
1880: The Dicastery for Evangelization estab-
lishes two missionary centres in the Congo and en-
trusts them to the Missionaries of Lavigerie. 

 

Letter to the French Minister of Foreign 
Affairs (End of September 1887) 

 

It is especially on this last point that this agree-
ment holds some political interest for the future; His 
Majesty King Leopold, having established at his own 
expense two kinds of military stations on this lake, at 
Karema and Mpala, asked us to replace his explorers 
or envoys who were leaving the country, in order not 
to appear to abandon these stations to the Arab 
slave traders. He left us not only the forts and their 
furnishings, but also the weapons, the powder, two 
small steamboats and a garrison of negroes with ad-
vance payment of six months. 

I accepted these conditions, and since then, 
the missionaries of Algiers have occupied these two 
posts and have created a kind of territorial sover-
eignty. A French bishop, Mgr Charbonnier, a member 
of their Society, exercises the functions of Vicar and 
a former captain of the Papal Zouaves, Mr. Joubert, 
commands an armed troop of about 600 Negroes, 
who maintain order in the country over a vast area 
and protect from hostile incursions by Arab slave-
traders. Just recently Mgr Charbonnier made an 
agreement with the most important and powerful 
ruler in the area, named Kapoufi, with whom he 
made a blood pact. Nothing has been changed so 
far, politically speaking, in our other missions. The 
suppression of a large part of the original mission of 
the Congo has nevertheless led to a new division in 
so far as our four Vicariates are concerned. In the 
beginning, these Vicariates were called the Northern 
Upper Congo Vicariate, the Southern Upper Congo 
Vicariate, the Tanganyika Vicariate and the Nyanza 
Vicariate. Today they are called the Apostolic Vicari-
ates of the Upper Congo, Tanganyika, Unyanyembe, 
and Victoria-Nyanza. 

As your Excellency knows, today Germany and 
England assert their exclusive right to extend their 
political influence over these regions, and other Eu-
ropean governments seem to recognize these 
claims. However, no agreement has been concluded 
by us with either of these powers. On one occasion 
when the lives of our missionaries and those of all 
German settlers and those of other nationalities 
were being threatened, the German consul in Tunis, 

having heard me speak about this danger, asked me 
to give him the written details I had received from 
our missionaries concerning this matter. This I did, 
and as your Excellency must know, Mr. von Bismarck 
took the opportunity to question the French govern-
ment on the appropriateness of a joint intervention, 
in the interests of the Europeans of French and Ger-
man nationality who were being threatened in this 
way. 

The government of the Republic suspecting a 
trap, did not think it should embark on this path and 
I think that it was right to decline. In Rome, Propa-
ganda Fide, having in turn been approached by the 
German government on this issue of the missions in 
Equatorial Africa, seems to have lent a sympathetic 
ear to the Chancellor's desire to see German mis-
sions favoured, to the detriment of French missions, 
in the regions on which his influence was due to ex-
tend.  But hardly had I been informed of such a re-
quest and such plans than I called attention to the 
enormous sacrifices of men and money made by the 
missionaries in Algiers and so far, no one has dared 
to suggest to me the withdrawal of my missionaries. 
That is where things are at present. I am determined 
to support our cause, but it would also be useful if 
France had it supported by its ambassador to Propa-
ganda Fide, too inclined today to sacrifice everything 
to the Germans. That, in short, Mr. Minister, is a 
quick overview of our situation from a political point 
of view. 

From a statistical point of view, as I said earli-
er, we have, in addition to a procure in Zanzibar, four 
Apostolic Vicariates, two of which are governed by 
bishops, Mgr Livinhac and Mgr Charbonnier, and two 
by chief Pro-Vicars who are priests, Mr Coulbois and 
Mr Girault. Each of these prelates has with him be-
tween ten and twelve missionaries.  

Indigenous Catholic communities exist wher-
ever these missionaries are established, but the most 
recent are still in their initial stages. The oldest, on 
the contrary, and especially those of Lake Nyanza 
and Lake Tanganyika, have developed rapidly, and 
the first of these two Christian communities has re-
cently given, in the midst of a bloody persecution, 
evidence of attachment to the Christian faith and 
even of heroism which was completely unexpected 
coming from Negroes Around one hundred and fifty 
of these neophytes preferred to shed their blood 
rather than renounce [their] religion, and those who 
survived have intensified their zeal and enthusiasm 
in their desire to spread the faith..  
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