration policy along the lines of that during World 

War I. The liberalization of French citizenship laws modified the ways African 

subjects could purchase foods labeled as being primarily for European con-

sumption: flour, sugar, milk, and other foods. Until the 1930s it was extremely 

difficult for any African to attain French citizenship in Libreville, as practically 

no French fathers would legally recognize their children with Gabonese moth-

ers. A 1936 law allowed all mixed-race individuals the right to become French 

citizens regardless of the identity of their parents. Citizenship meant equali-

ty not only in law but also at the store. Older Libreville residents recalled that 

bread had become one food that only mixed-race Africans could easily obtain. 

Some remembered how friends and family members would get métis to pur-

chase baguettes for them. Citizenship thus provided entitlement.

Tensions developed over citizenship and the foods that came with it. Shortages 
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of imported foods during World War II compounded these concerns, as postal 

censors noted when they perused letters by townspeople.103 What constituted 

citizenship led to debate between some Africans and administrators. Perhaps to 

alleviate tensions over racial privilege, Governor-General Eboué altered ration 

law to allow educated Africans to obtain small amounts of flour, milk, and canned 

goods. Within a month of Eboué’s decision, state office employee Paul Nguema 

urged the governor of Gabon to give him a European ration card since he was an 

educated African and a state employee.104 Governor of Gabon Assier de Pompignan 

warned Eboué not to accept Nguema’s request, because others would clamor 

for similar rights.105 By trying to win over educated Africans through liberal 

ration laws, Eboué opened the door to a new series of disputes.

Africans from the Gold Coast and other English colonies also tried to gain 

European ration cards. Some had become British citizens and expected to receive 

the same ration cards as Europeans. In September 1944 local Libreville admin-

istrators refused to give them European status. Contacting the British consul 

in Libreville, these West Africans submitted their demands for ration cards to 

the governor-general in Brazzaville.106 Since no French equivalent existed to the 

British legal category of “British citizen, African by birth,” local French offi-

cials struggled to place British West Africans in their ration classifications.107

These battles over access to rations again assert how debates about citizenship 

could be voiced over food.

When the war ended and the timber business recovered, shortages of canned 

goods and other imported foodstuffs ended. However, the business of selling 

and importing canned goods, flour, rice, and other dishes rested in foreign 

hands. Townspeople tried briefly to continue to improve their ability to buy 

foreign foods by forming cooperatives in the late 1940s. Educated Africans 

with political aspirations, including Léon Mba and future Parti Démocratique 

Gabonais fixture Georges Damas, formed cooperatives instead of battling colo-

nial authorities to reduce prices.108 These organizations flickered into oblivion 

when African officials embezzled funds for cars and personal expenses.109 Few 

leaders, even when not tempted by Mammon, showed much economic insight. 

Four cooperatives built their stores next to one another in Glass; and their 

prices for rice and canned goods were 10 to 25 percent higher than at market or 

in European stores.110 The cooperative movement lost steam by the early 1950s, 

leaving European and Lebanese retailers in command of food imports.

One example of how local demand necessitated imports can be discerned in 
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the advance of bread. The colonial government, Catholic missionaries, and a 

few enterprising West Africans, as we have seen, set up bakeries in the late nine-

teenth century.111 Baguettes had become a common side dish in daily Libreville 

meals after World War I. One Catholic priest noted in 1935, “Everywhere there 

is bread, a thing [once] unknown to the Blacks.”112 René Pélisson’s bakery fur-

nished the town with most of its bread from the late 1920s to the mid-1960s. 

Pélisson’s store became a popular stopping point in the mornings for shoppers. 

People had to line up at Pélisson’s store in the morning in the center of town 

or else they often could not obtain any bread for the day.113 Not surprisingly, 

domestic servants of Europeans had the right to have a separate line and thus 

received bread ahead of regular African clients.114 The bakery long remained a 

meeting place due to its monopoly and dependability. During the coup attempt 

of 1964, the wife of U.S. Ambassador Arthur Darlington noted: “All business-

es may be closed, I thought, but there is one that will be open no matter what: 

Pélisson, the baker.”115 Bread’s popularity required flour from outside the coun-

try. By the 1950s bread was as much a part of Libreville life as manioc.

After World War II officials admitted that Libreville was becoming very depen-

dent on imports. A series of reports from 1948 fingered lazy African townspeo-

ple as the culprits who made the city so reliant on foreign goods. An inspector 

thundered: “[Libreville residents] have lost the taste for work and at all times 

agriculture is seen as degrading to them.”116 Yet he also recommended that 

potatoes and other foods be shipped in from France.117 Other inspectors not-

ed how European stores cashed in on the city’s growing population after 1940 

by selling more canned food.118 Over half the rice, dried fish, and canned tuna 

reaching Gabon came to Libreville; even if much of this went to timber camps, 

it still indicates how food shipments were a key factor in what Libreville peo-

ple ate.119 Foreign dishes requiring imported ingredients had become a sub-

stantial part of local diets.

Advances in transport and technology furthered the spread and availability 

of imports. Refrigerated boats could bring in French vegetables directly from 

France, for example.120 French-run industrial fishing outfits based in Pointe-

Noire supplemented the lackluster results of local fishing in the 1950s.121 Planes 

delivered cattle and meat directly from Chad.122 Imports could arrive far more 

quickly from Paris, Senegal, or elsewhere to Libreville than could food from 

much of Gabon itself. It is hardly a mystery that imports had become a major 

feature of Libreville diets as a result.
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The final decades of French rule consolidated the demand and supply of 

foreign foods into Libreville. The general shortcomings of local food supply, 

as revealed in the cataclysmic shortages of World War I and the 1920s, led 

European companies to treat rice and other imports as a vital stopgap mea-

sure as well as a reliable alternative to depending on local farming. The devel-

opment of wage labor positions for men and women brought an end to rations, 

but education and contact with Europeans continued to bring an influx to food 

into town. Advances in international shipping outpaced the intermittent and 

half-hearted efforts of the state government to connect the Gabonese capital 

with other parts of the colony. Finally, the addition of canned food, rice, and 

bread became one part of a range of practices that townspeople selectively drew 

from and blended together to form an urban community where sharp distinc-

tions between “African” and “European” cultures proved impossible to make. 

Personal choices to protect access to “European” foods went together with 

structural constraints created by European employers and the disinterest that 

colonial officials showed in promoting local food supply.

As of 2000, some experts estimate that more than 80 percent of food eaten 

in Gabon comes from outside the country. Such grim statistics have not yet 

placed the country, especially Libreville, in danger of famine. This dependence 

may finally be put in jeopardy by the decline of oil production and revenue, but 

Libreville’s hunger for foreign foods existed before a drop of petroleum left the 

country. Well before the rush of oil profits into the Gabonese economy, foreign 

ingredients entered Libreville culinary practices. Processed foods offered a par-

tial solution to offset the deficiencies of local food supply. European employers 

might dislike the need to introduce foreign foods, but in the end it was easier 

to order shipments of beans and flour than to ameliorate farming and fishing 

in Gabon. For missionaries seeking to remake local society in ways designed 

to make farmers out of townspeople, their use of imports unknowingly rein-

forced the determination of the Libreville African community to act as con-

sumers, buying rather than producing their daily sustenance. European reli-

gious and political authorities might have wanted to remake local society, but 

abetting the formation of an urban settlement dependent on foreign imports 

was not part of the plan.

The entrance of European dishes into Libreville diets shows how the incre-

mental growth of wage labor, improved communication, and the incorporation 



of imported merchandise into African social practices could have consequenc-

es that colonial officials and other Europeans had no intention of fostering. 

Townspeople acted in ways to promote imports. Some African residents of 

Libreville, taking advantage of their ability to work for Europeans, viewed for-

eign foods as valuable because they were part of salaries. Food became a means 

of forming patron-client ties and a tangible sign of worth that skilled Kru and 

Mpongwe workers demanded for themselves. Schools and employers also fos-

tered the adoption of foreign tastes and eating habits. The money economy, fur-

nishing material benefits far greater than mere farming could do, also made 

buying processed food appealing.

Mpongwe households borrowed wholesale from French culinary repertoires 

in their deliberate attempt to create an urban lifestyle that drew from European 

and indigenous sources. Eating cheese, beef, or rice became one way to distin-

guish a Libreville resident from Gabonese villagers. However, local concerns 

about status combined with practical worries about the availability of food. It 

would be easy enough to see wine and bread at a Libreville dinner table as a sign 

of French hegemony in Gabon. This facile reading would be a serious mistake. 

Libreville residents chose foreign foods in part thanks to the elevated prices 

and unstable supply of manioc, fish, and other “African” dishes. Unlike people 

in rural Gabon, inhabitants of Libreville by the early twentieth century could 

count on regular supplies of foreign foods, thanks to their ability to demand 

entitlements from Europeans. Foreign foods were more a victory for pragma-

tism than any desire by Libreville people to abandon older cultural practices.

The uneven integration of Libreville into local and international flows of 

communication can also be traced by the proliferation of imports. The town 

continued to be better connected to Atlantic and imperial lines of trade than to 

the rest of the colony. Its isolation from most of Gabon was painfully obvious 

when one could obtain food from Chad or Senegal faster than from Gabonese 

towns like Tchibanga and Oyem, even in the 1950s. This has remained true until 

today. Because of transport problems farmers in Medouneu, Fougamou, and 

much of Gabon still cannot count on selling food in the capital. Meanwhile 

planes and boats allow stores to stock canned sardines from Morocco, toma-

to paste from Ghana, and French cheese. Internal communication difficulties 

are thus one colonial legacy that Gabon has yet to overcome.
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6. Food Supply in Libreville, 1930–1960

Between 1930 and 1960 Libreville evolved from a small port town to an expand-

ing urban center. Through a slow process rife with complications the enclave 

developed ties with various parts of Gabon previously cut off from the town’s 

food market. New immigrant communities in the growing urban population 

improved and diversified the city’s food supply. Foreign foods found a home in 

local kitchens and restaurants. Rural men and women took advantage of the 

new political and economic setting by selling food to town in ways unthink-

able before the 1920s. By the Second World War state officials attempted to pro-

mote agriculture in a dialogue with African producers that did not always rely 

on force. Finally, advances in transport augmented food supplies from France 

and West and Central Africa.

In this context townspeople and rural producers continued to act to pro-

tect their interests. Libreville residents became even more divorced from pro-

duction than in the past. On the rare occasions when officials or rural people 

endangered their right to buy food freely, some residents rose up in protest, as 

during the 1920s. At the same time migrants from interior regions of Gabon 

farmed around the city itself. Not all townspeople escaped hunger, though. By 

the 1930s hunger was linked to insufficient access to wages and land.

While the situation progressed for the better in the short term, the city’s 
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present food supply problems began to take shape between 1930 and inde-

pendence. The expanded interaction between rural Estuary villages and town 

led more families to settle in the colonial capital. Government policies often 

articulated a profound distrust of Africans. Administrators preferred short-

lived and myopic interventions rather than addressing the ominous rise of the 

town population and the decline of opportunity in villages. Although the gov-

ernment made some tentative efforts to build roads, the capital still was cut 

off from areas known for their agricultural productivity. This foundation of 

mismanaged schemes set the tone for later Gabonese development programs 

after independence.

Change and Population Growth

Libreville’s population was expanding in size, and the upswing brought ben-

efits to the town’s food supply. A trickle of farmers from throughout the colo-

ny moved to the capital. A small minority of West African fishermen brought 

new technology and business innovations that improved fish supplies. While 

the colonial government did not encourage urban growth, few officials com-

plained about newcomers willing to sate the population’s growing appetite. 

On the other hand, major problems with the rural economy encouraged migra-

tion to Libreville.

The stock market crash of 1929 and the diminished fortunes of timber inspired 

a sizable number of former timber camp workers to live in the capital. Smaller 

timber camps went bankrupt.1 Larger firms that survived let workers go as a 

result of the crisis; the decline of manpower led to lowered profits for Fang vil-

lages that supplied timber camps with food.2 Many timber workers from central 

and southern Gabon, accompanied by family members, built homes along the 

length of the Estuary and began to farm for themselves.3 Visitors to the Estuary 

today find many villages populated by those of southern Gabonese descent.

Even after the timber industry recovered, some migrants decided to go to 

Libreville. Edouard Soumouma left the Consortium timber business in the early 

1950s once he discovered that he could double his monthly salary of eight hun-

dred cfa francs in Libreville without grueling twelve- or sixteen-hour shifts.4

Nzebi migrant Mabenga Gabriel left in 1959 for the capital after hearing that 

“too many people were killed” at the Consortium and elsewhere.5 Older Fang 

informants recalled moving to town as students or with relatives.6 Graduates of 

mission schools outside Libreville preferred to use their job skills in Libreville 
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than at home.7 Nze Ollome Evariste moved to the capital right before the Second 

World War thanks to Catholic priests recruiting catechists and students in 

Medouneu.8 Still others, like Nkoghe Bekale Joseph, came to work as domes-

tic servants or manual laborers.9

Fang villagers from the Estuary moved to the capital. Unlike other parts of 

Gabon, where the colonial regime resettled rural people in villages, Estuary 

Fang people moved to Libreville without coercion.10 Estuary settlements offered 

younger people little economic or educational opportunity. Guy Lasserre noted 

in 1958 the endemic poverty and poor purchasing power of Estuary villages.11

Without many options to enhance agricultural production, villagers slowly drift-

ed to the city rather than eke out a meager living. The Kango and Chinchoua 

subdivision populations dropped from more than nine thousand people to five 

thousand in the 1940s.12 An inability to find enough cash for taxes and gun-

powder led farmers to quit their fields. Elephants—“a veritable plague” on the 

south bank, according to one Frenchman in 1943—tore up plantations and 

inspired people to relocate closer to the capital.13 Medouneu villagers left their 

homes for Libreville by the hundreds in the early 1950s.14 During the Second 

World War the French government required villages to gather latex; artificial-

ly low prices and coercion led some to abandon their homes for a new urban 

life.15 Neighborhoods such as Lalala and Nkembo in Libreville gave men a sanc-

tuary from colonial authorities.16 Young people did not follow their older rela-

tives’ career choices to farm. By the 1970s Estuary villages had seen a dramatic 

loss of younger people.17

Women as well as men constructed homes and new lives in Libreville. Some, 

like Esa Meyo Alice, accompanied their mission-educated Fang husbands from 

remote Estuary settlements.18 Bella Eyeghe Marie-Therese, later of Donguila, 

became a Libreville resident in the late 1950s; her uncles sheltered her as 

she went to school.19 Some women fled to cities to escape marriages in rural 

areas. Ahinto Biye confessed to court officials in 1937 that she hid on the out-

skirts of Libreville to escape her husband.20 Officials jailed Bilogho, a young 

woman from northern Gabon, for abandoning her family and spouse to pros-

titute herself in the capital.21

The gender bias in food sales began to change. Food cultivation was an impor-

tant means of survival for women.22 Some, especially in Mpongwe families and 

those related to salaried male workers regardless of ethnicity, farmed sole-

ly for their large families.23 Other women traded food for money as the fam-
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ine years and interclan fighting came to an end. Longtime Atong Abé resident 

N’no Ndong Charles helped his aunt grow manioc for sale near Libreville at 

the Mont-Bouet market in the 1930s.24 A Fang woman, Mba Nkoghe Valerie, 

founded the Nkembo market during the Second World War by vending out-

side her house.25 Unfortunately, details are scarce on female traders; no records 

of food markets from the colonial periods survive, and few of my informants 

sold food at market.

Households grew food on the sites of contemporary neighborhoods such as 

Nzeng Ayong, Ozangué, and Mindoube. Informants laughed as they pointed out 

land now covered by tin-roofed shacks and said, “Before independence, that was 

the bush!” or “My mother had fields there.”26 Estuary Fang and Nzebi families liv-

ing in Atong Abé and Mont-Bouet, two predominantly Fang neighborhoods in the 

1930s, had fields on land presently occupied by the Cité de 12 Mars.27 Competition 

over land caused some discord. A few flare-ups arose between Estuary Fang new-

comers and established Mpongwe families in the 1930s and 1940s. State-appoint-

ed neighborhood chiefs encountered ferocious opposition when they tried col-

lecting taxes from people not of the same ethnic background.28 Officials ignored 

several petitions to expel from traditionally Mpongwe neighborhoods “foreign” 

Africans from the Gabonese interior and Estuary villages.29 Families with broad 

claims on territory had no luck eliciting state support.30

The bonds that food supply created between Mpongwe families and Fang 

farmers appeared in these debates. Louis Berre, the self-styled heir to Re-Dowé 

as “king” of Louis, dismissed Georges Ndongo from his post as chief of the 

Fang of Louis in late 1945.31 Ndongo spread tales that Berre had hired assas-

sins to kill Fang women at their fields and wrote that the Louis chief had cho-

sen another Fang man as his subordinate because the candidate bribed Berre 

with fish.32 As a result of this dispute, as well as the beating of a Fang man who 

unwisely chose to relieve himself on a Mpongwe family’s land, this festering 

strife boiled over into a serious dispute.33 Fang women retaliated by refusing to 

sell food to customers who could not speak their language.34 “If you couldn’t 

say ma zo na [Fang: I say that], they wouldn’t sell you anything,” Libreville res-

ident Pierre Bissang recalled.35 Mpongwe clerks working in European stores 

would not sell to Fang customers, and the Libreville commissioner of police 

jailed some Fang market vendors.36 The troubles subsided after several weeks. 

Though they might dislike one another, Estuary Fang and Mpongwe families 

needed one another as clients and patrons.
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Another group of newcomers improved food supply. Several hundred fish-

ermen and skilled workers from the Gold Coast, Togo, and Dahomey came to 

Libreville. Small numbers of artisans and jewelers from Accra and the Fante 

region of southern Ghana had been present in Libreville since the 1860s, but 

West African fishermen settled in the town in earnest only in the early 1930s. 

Michael Ocloo (1897–1971), a Gold Coast native, set up a small fishing business 

with some relatives in 1931.37 West Africans, dubbed “Popos” by local people, 

used large boats and European-style nets to catch tuna and other big fish as 

opposed to sardines.38 Soon afterward other Gold Coast and Dahomey fisher-

men arrived with their wives; the government happily supported West African 

entrepreneurs to recruit fishermen in their homelands.39 By the late 1950s several 

fishing firms employed well over one hundred foreign workers in Libreville.40

Nigerians entered the fish trade in earnest in the early 1950s. They first settled 

in the Cocobeach region after immigrating from Guinea and Cameroon. Like 

other West Africans, they used motorboats to catch several tons of fish.41 The 

Cocobeach administrator praised their efforts, noting that this small group sold 

more fish than the rest of the Mondah Bay region’s inhabitants. Some Mpongwe 

families in Glass invited Nigerian fishermen to settle in their village by 1955.42

Fang, Myene, and Séké fishing ventures rapidly declined in the face of better 

organized immigrant ventures. By the 1970s Nigerian immigrants controlled 

Estuary markets; today some rural Estuary communities are entirely depen-

dent on Nigerians for fish.43

With so many immigrants, the population of Libreville expanded. The number 

of people officially recognized as Libreville residents rose from 2,803 to 6,771 

between 1921 and 1938.44 After the Second World War the city quadrupled in 

size and the number of African residents rose over to 30,000 people by 1960.45

The town, though a major center for education and the colonial administra-

tion, did not have a voracious need for labor, which helps explain Libreville’s 

small size compared to other African cities.

Such increases had a positive short-term effect on food supply. Libreville 

after the 1920s yields evidence for Esther Boserup’s thesis that, contrary to 

Malthusian pessimism regarding population growth, increased population 

led to a diversification and expansion of food supply.46 Food shortages no lon-

ger appeared in colonial reports. Other than periodic outbreaks of beriberi in 

Estuary timber camps during the Great Depression, officials in the Estuary assert-

ed that Fang villages had no difficulty supplying the city and timber firms with 
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manioc, plantains, and other foods.47 Administrators congratulated one another 

for bettering conditions.48 Despite such optimism, obstacles continued to limit 

the ability of farmers to reach Libreville regularly. Famine no longer menaced 

the region, but townspeople still faced high prices and depended on a small and 

widely scattered rural population.49 Government interventions in rural society 

designed to aid food production did not greatly improve the situation.

State Impositions, Rural People, and Food Supply

Administrators in the last three decades of French rule had far more latitude in 

commanding Gabon Estuary villagers than their predecessors. Almost twenty 

years of dearth had radically altered social conditions and had limited the ability 

of hinterland communities to challenge the French state actively. Furthermore, 

the timber industry poured funds into the general budget. This elevated posi-

tion did not translate into effective or even coherent policies designed to further 

food production. Instead, a series of government programs related to agricul-

ture and authority sputtered between the Great Depression and the late 1950s. 

They embodied mixed attitudes toward Estuary people. Geographer Thomas 

Bassett has described three mentalities at work in state dealings with peasants 

in the Ivory Coast, which all appear in late colonial Libreville and the surround-

ing Estuary: a compulsory development discourse that assumed only force could 

make lazy Africans work, a rational choice model that assumed peasants would 

respond to economic benefits in a free market, and a paternalistic approach 

that used compulsory labor and free market incentives.50 These points describe 

the mixed and ad hoc approaches in Gabon.

Coercion had not worked well in the 1920s, but mere failure did not stop offi-

cials from relying on force. Chiefs continued to follow orders to collect food and 

set up communal fields. The decision to appoint chiefs who governed territory 

rather than individual clans was a radical change that administrators hoped 

would curb the chaotic infighting among Fang groups, allow for better surveil-

lance of scattered settlements, and promote better food supply. Chiefs contin-

ued to operate as agricultural entrepreneurs thanks to state patronage. Canton 

chiefs like Léon Mba supervised food sales for Libreville in the early 1930s.51

Few men could compete with chiefs in family size. Two canton chiefs had six 

and thirteen wives respectively in 1932.52 Ada Nkoghe Veronique’s father, the 

village chief of Nzamaligue between Ntoum and Donguila, had seven wives.53

In 1948 a census of households in the Libreville subdivision reported that 63 
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percent of the households were monogamous and only 11 percent of men had 

more than two wives.54 This labor provided chiefs with surplus manioc and 

plantains that could be sold in town or to timber camps.

Interestingly, Estuary Fang chiefs never could compare to the agricultural 

enterprises of Béti chiefs in southern Cameroon. Béti big men married tens or 

even hundreds of women in the 1920s and 1930s; these spouses then worked on 

cash crop and food crop plantains that fed the new colonial capital of Yaoundé.55

Even Félicien Endame Ndong, Kango Fang chief and a noted food supplier and 

powerbroker in the 1920s, could hardly claim to be the equal of his northern 

counterparts, though Béti and Fang spoke dialects of the same language and 

shared a common cultural heritage. What could account for this radical diver-

gence? The chaos of the 1920s, the low population of the Gabon Estuary, and 

the lack of land routes in Gabon account for the differences between the two 

regions. Cameroon to this day has a much stronger agricultural sector than 

Gabon.

The temptation to squeeze labor out of the Estuary was hard to resist dur-

ing World War II. Demand for food went down with the downturn of the tim-

ber business after the fall of France; even when companies tried to hang onto 

workers so as to resume production, chiefs reported in 1941 that they had more 

food to sell than the market could handle.56 Rubber for the war effort undid 

this early period of plenty. Villagers had to collect wild rubber at artificially low 

prices by the summer of 1943; production went up to almost twenty thousand 

kilograms in 1944, but the risk of famine climbed too.57 Forced labor details 

(corvées) also dragged men and women out of agriculture for weeks or per-

haps even months, and to make matters worse, road construction in unpopu-

lated areas meant workers could not get fish, meat, or sometimes even mani-

oc.58 Some rural village chiefs claimed that they could not gather enough men 

to collect any taxes because so many men had fled to Libreville to evade their 

forced labor obligations.59

The dry season, always a time of struggle, brought food shortages in the sum-

mer of 1944. Beginning in July postal censors started finding repeated references 

to hardship.60 Three Gabonese clerks excused themselves for being late to their 

offices in the following month on the grounds that their families had no food 

to eat and they had had to go to market.61 A letter intercepted by postal officials 

in the fall expressed bitterness: “Eating has become really difficult. . . . There 

is a famine and the leaders do not want to take note of it. . . . Rumor has it that 
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there is a possibility of even the price of fish going up again. You must be jok-

ing!”62 High prices and nearly empty markets continued through early 1945.63

Authorities commanded villagers to deliver more than ten thousand manioc 

batons a week to Libreville in February.64 Catholic priests also became frus-

trated when their suppliers of manioc and sardines had produce requisitioned 

by the police.65

At the same time the war did bring some collaboration between state offi-

cials and producers. Gold Coast immigrant Michel Ocloo convinced administra-

tors to raise fish prices, and on occasion administrators worked with Fang and 

Mpongwe notables to set prices.66 State-owned trucks hauled manioc and other 

foods from Ntoum and other settlements far from Libreville, but gasoline short-

ages put a damper on these operations.67 Other state policies, such as road con-

struction, brought results slightly more favorable to ordinary farmers, but they 

never went far enough to improve the supply woes of the city significantly.

A major problem for the government and farmers in the late colonial period 

was connecting the capital to the rest of the colony.68 The town depended on a 

relatively small and thinly populated region for food because no routes linked 

the capital to farmers elsewhere. Throughout the colonial period observers 

castigated the administration for the poor state of roads in Gabon.69 Before 

1930 only two paved roads existed, linking Libreville to the outlying villages of 

Sibang and Owendo. Africans and Europeans alike bewailed Libreville’s iso-

lation from other parts of Gabon.70 Woleu Ntem cultivators, known for their 

densely populated villages and cocoa production, shipped their produce through 

Cameroon. It took two weeks for trucks to struggle on poor roads from Woleu 

Ntem to Libreville during the Second World War.71 Farmers in the Ngounié and 

Nyanga provinces of southern Gabon had no way of reaching the capital dur-

ing the entire colonial period.

The situation improved slightly after the mid-1930s as the central government 

in Brazzaville demanded reforms.72 Officials commenced an ambitious road-

building program linking Lambaréné on the Ogooué River with Libreville.73

The construction project depended on men dragged out of villages by guards.74

These efforts continued during the war with projects aimed at linking Kango 

with the Woleu Ntem province to the north and Lambaréné to the south.75 After 

the Second World War colonial officials earmarked money for continued road 

construction to end Libreville’s isolation. However, these projects did not bring 

about radical improvements in roads. Local administrators often used funds 
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allocated to transport for other programs.76 One of the reasons for the govern-

ment’s inertia lay in the dominance of timber entrepreneurs. European compa-

nies supported only projects that tied their camps with the Gabon Estuary. Guy 

Lasserre noted in 1958 that as long as the timber firms did not support the con-

struction of better routes, much of the Estuary region had little hope of gain-

ing land access to town markets.77

Despite their vehement dislike of forced labor employed to maintain and con-

struct routes, Estuary villagers recognized the benefits of roads. Food suppliers 

could bring food to the capital from Kango and other villages in a single day by 

truck, whereas a trip on foot or by canoe had lasted several grueling days. However, 

farmers could not afford to buy cars. Timber companies and European retail-

ers used Ford trucks by the late 1920s, but the high price of motorized vehicles 

vastly exceeded the meager incomes of all but a handful of townspeople.78 Fang 

village chiefs asked the administration to purchase a truck so that villages far 

from the city could send produce to the Libreville market during Second World 

War.79 In a large meeting of Fang educated men dubbed the “Congrès Pahouin” 

in 1947, the group’s platform included requests for trucks and roads so that 

northern Gabonese farmers might reach Libreville.80 Administrators heeded 

these requests, but their responses often failed to bring lasting benefits to rural 

people and urban consumers. Just as roads attracted limited interest among 

government policymakers, agricultural development plans foundered.

State Development and Urban-Rural Food Trade

A milestone in Libreville food supply came in 1937. For the first time the French 

government in Gabon formed an agency designed to promote rural interests. 

The Société de Prévoyance Indigène (sip) created in each department of Gabon 

began with altruistic notions of aiding farmers.81 The sip fell far short in its 

efforts to ameliorate town food supply. One word describes most of the agency’s 

activities: incompetence. The history of the sip demonstrates how poorly con-

ceived programs paved the way for unsuccessful development projects after 

independence. Other plans to back agriculture in and around Libreville reveal 

similar woes.

The early days of the sip gave a hint of the troubles to come. Funding posed the 

first major obstacle for the association. The governor-general offered little aid 

and prohibited the agency from cutting timber for revenue. Thus the Estuary sip

required over twenty thousand people in the Estuary to pay “subscription fees” 
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of three francs each to keep the agency afloat.82 Colonial inspectors repeatedly 

attacked subdivision chiefs for squandering revenue allotted for the fledgling 

organization.83 During the war metropolitan funding for the sip ended, and the 

situation did not turn for the better after 1945. A drop in aid from Brazzaville 

due to budget problems in 1952 brought the agency’s work to a halt for several 

years.84 African representatives in the territorial assembly formed in the late 

1940s took the agency to task for waste and asked repeatedly for the elimina-

tion of the organization.85 Rather than pay for a new truck for the Estuary sip,

councilman Ange Obame preferred to do without the agency entirely.86

Colonial reports provide evidence to support the allegations of African poli-

ticians. Some of the sip programs, such as raising rabbits and introducing new 

strains of coffee, did not catch on with villagers.87 An inspector discovered in 

1949 that the sip chief in Kango had neglected practically every project planned 

in the previous year.88 Programs varied greatly. More ambitious officials, such 

as the District of Libreville sip director in the late 1940s, managed to supply the 

town market with ten tons of manioc per month.89 This effort was remarkable 

given the fact that the sip had no warehouse to store food and relied on a sin-

gle battered truck that broke down on a regular basis.90

Some of the sip’s best moments (and some of its worst) came from its role 

in transport. Farmers supported the agency when it permitted better access to 

market. During the war military vehicles moved foodstuffs from Sibang and 

Ntoum to Libreville.91 Improved communication to points north of Libreville 

allowed villagers to sell larger amounts of food; one official estimated in 1944 

that over half of the manioc consumed in Libreville came from Akok.92 Some 

villagers recalled trucks arriving early in the morning at Sibang in the 1950s to 

transport vendors and food to market.93

Despite these successes, sip schemes often ended in failure, as the disappoint-

ment of Medouneu illustrates. Agency members decided to use the fertile fields 

of Medouneu to grow potatoes and onions in 1939. This mountainous district, 

roughly two hundred kilometers from Libreville, was among the most diffi-

cult areas in Gabon to reach from Libreville due to the lack of roads. Medouneu 

tempted sip leaders in Libreville for several reasons. Its high elevation, rel-

atively cool climate, rich soils, and extended dry season make it promising 

for agriculture. Today the area is known for pineapples, sugar cane, potatoes, 

and a variety of other food crops. Roughly three thousand people lived within 

several hours of the village of Medouneu.94 Administrators lamented that res-
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idents had no economic opportunities for wage labor and had trouble paying 

taxes. Before the war government officials and missionaries rarely visited the 

scattered Fang villages in the region.95 Farmers found markets in neighboring 

Spanish Guinea far easier to reach than Libreville, since on foot they had to 

travel a month on rugged paths from Medouneu to Libreville and back.96 The 

high cost and time constraints made any Libreville-Medouneu venture unprof-

itable. sip policymakers thus hoped to solve both rural and urban problems 

with their scheme.

In late 1939 after the onset of the war, the administrator in charge of the 

Medouneu subdivision sent several convoys of potatoes to Mitzic in Woleu Ntem 

using African porters.97 After a small potato harvest, officials requested and 

received more seeds for planting.98 The project stagnated at first but slowly 

gained support from Africans. The high cost of porters able to bring the pota-

toes from Medouneu to Libreville cut deeply into potential profits.99 Skirmishes 

between Pétainist and Gaullist forces disrupted the colony in 1940, but the 

potato campaign resumed in 1941 as the war had cut the colony off from metro-

politan suppliers.100 After 1942 some Fang men took an active role in organiz-

ing this commerce. Planting potatoes required fields separated from manioc 

and plantains, and planters guarded these crops with care.101 Retired Libreville 

resident Nzue Essone Benoit recounted how his father set up convoys from 

Medouneu to Libreville.102 Nzue’s father ran a store in Medouneu that sold match-

es, soap, and various imported goods: he thus had the connections to organize 

caravans of porters.

Enterprising men struggled with transport. The caravans relied on villagers 

en route to feed them as they hiked rough trails and to furnish aid when porters 

broke legs on difficult jungle paths.103 Medouneu subdivision chief Loubet wor-

ried that the high number of porters needed to bring the produce to Libreville 

would drain the region of so many workers that fields would not be properly 

tended.104 Furthermore, the porters marched to Libreville without any supervi-

sion or set schedule; thus in many cases officials lost track of caravans en route 

to the city. Estuary administrator Roland Mercat overruled Loubet’s sugges-

tion to end the caravans.105

Few written sources indicate opposition to potato cultivation. Much as in the 

case of road construction, villagers seemed willing to supply the market if they 

received proper payment and aid from officials. Some Medouneu men wrote 

a letter to the Estuary administrator on the situation.106 Stating that porters 
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wasted time “having fun” en route to the capital and that men needed to stay 

home to watch over their rebellious wives, the authors asked that state trucks 

pick up the produce. Besides denoting male anxieties about migration, as well 

as the shadowy roles of women in farming, this document also presents the 

caravan organizers’ hopes of earning profits from potatoes.

Their aspirations ran aground on the chaotic realities of colonial rule. Officials 

had difficulty assessing both production and urban demand. The Estuary 

administrator developed a plan to have porters march for several days to the 

northern town of Oyem, where the government would provide trucks to move 

the potatoes to Libreville. Unfortunately the Estuary sip had sold off its lone 

vehicle.107 Muddy and ramshackle roads prevented companies from obtaining the 

potatoes later in the year, as did shortages of cars and gasoline.108 Private truck-

ers demanded two francs per kilo from farmers to haul potatoes to Libreville, 

and porters traveling on foot did not necessarily hand over the profits of sales 

in town.109

The poor planning of convoys became painfully obvious. Hundreds of porters 

continued to leave Medouneu for Libreville, and much of their harvest decayed 

due to tropical humidity since they took two weeks to arrive.110 Too much of a 

good thing led to bad results. In February 1944, the Medouneu subdivision chief 

sent a caravan of more than a thousand people carrying fifteen tons of potatoes 

to Libreville.111 Considering that the Woleu Ntem sip had sent four tons of pota-

toes at the same time, the colonial capital was awash in unwanted starch.112 No 

one had realized that few African townspeople cared for potatoes, and adminis-

trators found no takers for the Medouneu produce.113 The Estuary sip had previ-

ously agreed to buy all the potatoes. It spent its entire 1944 budget on the unex-

pected giant harvest, which ended up rotting away in Libreville warehouses.114

The program continued to the end of 1946 with some support from European 

consumers, but officials finally abandoned it as a costly debacle.115

A host of instances of shortsighted decisions and uneven funding appear in 

other agricultural projects. In southern Gabon around the town of Tchibanga, sip

experts promoted rice as a cash crop. The region produced over nine hundred tons 

by 1955, but the cost of airlifting the harvest to Libreville and Port-Gentil made 

local rice more expensive than imports from Southeast Asia.116 Besides coordina-

tion difficulties, another problem that marred government programs was colo-

nial skepticism regarding Gabonese people. Officials consulted a small number of 

chiefs and male townspeople but rarely trusted the advice of colonial subjects.
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Africans had little luck finding financial aid from the government. Officials 

denied the vast majority of requests for loans for hiring workers and buying 

capital equipment in the early 1940s.117 Typically, officials rejected loans for the 

reasons given by an agricultural official against a 1941 application: “We are not 

obliged to support natives . . . simply because they pretend to move a few shovels’ 

worth of dirt.”118 Rather than encourage farmers to hire workers, French offi-

cials continued to believe that small households could increase yields through 

greater productivity without technical improvements, better prices, or assis-

tance with transport. Gender and education inequities shaped aid packages as 

well. In the surviving records, no female applicants for aid appear at all.

African politicians hungry for votes were more generous than the sip. Léon 

Mba, once exiled as a threat to colonial order, became a favorite of the colonial 

administration in the mid-1950s as leader of the moderate Bloc Démocratique 

Gabonais (bdg) party. He sponsored food production ventures with an eye to 

shoring up his popularity. During his initial term in office he promised to give 

out gun authorization permits to farmers. As late as 1950 colonial officials lim-

ited permits for modern rifles to five per thousand Estuary residents.119 Many 

Africans demanded the right to obtain modern firearms to protect their fields 

from elephants, and in 1957 Léon Mba presented himself as their defender in 

this: “In my opinion, one should consider the interest that the majority of farm-

ers in the interior provinces have [to obtain] the possession of a firearm that 

is the best means of supplying meat to their families and especially to protect 

fields from the depredations of wild animals. . . . Thus, one should protect less 

the animals than men and their fields.”120

The Gabonese government gave out sixty gun permits in 1958; Estuary officials 

noted how wild animal populations diminished afterward.121 Unfortunately the 

lack of statistics on bush meat makes it impossible to note with any precision 

how much this increase in firearms reduced the local animal population.

Mba used agricultural and food supply interests to strengthen his bdg party, 

even if his plans did not accomplish much. Fishermen received state aid thanks 

to their handwritten requests to Mba in 1959 and 1960.122 After Mba became vice 

president in 1957 supporters urged their leader to give out firearms to Estuary 

south bank villages to weaken opposition party support in the region.123 In 

turn, Mba refused to cede gun permits to supporters of his rival Jean-Hilaire 

Aubame.124 Other reforms, such as moving the Mont-Bouet market away from 

his family home, served his own needs rather than those of urban consumers.125
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Despite limited efforts to build industrial chicken farms and doling out hoes 

and seeds to urban gardeners, Mba’s administration neglected food crop farm-

ing in the Estuary for Libreville.126

Food supply continues to be a subject that attracts much discussion but lit-

tle concrete action by the Gabonese government today. Roland Pourtier and 

Douglas Yates have both dissected the failure of the Gabonese government 

from the 1960s onward to turn revenue from oil and mineral wealth into last-

ing improvements for farmers.127 Economist Sven Wunder opines that Gabon 

is a happy example of how oil production can prevent deforestation but argues 

state disinterest in agriculture explains much about the miserable state of food 

production.128 Misappropriation of state funds designated for farming clearly 

did not originate after independence, as the case of the sip makes clear. Many 

Gabonese suspect that money allocated to agricultural projects is diverted by 

greedy members of the government bureaucracy. Roads to the Medouneu region 

from Libreville still have the reputation of being among the worst in the coun-

try. Some blame politics, since opposition parties have garnered favor in and 

around Medouneu since the 1960s. Agricultural research remains limited.

State officials rarely acted to support Estuary farmers or to encourage food pro-

duction in the last thirty years of colonial rule. Political independence brought 

little change to the tepid interest of state officials in food supply. Without ade-

quate funding and clear goals, late colonial development projects foundered in 

similar fashion to later programs under Mba and Omar Bongo. Based on this 

standing policy of neglect, it is little wonder that foreigners such as African 

producers in Cameroon came to dominate the local food market. Imports, as 

some officials already admitted in the late 1940s, allowed the government to 

ignore local farmers.129 Favorable developments in Estuary food production 

and the end of severe shortages permitted administrators to avoid confront-

ing structural supply problems.

Social Status and the Changing Face of Hunger 

Townspeople, unable to alter the effects of government policies on rural areas, con-

tinued to struggle for access to food in ways that reflected their disparate class and 

ethnic backgrounds. The need for wages to buy food became an everyday reality. 

Poor people for the first time turned directly to the colonial regime for relief. The 

ability of some Africans in the colonial capital to negotiate successfully with the 

government laid bare the growing differences between rich and poor in town.
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The world war brought on a series of protests. None was as heated as during 

the 1920s, in part because the colonial administration took complaints more 

seriously. On some occasions women marched in the footsteps of their fore-

runners in the 1920s. Officials decided in 1943 to close the market of Glass, a 

favorite shopping center for Mpongwe women searching for fish.130 This irked 

older women who wanted to buy fish, since they had to walk more than ten 

kilometers to the Sibang dock on the outskirts of town. The neighborhood’s 

residents did not stand idle. In a letter intercepted by colonial censors, clan 

leader Prince Félix Adende, a relative of the famed Asiga chief of the same name, 

described the affair to a friend:

Revolution, my dear. . . . The Glass women went to protest twice . . . at the 

Mayor’s Office. This made a sensation. . . . All the [clan] chiefs were summoned 

by the Mayor. That morning, the chiefs refused to present themselves [to the 

governor’s office]. At 2 pm, we went there anyway. . . . I suffered alone with 

Governor Servel, who spoke of the deportation of my brother Léon Mba, and 

the Mpongwes having written against him in 1937. . . . Finally we reached 

the point of our discussion. Our market was reopened, and you should have 

seen the parade of our women returning to Glass.131

To celebrate their victory Glass women held an ivanga dance the next day 

associated with the njembe power association.132 Older forms of political action 

worked hand in hand with formal negotiations with colonial administrators.

Townspeople again made letter writing a centerpiece of challenges to food 

policy. A trader from Dahomey accused administrators of favoritism for obtain-

ing fresh fish first rather than permitting free trade.133 Officials denied his alle-

gations.134 Pierre-Marie Akenda, appointed as a “native delegate” by the gover-

nor of Gabon, declared the administration guilty of organizing violent searches 

for vagabonds and decried the administration for allowing family members of 

French citizens to collect rations.135 One frustrated man complained that the 

government allowed “uncultured” people from the interior to slap around mar-

ket customers and steal fish.136

The government did not ignore these protests but instead investigated 

complaints. Beyond such major gaffes as the Medouneu potato program, admin-

istrators in the 1940s did manage to alleviate some concerns by allowing edu-

cated Africans a limited say in shaping food policies. The antagonism of towns-

people and the French government in the 1920s did not return save in isolated 
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moments. Such liberal attitudes appear to have been successful in appeasing 

educated people. After 1945 townspeople abandoned open protests on the food 

issue, yet some less fortunate residents went hungry.

Despite its small size, Libreville had a sizable group of impoverished residents 

without enough labor or money to escape want. Data on incomes, particular-

ly for those most deprived, are rare, but court records and relief demands offer 

glimpses of the world of the poor. Established families with enough land and 

labor had fields to support themselves even without high salaries from wage 

labor. Little competition over fields existed before 1960, but smaller house-

holds and single individuals did not fare well as they lacked the money or the 

hands to farm with ease.

Homeless people ran into major troubles obtaining access to food. The colo-

nial administration, fearful of the rise of a transient “floating population,” dis-

couraged homelessness by forcing Africans without a fixed residence to return 

to their original villages.137 This placed single men from the Gabonese interi-

or in difficult straits if they became unemployed. Several former timber camp 

workers or young migrants looking for work in Libreville depended on friends 

or relatives from their home region.138 Some vagabonds took desperate mea-

sures; police arrested a poor Fang man without a home for robbing a chicken 

coop in 1937.139 Prisoners from elsewhere released from the Libreville jail also 

had trouble finding food.140 Just as mentally ill transients in Libreville pilfer 

stores to survive today, a psychologically troubled man in 1937 tried stealing 

chickens to sate his hunger.141 With few kin or friends to aid them, these men 

lacked the means to obtain much food of any sort.

Physically handicapped and elderly town residents made up a part of Libreville’s 

poor. Laurence Retigat, a World War I veteran living in Libreville in the late 1930s, 

suffered from Parkinson’s disease. Since he could not work or farm, he relied on 

his elderly mother to eat.142 Other blind or handicapped people turned to sons 

or cousins for meals.143 Blind veteran Gabriel Antchoué lived off the charity of 

his neighbors.144 Some elderly people, even if illnesses did not prevent them 

from working or farming, still endured hardship. Vili men who had moved 

from Congo-Brazzaville in the 1880s and 1890s suffered in their old age. An 

aged Vili gardener in 1949 earned eight hundred cfa a month, barely enough to 

buy sardines and manioc on a regular basis.145 Widowed elderly women relying 

on small gardens could feed themselves, but starvation loomed if their health 

gave out. An official in 1944 asked his superior to reject an elderly African wid-
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ow’s demand for aid. “We find here at Libreville hundreds of people in the same 

situation, so I ask that you do not accept this request,” he noted.146

Younger women with many children encountered adversity. Oussaka Marthe, 

working as a maid for Europeans, requested aid from the colonial government as 

she had trouble supporting her six children.147 Women married to unemployed 

men tried to elicit state aid to make up for lost income.148 Pauline Assengone, a 

thirty-four-year-old widow with four young children, found that her single man-

ioc field did not furnish enough revenue or food to live on.149 Lalala neighbor-

hood leader Essono, having lost his parents at an early age, recalled his struggle 

to eat in Libreville in the late 1940s after the aunt who had taken him in died.150

Again the lack of kin support spelled trouble. Regardless of the total amount of 

food in town, this motley group of destitute people encountered hunger.

Unemployed and insolvent people had several options. Just as now, affluent 

households might choose to hand out manioc or plantains to their neighbors.151

If this option failed, some turned to the state after the mid-1930s. General de 

Gaulle created a fifty-thousand-franc fund to aid the needy of French Equatorial 

Africa in 1941; poorer Libreville residents, taking advantage of their European 

education often unavailable elsewhere in the colony, petitioned the governor 

of the colony with more than sixty requests for aid.152 Governor-General Félix 

Eboué refused to give out much money out of a fear that welfare might replace 

“traditional” forms of family support with state largesse.153 In this case some 

people with a good knowledge of French bureaucratic forms staved off want. 

Such opportunities rarely fell into the hands of the largely illiterate rural Estuary 

population.

As disadvantaged groups fought hunger by appealing for the government to 

intervene, wealthy families acted on some occasions to guard their privileged 

culinary tastes. The old ration system had long vanished by the 1930s. Most fam-

ilies grew some of the food they consumed at home. Several informants recall a 

small number of African restaurants in the 1950s, but eateries did not become 

common until after independence.154 Even so, the elite of Libreville took pride 

in buying rather than producing food and acted to protect these habits.

Much like their ancestors in the late nineteenth century, well-off families 

of mainly Mpongwe descent had eating habits that distinguished them from 

other Africans. Thanks to their high level of education men often worked as 

accountants, interpreters, and commercial agents. Their high salaries allowed 

them to buy expensive imports much more easily than most other Libreville 
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residents could do. European men continued to take Mpongwe women as mis-

tresses and generally expected their lovers to serve them European meals. Thus 

the distinctive eating habits of Mpongwe came from many sources.

First, as noted repeatedly by informants, these households did not sell food 

or farm a great deal. Although some older women did farm, they produced far 

less than Fang or Nzebi women living in town. According to a 1962 food con-

sumption survey, Mpongwe families produced little other than fruit from trees 

on their property.155 Apart from such fruit, the small number of women who 

continued to grow manioc and plantains diminished over time. Fishing was 

the only exception; a small number of Mpongwe men hauled in sardines for 

sale until the 1960s.156

Mpongwe women generally purchased their food at market. The specific 

organization of food shopping depended on the household. Children of mixed 

heritage on occasion lived with their European fathers. In these homes male 

domestic servants often purchased food and women rarely farmed.157 Although 

women in their twenties living with Europeans could expect financial sup-

port for food and clothing, they invariably moved into wage labor once their 

paramours left Gabon. While women escaped many agricultural duties, they 

were still expected to feed their families. In a typical Mpongwe household with 

large numbers of kin relations living in the same compound, wives or unmar-

ried women fed the entire household. By 1960 high-ranking Gabonese officials 

hired African male domestic servants to feed them.158

Affluent diets of the town elite required high salaries. Most Mpongwe men 

worked as office workers in trading firms, as state officials, and as independent 

entrepreneurs. They began their careers as low-level clerks and advanced from 

there. These positions offered income dramatically higher than other groups 

could earn. Mpongwe clerk Benoit Anghiley made 750 ff a month in 1930, at a 

time when manual laborers received between 200 and 400 ff a month.159 With 

the introduction of the cfa currency in 1945, inflation became a major prob-

lem. However, the discrepancy between the pay of clerks and manual workers 

remained very high. In the mid-1950s bank employees earned 25,000 cfa/month 

compared to laborers’ average wages of 4,000 cfa.160 Informants remember 

African timber entrepreneurs such as Jean-Rémy Issembé and Joseph Deemin 

as the first “millionaires” of Libreville and testified to their riches by recall-

ing their cars and large houses.161 European foods and later refrigerators too 

expensive for many families were within easy reach of these men.
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According to a 1962 survey Mpongwe households paid the highest amount 

for food in Libreville.162 Their consumption of diary products, wine, and canned 

goods greatly raised their costs. However, elevated salaries allowed these house-

holds in large part to continue their “civilized” tradition of European eating 

habits. Others did not have this luxury. Documenting household budgets of sin-

gle and married male workers in 1954, Guy Lasserre discovered that his infor-

mants paid 49 to 90 percent of their monthly salaries on food.163 Gabonese 

priest Jean-Baptiste Adiwa complained in 1946 of high prices and insufficient 

amounts of fish and bush meat.164 Several African officials and townspeople crit-

icized high prices at market in 1954.165 After the government apparently inter-

vened to keep prices stables, some rural producers tried a short-lived effort to 

organize a boycott.166

Between the extremes of poverty and plenty, many non-Mpongwe town 

residents still grew a substantial amount of food. Although much diversity 

existed among families, most households relied on women to grow food, accord-

ing to a 1962 survey. Family members brought in up to half the manioc eat-

en by families.167 Given the high expense of living in Libreville, low salaries 

made life hard for those without access to land and with low incomes. A Vili 

cook from southern Gabon who lost his fields paid half his salary to feed the 

seven people who lived with him in 1955.168 His plight points to growing con-

flict over land close to Libreville. Households settled in Libreville for a num-

ber of years had access to fields by virtue of previous land rights. New arrivals 

could settle far away from Libreville’s center to gain access to fields but paid 

the cost of being cut off from employment in the center of town.

Most of my informants outside the Mpongwe elite fell into this middle cat-

egory in the late colonial period. Women grew manioc for their families with 

occasional trips to market to sell or to buy certain foods.169 Some of N’no Ndong 

Charles’s male neighbors worked as clerks while his wife went to her fields in 

the late 1940s.170 Single men turned to relatives to supply them with manioc 

and fish.171 Few families were entirely self-sufficient, but access to land and 

labor appears to have been much better in the 1950s than in the aftermath of 

independence. As floods of migrants came to Libreville after 1960, the fields 

of once outlying neighborhoods became the sites of homes for newcomers. 

Poorer people without cars or close proximity to fertile land had little choice 

but to buy food.

By the late 1950s the foundation of Libreville’s present food consumption 
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the resources to buy their daily sustenance, not because of a general dearth 

of food. The food crisis had come to an end. Rural farmers might not receive 

much aid from the government, but townspeople could generally count on 

at least a chance for support. This contrast between rural and urban entitle-

ments would set the tone for postcolonial food supply. Estuary settlements could 

rarely count on steady aid for farming and transport in the late colonial and 

post-independence periods. Instead of viewing themselves as opposed to the 

state authorities, Mpongwe and other townspeople had become a somewhat 

restless but loyal community. However, this new sense of agreement did not 

ultimately solve the city’s growing need for food.

After 1930 the famines and chaos linked to early colonial rule finally dissipat-

ed. Increased numbers of producers, the expanded role of imports, the slow 

increase of road building, and less stringent state controls over food distribu-

tion ameliorated food supply issues. Despite such progress, structural problems 

lurked in the political and social fabric of town life that undermined the abili-

ty of Estuary suppliers to sate urban consumers. State officials did relatively lit-

tle to aid farmers. Fishermen and cultivators drifted to Libreville from the sur-

rounding countryside as opportunities for economic and social advancement 

declined. By the late 1950s urban migration from various parts of the colo-

ny increased dramatically, while the population of the Estuary region outside 

Libreville declined.

As wages became more crucial for purchasing food, wealthy and poor people 

largely abandoned food production. Prosperous Mpongwe households bought 

their food at market to continue their lifestyle of conspicuous consumption and 

guard their “civilized” identity. Indigent people begged for aid as they lost access 

to land and labor. Prices remained fairly high. On occasion wealthy townspeo-

ple protected their ability to purchase food freely through lobbying campaigns 

and marches similar to older protest movements. However, these manifesta-

tions failed to provoke radical changes in state policy. Thus the stage was set 

for foreign imports and distributors to take charge of the city’s food supply.
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7. European Culinary Practices in Colonial Libreville

Libreville today is a city full of eating opportunities. Vietnamese, self-pro-

claimed “African,” and French restaurants vie for wealthy patrons with meals 

that cost well over 20,000 cfa (nearly 50 U.S. dollars)—more than an average 

week’s salary for the majority of city residents. The marble-floored Meriden 

Re-Ndama hotel boasts French professional chefs, obnoxiously loud air-condi-

tioners, and buffets that only foreigners and the summit of the Gabonese elite 

can afford. Louis and Glass neighborhood bistros seeking out a foreign clien-

tele lack the excessive panache of the hotels, but they too can leave one’s wal-

let much lighter at the end of a meal. Indian, Cuban, and other ethnic cuisines 

favored in Europe cost almost as much as in the swanky hotels. In contrast, 

West African and Gabonese men eat at the rickety counters of the plethora of 

fast food restaurants known as “cafets.” Foreigners from Europe or America 

rarely frequent these eateries, although they offer dishes that cost less than a 

tenth the price of an entrée elsewhere.

Across the city European-style supermarkets such as Superglass or M’Bolo 

sell imported French vegetables for more than ten times the price of produce 

from Cameroon or Gabon itself. While commentators lament the rise of mon-

dialisation in Paris, French residents of Gabon pay for these reminders of the 

metropole. Americans must content themselves with one shop dubbed the 
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“American Store,” offering discount brand ketchup, dusty boxes of macaroni 

and cheese, and soda at exorbitant prices. Few Gabonese can afford to buy such 

luxuries. Instead they go to market stalls run by West African women. Lebanese, 

Mauritanian, Chinese, Senegalese, and Moroccan retailers sell canned goods 

in cramped stores sprinkled in every neighborhood. Although no formal segre-

gation existed in Libreville, a wide chasm divides African and European shop-

ping and eating.

Such a separation was not an invariable outcome of colonialism. One way 

to trace changes in the tenuous relationships between foreigners and indige-

nous people in Libreville is to examine how people prepared and ate their food. 

I follow Sidney Mintz’s contention that handling of food is not only a biolog-

ical activity but one that embodies social meanings, especially those of soli-

darity and difference.1 Lisa McNee has rightly noted that “food culture is the 

nexus for the creation of cultural identities, as well as local knowledges, and 

thus plays a role in the affirmation of proprietary claims to knowledge.”2 In 

the mid-nineteenth century Europeans and local Mpongwe people blended eat-

ing habits together. Through eating local foods and relying on African styles of 

preparation, Europeans appropriated elements of Mpongwe cultural practices

and knowledge. This mixture reflected the considerable influence of towns-

people in organizing the lived worlds they shared with foreigners. To trade 

and survive on the Gabon Estuary, newcomers had to accept indigenous culi-

nary repertoires.

Over the course of the early twentieth century, African and European culi-

nary traditions diverged. This evolution of foodways illustrates how the con-

junction of changing technology, understanding of race, and economic shifts 

impacted the relationship between Africans and Europeans in Libreville. As 

scholars have insisted elsewhere, racial discourses of difference and hybridity 

were extremely malleable in the colonial world, rather than unchanging bound-

aries distinguishing Africans from Europeans.3 Eating became one place where 

Europeans often struggled to limit the potential threat of African influences. 

Unfortunately, few historians of colonial encounters have paid attention to the 

ways in which food consumption might serve as a barometer of changing con-

ceptions of race and of performed racial and cultural identities.4

In Libreville much of the present division between culinary styles appeared 

after 1914. Unlike in colonial Vietnam, where French settlers avoided draw-

ing from local foods as much as they possibly could, Europeans in Libreville 
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pushed local foods out of their repasts only after World War I.5 Changing atti-

tudes toward race and hygiene brought about a stricter separation of meals 

and tastes. New forms of dining eliminated African influences, while tech-

nological advances allowed Europeans access to beef, vegetables, and fruit. 

Urban Gabonese lost much of their previous ability to shape the contours of 

European everyday life once French state and private interests weakened the 

autonomy of local people. Until the turn of the twentieth century African land-

lords could use as a bargaining tool their hospitality in feeding and housing 

visiting European strangers. Europeans in Libreville were in peril of hunger 

and had to contend with the threat of poison. Changing supply routes and atti-

tudes toward Africans undid this arrangement. The divergence of tastes reveals 

growing rifts between Europeans and Africans in the late colonial period; colons

preferred to keep African influences off their tables.

Domestic Labor and European Eating

Throughout the nineteenth century European residents of Libreville had to 

cope with culinary practices far removed from foodways in France. One French 

sailor expressed his dismay with eating in Libreville in April 1850. Mikiel, a 

French naval employee, berated his superiors at the French fort of Libreville 

for reducing him to making his meals in an abandoned shed. He harangued 

African guards sent by the quartermaster to put out his cooking fire. Enraged, 

Mikiel was reported to have menaced one unlucky soldier with a kettle. “Do 

not come near me or I will throw this boiling pot of water at your body. Tell 

your captain that when he gets me a cook or serves me himself, I will obey his 

orders,” he snarled.6

Others in the tiny garrison shared Mikiel’s frustration with food prepara-

tion and diet. Before the advent of steam, supply ships from Senegal and France 

took months to arrive. Naval officials ran into numerous problems feeding West 

African troops and French personnel. Barrels and boxes regularly arrived dam-

aged by humidity or full of worms.7 Warehouses for the next twenty years did 

not advance much beyond the poor state of affairs in the 1840s.8 Though the 

French administration became more firmly established in Libreville after the 

1870s, enlarging its fields and receiving imported food of better quality, prob-

lems with transport and conservation of foodstuffs persisted.9

Europeans had no choice but to adapt elements of local cuisine and the social 

meanings enacted and embodied in eating and cooking. Traders and adminis-



european culinary practices130

trators still had to rely on the good graces of the Mpongwe hosts, just as other 

visitors needed to curry favor with African coastal landlords in the heyday of 

the slave trade.10 Food preparation helped to define master-servant relations for 

local and foreign inhabitants of Libreville. Mikiel’s anger about sweating over an 

open fire reflected a common sense among visiting Frenchmen that they should 

not have to prepare meals. When French sailors and traders began to settle in 

Libreville, they almost invariably hired local men to cook for them.

Cooking in the mid-nineteenth century was truly a space on the “middle 

ground,” where African and European concerns and demands overlapped with-

out either being able to dominate the other. Africans could shape what French 

residents ate, and Europeans consumed their food in the same ways that free 

Mpongwe families did. Culinary practices opened up job opportunities for 

African men seeking to enter Atlantic commerce. Winwood Reade, eating at 

the Hatton and Cookson British trading post in Libreville, hired a Mpongwe 

man who had been a cook on English ships. The man had relied on his expertise 

in cooking for sailors to travel on the coast of Gabon and Equatorial Guinea.11

French and British traders expected to be served by Africans. Reade noted that 

traders taking their dinner at Hatton and Cookson each had an African servant 

stand at their beck and call.12 Many of these employees were slaves of African 

masters. André Nordick, a French officer stationed in Libreville, wrote: “At this 

time [1873], a slave was a domestic servant that received no wages and could be 

had if his former master was paid a few coins.”13 Some English traders beat their 

cooks in a manner as brutal as Mpongwe masters’ treatment of their slaves.14

Cheap domestic labor allowed European traders to live in similar fashion to 

Mpongwe clan leaders.

Few French in Libreville praised the efforts of male domestic servants, and 

they employed comments on cuisine as a way of keeping Africans in their place. 

One French commandant pitied his European subordinates whose African ser-

vants made them “sad and unhealthy meals.”15 A member of the Brazza expedi-

tion in 1885 groaned of his misfortune. “What of the Gabonese who do work? 8 

out of 10 call themselves cooks. But what horrible kitchen help! There are very 

few who can satisfy the most rudimentary needs of an employer. . . . As the 

supervisor of the mess, I found myself cooking our food,” he wrote.16 Maurice 

Briault derided his cook for boiling sardines in his coffee.17 As a means of 

maintaining strict racial and cultural divisions, Europeans mocked Africans 

for wearing Western clothes “incorrectly.”18 Taste in food became another area 
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where foreigners might forge cultural boundaries. Humor helped to establish 

boundaries that presented Europeans as common members of a superior cul-

ture regardless of class and national distinctions.

Among whites the few European and American women living in Libreville 

influenced white cooking. Although female missionaries such as Phoebe Ogden 

and Mère Louise of the Sisters of the Immaculate Conception lived in the Gabon 

Estuary for decades, many believed white women could not survive the tropi-

cal climate.19 Only missionary women and several female entrepreneurs served 

food, which put their culinary skills in great demand. Some American mission-

ary women in Libreville found themselves bound by prevailing gender hierar-

chies in the kitchen.20 One American Protestant woman wrote of her dismay at 

being expected to feed people at all hours.21 Soeur Saint-Charles, a popular nun 

who lived in Libreville for nearly a half century, began her career as a cook for 

her community.22 The handful of European women in Libreville outside mis-

sions had more alternatives to reap profits from their culinary skills. Madame 

Fischer, the Swiss widow of a French trader, ran a small restaurant in the early 

1860s. Burton claimed she saved more than sixty-five thousand francs in her 

seven-year stay in Libreville.23 From approximately 1875 through 1900 the wid-

ow of a French trader named Pecqueur ran an eatery much as Fischer had done. 

A partner of a French retail merchant, Pecqueur helped to supply the colony 

with imported foods from France.24

Europeans in Libreville did not shy away from African meals. Foreign res-

idents adopted local foods into their diets and ate on regular occasions with 

some Africans of high social status. In 1894 missionary Robert Nassau report-

ed that all Europeans ate plantains in Libreville.25 Catholic and Protestant mis-

sionaries dined with Mpongwe clan chiefs such as Rapontchombo and his son 

Félix.26 On evangelizing missions along the Estuary, pastors and priests ate man-

ioc in villages. More worldly men did not eschew nyembwe or Gabonese guests; 

French officers consumed food and rum at parties with African women in the 

1880s.27 Some, to the consternation of their superiors, inebriated themselves 

at weddings of their African employees, where food was undoubtedly served.28

Frenchmen with Mpongwe mistresses became close to their lovers’ families, 

and some social calls to African relatives included meals.29

As they shared repasts with Mpongwe townspeople, Europeans accepted 

common beliefs surrounding food. Poison and sorcery, long associated among 

Mpongwe people with food preparation, became a concern. Explorer Paul Du 



european culinary practices132

Chaillu brought his own pots on his travels out of his worry about the sup-

posed penchant of Africans for human meat.30 Few others worried about tasting 

human flesh, but they were not immune to other fears. Europeans fretted about 

ingesting danger just as Mpongwe masters wondered if some dangerous con-

coction might have been added to their meals. Anxieties about dependence on 

Africans also reinforced the power of landlords over Europeans. Besides dem-

onstrating the close ties between white and black residents, poison opened up 

spaces for political and legal negotiation.

Poison and Colonial Negotiations

Europeans who ate like local people had to contend with indigenous anxieties 

surrounding food consumption. Close social ties that crossed over racial bound-

aries in Libreville opened the way for rumors and fears to gain credence among 

Europeans. From the 1860s missionaries and officials noted accusations of poi-

soning. American pastors believed an African cook had placed lethal toxins in 

the meals of Captain Lawlin, the American trader who gave John Wilson the idea 

to set up a mission in the Gabon Estuary.31 A Kru worker supposedly tried to poi-

son a French officer in the following year.32 The boundaries between European 

“science” and African “superstition” became porous as missionaries and offi-

cials borrowed and remade stories about poison.33 Fears of racial and cultural 

mixing became a common theme within these tales—a theme that some, such 

as the njembe women and others, manipulated to their advantage.

European medicine in the late nineteenth century had difficulty discerning 

the exact causes of illness among Libreville residents, let alone whether illness 

derived from poison. Often missionaries and officers died during their first two 

years in Gabon.34 The transmission and causes of malaria, the most common 

scourge of European residents, were not clearly understood until late in the 

century.35 With high morbidity rates for Europeans and Africans in Libreville, 

investigations into the “true” cause of death often furnished no convincing 

answers. Seeing an African immigrant wracked by spasms in 1891, Nassau 

mused in his diary about the cause: “Epilepsy? Poison? Worms?”36 Despite com-

mon fears regarding poison, no commandant appears to have authorized autop-

sies before the early twentieth century.

Townspeople heard countless stories involving poison. Missionaries, who 

became de facto experts on toxins through their command of local languages, 

thought poison ran rampant through the port. Robert Milligan, stationed at 
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Libreville in the 1890s, commented in a typical passage on the subject: “Africa 

abounds with deadly poisons, and African wives frequently contract an unpleas-

ant habit of using them in the cooking pot.”37 Catholic missionaries retold sim-

ilar tales of vengeance.38 They also found Africans willing to describe having 

bewitched Europeans. Mpongwe women boasted to American pastors that they 

put love charms in their lovers’ dishes.39

Europeans gave credence to these rumors. Although European observers 

tried to separate “poison” from “superstition,” they recognized that local pop-

ulations had many toxins at their disposal.40 In the 1870s several French scien-

tists collected samples of poison used by Fang hunters in the Gabon Estuary.41

Robert Nassau summed up the problem by stating: “There are native poisons. 

This much I have to admit . . . but is rare [that] the proof of guilt is clear. . . . What 

I call a ‘poison’ is to them only another material form of a fetish power.”42 The 

ambiguity of poison leveled the playing field between foreigners and indige-

nous people—the French might have troops, but no commandant could silence 

the threat of toxins.

In light of the endless struggle by Europeans to set markers between them-

selves and Africans, poison stories served to articulate qualms over racial fears 

about the physical and social proximity to townspeople. Paul Barret, a doctor 

in Libreville in the late 1870s, remarked: “Poison, which can be placed traitor-

ously and kills without attracting attention, is the means of revenge that [is] 

most common [in Libreville]. Everyone fears his neighbor and has this fear 

right before his eyes. And come an accident, the defiance extends and terror-

izes Europeans themselves.”43

It is little wonder that poison worries flourished in a region where educat-

ed African townspeople challenged European hierarchies of race and gender. 

As the njembe incident described later in this chapter indicates, unease about 

poison sometimes explicitly articulated fears surrounding sexual relationships 

that crossed racial frontiers. A British tourist noted in 1920: “There died a very 

old Mpongwe woman who was not above suspicion [for poison] during her 

lifetime. Up to the last, she had preserved her good looks and had lived with 

many Europeans.”44 Just as sorcery fears among Africans denoted anxieties over 

status and slaves, European concerns about the overturning of gender and race 

conventions appeared in discussions of poison.

Some Africans employed these beliefs to frighten Europeans and gain lever-

age in quarrels. Around 1877 two German traders working for the Woermann 
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company in Libreville decided to investigate the activities of the secret pow-

er association njembe, open only to Mpongwe women.45 Their “native wives” 

and African friends refused to provide any information. Undaunted by this 

wall of silence, they managed one night to stumble upon a meeting of njem-

be women. When discovered, they fled back to their trading post after the 

women tried to seize them.

Njembe did not dare assault them, French policemen being within call; but 

next day word was sent by the society denouncing them both, laying a curse 

on them and plainly saying that they should die. If the threat had been by 

other means of death, these gentlemen would have laughed; but the wom-

en did not hesitate to add that they would poison the men in their food. 

This would have been entirely possible, even without collusion among the 

several men and boys who ranged from steward to cook and waiters as their 

household servants.

One of the Germans, the head manager of Woermann in Gabon, offered 

to pay a fine to the women through the auspices of his mistress. As she was a 

member of njembe herself, he soon settled the dispute by giving a payment to 

the organization.

However, the women had no mercy for the other clerk. As his health deterio-

rated, njembe members claimed they were killing him. His colleague agreed to 

pay a very large fine. The organization, “having demonstrated its power, stand-

ing victorious before the community,” claimed to have spared the man’s life. No 

legal proceedings were apparently raised during the affair. Nassau’s account 

does not furnish a shred of scientific evidence for the supposed poison. Yet the 

interdependence of Europeans and Africans in Libreville meant njembe could 

vanquish one of the most influential trading houses in Gabon.

Mpongwe men resorted to similar tactics in a dispute in 1883. A French trad-

er visiting the Libreville office of Hatton and Cookson shot twice in a fit of 

drunken rage a domestic servant of the store manager.46 Mr. Carlill, the man-

ager, barely rescued the Frenchmen from an angry mob. The commandant 

of Gabon recounted the incident to the minister of colonies: “The natives of 

Glass had a fetish (this is to say a reunion of chiefs and notables to discuss the 

affair) and the result was they warned Mr. Carlill that if the wounded black 

died, Carlill himself or his representative Mr. St. John would be killed by poi-

son or other means.”47
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The commandant sent six African guards and a white corporal to guard the 

store. Unable to guarantee his safety, the administration placed the Frenchman 

aboard a ship docked in the Estuary. The British firm agreed to pay fines to 

Mpongwe in the town; European authorities thus paid heed to poison threats.48

Carlill skipped town for Liverpool but never arrived in England. He died of fever 

on the voyage home. The doctors may have blamed malaria for his demise, yet 

some Hatton and Cookson traders believed such deaths were no mere acci-

dents. Behind every fever might be a fiendish poison.49

Officials and European visitors also accepted beliefs that foreign Africans 

such as Vili from the Loango region in Congo-Brazzaville were masters of poi-

son. Working as domestic servants and cooks in town, Vili men faced accusa-

tions from Mpongwe residents of Libreville. Some told English explorer Mary 

Kingsley in 1895 that Loango servants were “‘too much likely to be devils to be 

good too much’ and are undoubtedly given to poisoning which is an unpleas-

ant habit in a house servant.”50 In August 1905 via an autopsy, French author-

ities found a Loango cook guilty of poisoning another African.51 Ten years 

later another cook was executed for attempting to poison a French official.52

Senegalese marabouts, arriving with West African soldiers stationed in Gabon, 

also had a reputation for using poison.53

With autopsies being a rare occurrence, Europeans depended on the same 

rumors and hearsay that Africans used in reviewing poison cases. French offi-

cials arrested a man after a Vili cook named Tati claimed the suspect had “made 

medicine” against him around 1906.54 After Tati’s death the suspect admit-

ted that he had bewitched the victim but refused to explain how he had killed 

Tati. With such ambiguous evidence officials could not determine the differ-

ence between sorcery and “real” poison. The case of Andrew Ferguson shows 

how such ambiguity allowed Europeans as well as Africans a means of evad-

ing colonial authority.

French authorities charged British trader Andrew Ferguson with murdering 

his Loango cook at a trading post in the Gabon Estuary in late 1921.55 Ferguson, 

after a heavy drinking bout, shot his cook Guillaume Mafoungou and attempt-

ed to set his expiring body on fire. When Africans reported the crime to French 

authorities Ferguson declared that Mafoungou was a known practitioner of the 

occult and had put poison in his tea. Several African witnesses claimed Ferguson 

had been told that Guillaume was a “sorcerer,” but none could give any evi-

dence that the cook had actually committed any crime. The medical examin-
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er, in turn, could not state with certainty the cause of Ferguson’s illness or con-

firm the use of toxins. A French official, called to the stand, declared that local 

villagers commonly used poisons but could not shed any light on the case. The 

Ferguson case demonstrates the pervasiveness and obscurity of poison fears. 

In the end Ferguson’s attempt to use his poison defense to exonerate himself 

failed; he was jailed and exiled from Gabon.

Peter Geschiere, in his groundbreaking ethnography of witchcraft and pol-

itics in southern Cameroon, brings up issues that directly pertain to poison in 

colonial Libreville. “[Witchcraft beliefs] are representations that heavily empha-

size human action but that, at the same time, hide the actors and their acts from 

view,” he noted.56 Poison worked to explain a variety of events to Africans and 

Europeans. Geschiere also asserts that witchcraft plays on a shifting balance 

between secrecy and public performance: its power derives from the mysteries 

surrounding its workings and from public knowledge regarding their results.57

The same can be said for poison. Europeans, far from denying the power of 

sorcery, expressed an awareness of their own vulnerability through poison 

tales. The common social worlds that Africans and Europeans formed through 

everyday practices such as eating habits made Europeans active participants 

in sorcery and poison discussions.58 The introduction of local eating practices 

in daily life resulted in the selective spread of unwanted poison rumors. Such 

ties radically diminished after 1914, when changes eroded cross-racial social 

bonds that were replaced by increasingly fixed racial differences.

Separate Tables

The First World War had radically altered the economic playing field open to 

Africans in the Gabon Estuary. Timber camps largely controlled by Frenchmen 

replaced African independent cutters and brought an end to older trades in rub-

ber and ivory. New competition squeezed out local merchants. Europeans and 

West African petty merchants took over trade in most imported goods. Hausa 

traders, some arriving from the north as early as 1910, clearly controlled trade 

in clothes and many manufactured goods by the late 1920s.59 By the 1940s lists 

of permits at market reveal names common in Dahomey, Togo, and north-

ern Cameroon, with no Fang or Myene participants.60 Furthermore, import-

export stores such as Compagnie Française de l’Afrique Occidentale, Hatton 

and Cookson, and smaller businesses run by Frenchmen and a smattering of 

Lebanese greatly outnumbered local entrepreneurs in the consumer goods mar-
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ket by 1930.61 Few local people had the money to pay for licenses to trade.62 Prince 

Félix, a leading descendent of Félix Adende Rapontchombo, criticized the need 

to pay over twenty thousand cfa francs for an import-export permit in 1948.63

In this new economic climate, most city Africans lost out.

Racial lines became more deeply drawn between black and white after 1914, 

even if Libreville never lost entirely its older traditions of hospitality between 

Africans and Europeans. First, administrative policies that favored the accep-

tance of educated Africans fell into disfavor. French officials feared the agita-

tion of educated urban elites and abandoned earlier notions of assimilation.64

Increasingly concerned with hygiene, urban planners used racist arguments 

that associated Africans with filth and disease to call for racially divided 

cities.65 Europeans thus went to greater lengths to separate themselves from 

others. Libreville was unique in one respect of race relations. Unrestrained devel-

opment and local land claims had precluded any systematic policy of segrega-

tion. Although officials never implemented any formal plan to separate the city 

into European and African sections, more scrutiny was placed on relationships 

that crossed racial dividers. For example, the Euro-African relationships that 

had brought the town so much notoriety before the First World War became 

less publicly acceptable. Some authors claimed to French audiences that such 

affairs had become rare and were no longer respectable, even though any visi-

tor to Libreville could see that this supposed decline had never taken place.66

Attitudes toward gender had changed as officials in Paris called for white 

women to domesticate the colonial empire.67 Much as in Brazzaville, more wom-

en moved to Libreville after 1918.68 Between 1920 and 1940 the three hundred 

Europeans in Gabon’s capital included roughly seventy-five women.69 By the 

1950s geographer Guy Lasserre cited marriage as a major reason for the improved 

health of Europeans in the city.70 However, it would be a serious error to believe 

that Euro-African unions declined as white women entered town life. French 

timber entrepreneurs continued to celebrate their unions with townswomen, 

even though French women had also made a home in the Gabonese capital.

These trends left their mark on eating habits and domestic labor. African 

men no longer ate as often with whites. In a letter to Senator Boisneuf, a mem-

ber of League of the Rights of Man asserted that he was the only person of 

color allowed into European restaurants.71 Another critic of colonial policies in 

the early 1920s attacked the rise of social distance between blacks and whites. 

The anonymous writer remarked: “In 1885, the two elements were friendly to 
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each other. The white worker and the black worker walked together, drank and 

ate together at the same table. Was it not the time of the real ‘entente cordia-

le?’ Now, in our time . . . our Frenchmen apply against the blacks the inhumane 

lynch law enforced in America.”72

While perhaps idealizing race relations in the late nineteenth century, the 

statement does accurately note a sea change in European eating habits and social 

behavior in Libreville. By the 1940s no Gabonese men could sit in a European 

eating establishment.73 Given the longstanding favoritism of French officials 

toward African women, it was much easier for female Libreville residents to eat 

where they pleased. Gabonese mistresses sat in the same clubs as their French 

lovers in the timber business.74 However, even with women, race influenced culi-

nary habits. Mistresses of several European men in autobiographical novels of 

colonial Gabon ate dessert with their lovers but took their meals in their own 

homes.75 Considering that Europeans had no restrictions placed on their pur-

chase of food during the era of famines, it would not be surprising if educated 

Africans saw food distribution policies as a visible sign of white supremacy.

Unlike their predecessors, Europeans in Libreville after the First World War 

had the option of avoiding African foods if they so wished. Advances in trans-

port from the 1920s allowed European staples to arrive faster than in the past. 

Regular visits by steamers ensured the supply of cheese, flour, canned goods, 

and vegetables. No matter how much famine scoured the Gabonese country-

side, Europeans could avoid starvation themselves, even well away from the 

capital. A Frenchman fondly recalling his days as a trader in central Gabon 

in the mid-1920s waxed nostalgic about his meals, a medley of hunting victo-

ries, local fruits, and iron-flavored sardines, cassoulets, and sausages.76 Whether 

the colonial hunger for canned foods was one factor in the slow acceptance of 

canned goods in metropolitan France is a question that has not yet been consid-

ered.77 There was no mystery about how colonial power and food came together

in the Estuary, though. At timber camps where malnutrition killed off scores 

of Gabonese workers, European managers selected from choice cuts of lamb, 

beef, and chicken.78

French mastery over hunger was matched by their control over animals. 

Europeans could afford to purchase permits for guns without the hurdles the 

vast majority of Gabonese faced, and so hunting big game brought meat to 

the table. Perhaps the Europeans of Libreville ate even more bush meat than 

Africans, considering that more than sixty elderly residents in Libreville report-
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ed a paucity of wild animals sold at market before independence. The town’s 

isolation from the rest of the colony, the government’s firm limits on African 

gun ownership before the 1950s, and the ready market for meat at timber camps 

outside Libreville meant hunters had a better market closer to wild animals. 

Besides testing their virility, French hunters could also take on the role of benev-

olent fathers. Some French expatriates boasted that they fed their workers by 

hunting.79

Retail companies ordered foods primarily for Europeans, and red meat was 

one of the more choice supplies that they delivered. Boats and planes delivered 

cattle mainly for European consumption in Libreville.80 Beef remained expensive 

but became a more common item on European menus. While many older African 

residents recalled the site of the butcher shop now occupied by the Lalala mar-

ket, practically none could afford beef. Officials in the 1940s grumbled that 

high prices for cattle limited the African market for steak.81

The ingredients of meals consumed by Europeans changed over time, but 

anxieties did not. The hostility to manual labor shared by many townspeople 

of high social rank continued regardless of race. Practically no European resi-

dents save Catholic missionaries cultivated food. Before 1945 only a handful of 

Europeans took up commercial fishing. Police regarded these small operators 

with disdain. When a French former government employee asked for aid to grow 

vegetables and to fish, colonial administrators refused to allow him to stay in 

the colony.82 Instead of supporting his efforts, the chief of the Estuary region 

noted: “His financial position is always precarious. This European, installed 

miserably at Nomba, lives off the sale of his garden produce and fishing.”83 When 

several European residents of Libreville struggled to recruit workers for their 

fishing company, the administration refused to intercede on their behalf.84 A 

Hungarian sailor led a fruitless four-year quest to gain government support for 

his fishing venture. Police reports described him as a “poor wreck” who “lived 

like an African.”85 Much like wealthy Mpongwe families who scorned agricul-

ture, among whites the maintenance of respectable European identity preclud-

ed small-scale farming or fishing for a living.

Separate foodways continued to develop within the French settler population 

after 1945, as the European population of Libreville rose dramatically. By the 

mid-1950s some 1,500 Europeans lived in the rapidly expanding town of almost 

20,000 people.86 The vast majority of these newcomers came from France. With 

enough money to purchase refrigerators and hire large numbers of African 
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domestic servants, Europeans could eat like households in France.87 Pâté, fro-

zen meat, and fruits and vegetables from South Africa and France poured into 

the city. French administrators recommended importing European vegetables 

rather than trying to grow them in Gabon.88 “Appreciating a refreshing papaya,

savoring an avocado in vinaigrette as an appetizer or very rarely asking the cook 

to prepare a chicken in nyembwe sauce in palm oil are the only tropical fantasies 

of European menus,” Guy Lasserre noted.89 Much as today, this cuisine left its 

mark in expatriate wallets. Over half of European expenses in the city went to 

food and drink in 1959.90

Food and meals became closely linked to a style of settler life in which Gabonese 

featured only as servants. Two hotels, La Résidence and Hôtel Central, served 

as restaurants and gourmet stores in the 1950s. White-jacketed and gloved 

waiters served English journalist Russell Warren Howe a thirty-course dinner 

when he ate with the English consul.91 The local official daily bulletin, Agence 

France Press, advertised Bréton and Basque meals for 750 cfa.92 The average 

monthly salary of African domestic servants and laborers in Libreville, by con-

trast, was between 3,000 and 6,000 cfa.93 Hotels sold expensive sausages and 

various wines and cheeses from France. Besides the public display of wealth 

through lavish meals, French society revolved around a series of private din-

ners and parties. As in many other colonial locales, such occasions served to 

unite Europeans in Libreville through leisure.94

The French outside the safe confines of the city could not often taste the 

good life in the late colonial era. They still had to eat what Africans provided. 

Some French settlers, especially missionaries and self-styled eccentrics, con-

sumed local foods. Missionary Marcel Lefebvre, the future doyen of tradition-

alist Catholicism, ran the St. Jean seminary in Libreville in the 1930s. A Fang 

student laughed as he watched Lefebvre chew some manioc; the priest replied 

that his pupil would not last long in school.95 French timber apparatchik turned 

big game hunter Georges Trial asserted his nonconformity by requiring that 

his European guests eat nyembwe at dinner.96 Trial, obsessed with proving he 

had the heart of a true “primitive,” adored a fine meal of nyembwe and claimed 

that n’tchivo fish was as tasty as cooked bass. Culinary practices provided one 

element of lifestyles Europeans constructed to claim fluency in African as well 

as European ways.

Others exhibited the same paranoia about food that European residents had 

shown before World War I. A French plantation manager in Kango worried 
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that a spiteful Mpongwe woman had slipped cat whiskers into the dinner of 

a French acquaintance after he abandoned his plans to marry her. The sharp 

ends of the whiskers had supposedly destroyed his intestines.97 Other European 

poison tales demonized hired help as well as African lovers. A settler penned a 

novel in the 1930s involving a fiendish Gabonese man, a former circus clown 

corrupted by a stay in Paris, who on his return to Libreville toadied up to a 

heroic timber camp manager. The duplicitous veteran of the circus became 

the unwary man’s cook and then bought a potion from a sorcerer designed to 

kill his employer. The Frenchman barely survived ingesting a soup full of ven-

om at his remote concession.98 Male African auxiliaries could be as two-faced 

in the settler imaginary as bitter mistresses. Even though talk of venom still 

colored local gossip, expatriates in Libreville itself could find them entertain-

ing without having to take them seriously, as the following experiences of the 

wife of the first American ambassador to Gabon indicate.

Madame Darlington’s Account of High Dining

The formation of separate European and African styles of eating by the time 

of independence is made clear in the writing of Alice Darlington, the wife of 

the first American ambassador in Gabon. She recorded her domestic experi-

ences as an active participant in high dining in the early 1960s. She found daily 

shopping a tedious chore. “Everything we ate, with the exception of avocados, 

pineapples and bananas, was imported from France, Chad or Cameroon,” she 

grumbled.99 As a privileged but novice member of a small expatriate commu-

nity, Darlington had to learn the unwritten codes of eating and shopping in 

Libreville at the end of colonial rule. Describing her multiple roles as a popu-

lar guest and a manager of a small staff of servants, her autobiography exposes 

many of the town’s culinary conventions left out of the archival record.

First she had to learn to buy food. “Altogether shopping was a most frustrat-

ing experience,” she noted.100 While most French households left shopping to 

servants, Darlington took her basket to market, but her lack of “inside connec-

tions” limited her choices. Until she discovered that French families reserved 

advance orders of imported food, Madame Darlington had to sort through 

scraps of vegetables once European retailers opened their doors.101 Good fish 

required cultural capital. Before her husband made a private arrangement with 

a French fishing company, she bemoaned waiting in line with several hundred 

Gabonese women.102 The limited qualities of many common staples pestered 
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her shopping days. Sugar, rice, and potatoes vanished from the town for weeks. 

Storekeepers at the four main European retailers dispensed with politeness 

and, in Darlington’s words, “a ruder lot I never saw.”103

Shopping woes notwithstanding, Madame Darlington became a familiar 

sight on the Libreville social circuit. Only a few Gabonese ministers offered 

lavish parties. French residents hosted a barrage of dinners and cocktail hours 

with few Africans present.104 Even at events hosted by President Léon Mba’s 

wife Pauline, French and Gabonese guests tended to fraternize along racial 

lines.105 Besides the survival of a separate white identity among Libreville resi-

dents, the lack of educated Gabonese women meant that few who were not from 

Libreville were accustomed to socializing with whites or to European eating 

habits. Pauline lamented to Darlington her lack of experience with European 

table manners. “But you always have known how to use a knife and fork. You 

had parents to teach you when you were young. Here, at my age, I have to learn 

how to do this,” she said.106 Mpongwe households accustomed to sending their 

children to France did not share Mba’s predicament.107

Darlington’s own efforts to enter the social scene had mixed results. Like 

most white employers, she found many “troubles” thanks to the unfamiliari-

ty of her domestic servants with dining conventions. She claimed her cook and 

servants, mainly Téké from eastern Gabon, fumbled through meals.108 Their 

mishaps furnished European residents a chance to display their supposed cul-

tural superiority over Africans in the city. After one servant overcooked a beef 

dish, a guest reassured Darlington that these events took place everywhere in 

Africa.109 These stories worked to underline distinctions between herself and 

her staff, just as French residents had separated themselves from their hired 

help in the past.

Conversations about poison persisted in this period, even for someone as 

privileged as Darlington. One cook accused Darlington’s female Mpongwe 

secretary of bewitching others in the household; another warned his employer 

that a cook had cast a “fetish” on her to prevent her from firing him.110 Unlike 

Europeans in the nineteenth century, however, Darlington found these sto-

ries amusing rather than possible sources of alarm. By the time of her stay in 

Libreville the power of officials and expatriates to shape everyday life had elimi-

nated older arenas of negotiation and conflict associated with food. Technology 

had removed the leverage of earlier generations of Mpongwe people as the main 
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suppliers of food to Europeans. With the establishment of French settler cui-

sine, what could have been the source of real fear in the late nineteenth centu-

ry had become merely a colorful anecdote.

Darlington’s experiences give no indication of the survival of older culinary 

practices that had flourished in the late nineteenth century. Other commenta-

tors noted the relative remoteness of Europeans from the surrounding African 

population during the dusk of colonialism in Libreville.111 While independence 

brought numbers of mission-educated Africans into positions of power, and 

formal segregation vanished, few Africans in Libreville could or can afford to 

import French champagne or hire domestic servants. Oil profits allow a few 

Africans to partake in the expensive meals available to wealthy expatriates, 

but the vast majority of city dwellers remain excluded from European styles 

of eating.

While the strict racial segregation that divided European and African dining 

habits no longer exists in Libreville, many of the elements of separation and 

social distance continue to appear. Few African families can afford to dine 

at Le Bacchus or other gourmet restaurants in Louis and Glass. International 

chains of hotels with expensive bars and restaurants, such as Novotel, cater to 

wealthy foreign businessmen and rich Gabonese officials. All the amenities of 

French cuisine can be purchased at various stores. However, mutual borrow-

ing between cuisines is rare save among certain groups of expatriates, such as 

American Peace Corps volunteers and missionaries.

These shifts in food habits over more than a century demonstrate the slow 

rise of French authority in Libreville. For decades Europeans depended on local 

sources of food and domestic labor. They thus had to adopt and appropriate 

many elements of local cooking. These early relationships fit into reciprocal 

agreements that George Brooks has called “landlord-stranger” relationships 

between visiting European traders and coastal African communities.112 Through 

furnishing labor and sustenance, Mpongwe townspeople, much like their coun-

terparts elsewhere in West Africa, found ways to negotiate with colonial author-

ities. Even in the age of high imperialism, Europeans and Americans grew to 

accept indigenous beliefs about mystical harm through the idiom of poison.

Changing racial standards and the transformation of the colonial economy 

altered these arrangements. The firm establishment of a colonial administration 



over Libreville and the entire Estuary region undermined Mpongwe autonomy. 

An evolution of racial attitudes among French residents made the mutual cultur-

al borrowings between African and Europeans less acceptable. Through elim-

inating African meals and refusing to eat with local people, Europeans articu-

lated a firm line between themselves and colonized subjects. The experience of 

Libreville illustrates how improvements in technology and transport helped to 

foster segregation. Food still delineates inequalities in urban Gabon today.
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Conclusion

The ballooning population of Libreville has not helped the town’s longstand-

ing difficulties with food supply. In 1960 Libreville’s population barely exceeded

30,000 people out of over 470,000 for the entire country.1 Ten years later well 

over 100,000 inhabitants populated the rapidly expanding city. A flood of rural 

migrants continues to enter the city.2 Most farmland used in the colonial peri-

od around Libreville disappeared as settlers formed new neighborhoods. An 

increase in land claims restricted the ability of poor people to grow manioc in 

unoccupied terrain. Grandiose buildings erected in the 1970s, such as Omar 

Bongo’s Cité de la Démocratie, wiped out fields in Nkembo, Atong Abé, Mont-

Bouet, and other neighborhoods.3 With the burden of paying for daily trans-

port to fields and a reduction in unclaimed land available near the city, urban 

poor people lost the option of cultivating the bulk of their own food.

The exploitation of coastal petroleum reserves after 1956 supplanted tim-

ber as the country’s main industry, and the resulting economic shifts have not 

aided rural farmers or the city’s food difficulties. Revenue from multinational 

oil companies such as Shell and Elf flowed into the coffers of the Gabonese gov-

ernment. Lucrative state jobs and educational advancement are easier to obtain 

in Libreville than in the benighted rural Estuary region, which has been almost 

entirely neglected by the Bongo regime. Even Akok, home of Léon Mba’s wife 
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Pauline, suffers from poor access to health care and schools. Rather than invest-

ing money in agricultural projects, officials chose to support gigantic develop-

ment projects, such as the creation of the Trans-Gabonais railroad connecting 

Franceville in southern Gabon with Libreville.4 State attempts to form com-

mercial plantain plantations and rice crop fields foundered on logistical and 

funding problems.5 Scholars such as David Gardinier blame oil and its perni-

cious effects for the high food prices.6

Given the host of changes that followed independence, a radical alteration 

in Libreville food supply and diets is not surprising. With a swelling urban 

population and the economic decline of rural areas after 1960, the immediate 

hinterland of the capital could not cope with the upsurge of demand. The mea-

ger resources and numbers of rural Estuary farmers could not hope to sate the 

growing city’s appetite, and foreign merchants and farmers have become the 

main suppliers of the city’s food. Road construction furnished Libreville with 

one solution for soaring food prices. The construction of a reliable road link-

ing the northern Gabonese province of Woleu Ntem with Libreville in the ear-

ly 1970s permitted farmers and truck drivers from southern Cameroon to take 

over the city’s market for manioc, plantains, and other crops that had been 

grown locally in the past. A disregard for road maintenance has left farmers 

from Medouneu and much of southern Gabon unable to reach the city mar-

ket.7 West Africans, Lebanese, Chinese, Mauritanians, and Moroccans moved 

to Libreville after 1970 and now control the flow of industrially processed foods 

into the capital, while many Gabonese farmers remain unable to sell in the cap-

ital because of the terrible state of the roads.

For the moment the markets of Gabon’s capital have escaped food shortages. 

In the mid-1970s inflation and scarcity troubled the city, but improved ties to 

Cameroon have stayed further spells of hardship.8 Libreville has become addict-

ed to food imports. High prices are a constant theme of discontent heard in the 

kitchens and bars of the city.9 The few scholars interested in this radical change 

have pointed to the region’s ecology and to oil as two causes for this unfortunate 

state of affairs without considering the economic, social, and political transfor-

mation of the Gabon Estuary in the colonial period. A 1981 U.S. Department of 

Agriculture survey summed up a common view. This report asserted: “Rising 

incomes and changing tastes and preferences associated with urban life have 

given impetus to a seemingly voracious urban demand for non-traditional food 

whose domestic production is marginal or non-existent.”10 No background on 
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past troubles with food supply and the role of state projects appears, save for a 

rosy discussion of “efficient” colonial agricultural programs that deteriorat-

ed after independence.11 This interpretation relies on a series of unflattering 

stereotypes particularly popular among Europeans in Gabon: lazy Africans, 

unwilling to farm, mesmerized by the lure of foreign goods, and unable to man-

age revenue from natural resources efficiently, become dependent on foreign-

ers rather than working to produce their own sustenance.

Such a straw man may seem far too flimsy to require a thorough and prolonged 

thrashing. Unfortunately, my conversations with Europeans and Americans 

during my stay in Gabon suggest otherwise. I have questioned this viewpoint 

by noting the varying impact of wage labor, state policies, and social unrest in 

colonial Libreville and the Estuary. The formation of a relatively affluent town 

community, determined to distinguish itself from rural people out of a con-

cern for status that took root in the era of the Atlantic slave trade, resulted in 

a group who recognized the attractions of wage labor and eschewed farming. 

Although painfully obvious to anyone familiar with the country’s history, the 

dramatic upheaval associated with European commercial expansion and mil-

itary occupation curtailed the development of rural farming through the first 

ninety years of French rule.

Oil and political independence alone did not bring about high prices and 

food supply problems. Political scientist Douglas Yates, in scrutinizing the ways 

oil has radically shaped Gabon, has examined its impact on productivity. He 

argues that “Gabon has confused allocation with development. . . . By spend-

ing what were effectively unearned incomes from its oil the state promoted an 

institutionalized largesse which has brought it twice to the brink of ruin.”12

Such attitudes on the part of the urban elite who dominate Gabonese politics 

did not come solely from riches derived from natural resources, nor is the sit-

uation a recent phenomenon. Oil has acted to create wealth without leading 

to investment in infrastructure. Bargains made by Mpongwe leaders and mis-

sion-educated Africans with authoritarian European officials favored patron-

age over entrepreneurial activity.

Libreville is a particularly striking example of a city suffering from prob-

lems in food supply since 1960. It is not alone. The residents of Dar Es Salaam 

in Tanzania battled shortages in basic foodstuffs created by import depen-

dence, ill-planned forced resettlement in villages, and bureaucratic interfer-

ence in farming and marketing.13 Urbanization has taxed the ability of cities to 
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obtain required amounts of food. The ecology of the surrounding region and 

the thorny difficulty of transport make for serious problems; other cities, such 

as Brazzaville, have struggled at times with similar troubles.14 In Southeast 

Asia and the Pacific the popularity of Western foods and the expansion of cap-

italist wage labor has brought on rising consumption of imports.15 The low 

population density of the Gabon Estuary created challenges at times more 

serious than in the thickly settled countryside around Lagos, Duala, and Abdijan. 

Even so, urban colonial politics and social changes influenced later problems 

in other cities.

The history of food supply to Libreville raises issues common to other parts 

of colonial Africa. The slow move from a slave export economy to “legitimate” 

trade undoubtedly had an impact on the mundane lives of people throughout 

much of West and Central Africa. The survival and malleability of attitudes 

formed at the height of the Atlantic slave-trading era deserve more treatment 

from scholars. Though the impacts of the odious commerce on everyday life in 

coastal societies may never be fully understood, changes in farming and eat-

ing practices caused by Atlantic commerce did not stop with the introduction 

of new crops and implements. The ability of urban groups who previously prof-

ited from slavery to grapple with early colonial rule is striking.

Libreville’s troubles with food also offer an opportunity to consider the effects 

of Atlantic commerce and colonial rule on African consumption patterns. 

Historians of Atlantic trade have highlighted the role that African consumer 

desire had in setting the terms of negotiation for slaves.16 Jeremy Prestholdt has 

recently examined the complex role that East African consumption patterns had 

on commerce from New England to Bombay, and his study points to the impor-

tance of local agency in influencing trade and production in regions commonly 

deemed as “core,” to use the terminology of world-systems theory.17 Libreville’s 

food problems indicate both the role of African communities in determining 

how and what they would consume and the constraints placed on individual 

agency by colonial rule. Townspeople could choose to abandon farming, but 

the famine years indicate how the government and private interests could dic-

tate consumption patterns. Had Libreville residents or timber camp employ-

ees not accepted rations, they could not have survived. Unlike cloth, guns, alco-

hol, or other goods already discussed by historians interested in consumption, 

food is one product that people must have, and if consumers lack the leverage 

and the resources to obtain sustenance, then they have to accept the choices of 
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those who have control over food supply. At the same time the unwillingness 

of Gabon Estuary residents and officials in the late colonial and postcolonial 

eras to support agriculture shows how the unfettered choices of Africans can 

lead, paradoxically, to increased dependence on imports.

Though social historians have explored the use of foreign goods in the perfor-

mance of urban identities in colonial Africa, the vital role imported food played 

in colonial cities remains a largely untold story. Mpongwe workers and leaders 

declared repeatedly that food supply was an issue tied to labor rights, gender 

roles, and the extent of colonial influence over tastes and markets. Like chang-

ing fashions in dress, food on occasion acted as a lightning rod for debates over 

status and the impact of colonial rule on local communities. Despite European 

claims, however, Libreville residents did not turn into Western-style consumers 

overnight. These narratives do not lend themselves to facile statements on the 

boons and disadvantages of ties with the world economy. It is hard to state as 

yet to what extent food debates in Libreville had counterparts elsewhere. Much 

more research needs to be done on shifts in urban African food consumption 

to see how the case of Libreville fits into a comparative context.

The ubiquitous concept of negotiation in colonial African history works 

well in examining colonial food supply. A tangled series of past decisions has 

shaped what is offered on Libreville tables, the manner in which food is eat-

en, and why people choose to consume what they eat today. The skill of towns-

people in defending their tastes has been a central topic here. On the one hand, 

Libreville residents affirmed their claims to food without producing more them-

selves; their efforts might appear to be effective acts of resistance against the 

colonial state and timber companies. On the other hand, the silence of poli-

ticians and townspeople in the last decades of colonial rule show a willing-

ness to cooperate with government authorities. Government officials learned 

to placate urban elites. Save during the 1920s, few urban residents showed 

much concern for rural farmers. The ability of wealthy townspeople to pur-

chase food relatively easily in the late colonial period may have had the unin-

tended consequence of continued neglect of agriculture and fishing on the part 

of private companies and the government after independence. Just as French 

officials derided lazy townspeople and promoted imports, Gabonese policy-

makers seem to have arrived at similar conclusions. Estuary agriculture con-

tinues to languish as a result.
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