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Preface

Twice I travelled from Europe into the interior of Africa, sent there by Father Nicola Mazza, my educator and teacher, to explore the regions of the Blue Nile and White Nile basins and then choose a place in which to establish an Italian mission.

On the first occasion I left in September 1853 with the missionary Antonio Castegnaro, from Vicenza; but a month after our arrival in Khartoum he died. In agreement with the Apostolic Pro-Vicar, Ignazio Knoblecher, I then undertook alone a journey along the Blue Nile in Sennar and the Tomat River in Sciangallah. It cost me much toil and hardship and achieved only part of the purpose I had set myself.

As far as I could, I studied the geography of those countries and described their customs.

On returning from that most arduous journey, I agreed with the Apostolic Pro-Vicar that it would be better to begin the Italian mission among the Dinka tribes of the Sennar peninsula, along the banks of the Jal or Sobat, rather than among the Sciangallah, who all live in the mountains, far from the rivers.

Towards the end of 1855 I returned to Europe to bring new missionaries from the Mazza Institute back to Africa with me.

At that time several of my friends, including distinguished men, having heard me recount the details of my journey and read some written summaries of my recollections, encouraged me to put the account in order and publish it. They assured me that a narrative of travel in regions then little known or unknown would give pleasure and benefit scholarship. But I knew I would soon have to return to Africa. Wishing to extend my investigations and establish more securely certain facts I had observed here and there, so that I could draw general conclusions from them, I did not think publication timely.

Returning to Africa as leader, with the new missionaries Francesco Oliboni, Angelo Melotto, Daniele Comboni—now Bishop of Claudiopolis and Apostolic Vicar of Central Africa—Alessandro Dal-Bosco, and a craftsman named Isidoro Zili, I explored the regions along the White Nile as far as Kondokoro, among the Bari, between 4° and 5° north latitude. Above all, I explored the Dinka tribes in the Sennar peninsula, where I hoped to establish the Italian mission.

Meanwhile Francesco Oliboni, Isidoro Zili, Angelo Melotto and almost all the German missionaries died, victims of the African climate. Alessandro Dal-Bosco was gravely ill in Khartoum; Comboni, almost continually tormented by fevers, had to return to Europe after a year to recover. The Apostolic Pro-Vicar had also died. His successor, Matteo Kirchner, with Rome's approval, then decided to recall the few surviving missionaries from the White Nile stations, first to Khartoum and afterwards to Aswan.

During my stay in Khartoum and Aswan I continued my work on the Dinka language, which I had already begun among the Kic tribe, between 6° and 7° north latitude. I pursued it all the more diligently because of the friendly encouragement of the distinguished travellers Orazio, Marquis Antinori, and Mr Lejean, both known to scholarship. On returning to Europe in 1862, I completed its grammar, which appeared in 1870, and shortly afterwards the dictionary, which I presented to the Italian Geographical Society.

And my recollections of the Blue Nile in Sennar and the Tomat River in Sciangallah, the fruit of nearly nine years of residence and study among the barbarous or savage tribes of those countries?…

Only now have I resolved to publish them, trusting that they may awaken some interest in my readers—especially today, when all the foremost geographers have their eyes on Africa; today, when committees have been established in almost every European state, joining the International Association for the Exploration and Civilization of Central Africa, founded in Brussels on 14 September 1876 at the initiative of His Majesty the King of the Belgians.

Italy too has its committee, of which I had the honour of being invited to become a member. It was initially chaired by His Royal Highness Prince Umberto; since his accession to the Italian throne, it has been chaired by His Highness Prince Amedeo.

To the leadership of the Italian Committee for the Exploration and Civilization of Central Africa I venture to dedicate this modest work. I hope that it will look kindly at least upon the affection I have put into it and the care I have taken to omit nothing that might, so far as lay within my power, make it useful to the committee's purposes, and perhaps not displeasing to whatever readers it may be fortunate enough to find.

Verona, 30 April 1879.

G. Beltrame.
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Giovanni Beltrame
Sennar and Sciangallah: Recollections
Original imprint: Verona, C. Kayser, successor to H. F. Münster, 1882.
Chapter I

From Verona to Korosko — A fortunate encounter — The Atmur — Curious phenomena — A caravan of enslaved people — From Abu Hamed to Berber — Unfortunate news — Arrival in Khartoum — Death of the missionary Antonio Castegnaro.

I left Verona with my colleague and friend Father Antonio Castegnaro on 28 September 1853. As soon as we reached Trieste, on the morning of 9 October, we presented ourselves at the Lloyd steamship office with a letter of recommendation from the distinguished Dr Federico De-Hurter. Through it we were granted free second-class passage on the Bombay, which was to leave the following day for Alexandria in Egypt. Unfortunately, that day was stormy, and the troubled sea foretold a rather unhappy voyage.

Here the reader will perhaps expect me to tell him about this sea voyage, my arrival in Alexandria, and above all the impressions I experienced in Egypt. But I feel I can say nothing beyond what has been written so often, by pens far more practised than mine. They have also illustrated the wonders of that ancient country, which occupies one of the finest situations on the globe, which was once the cradle of civilization, and which, having now descended to the lowest degree of abasement, may, we may hope, rise again towards its former splendour.

Let us hasten instead to a small, poor village in Nubia called Korosko, situated on the right bank of the Nile, at the foot of a bare mountain, between 22° and 23° north latitude.

All the caravans that must cross the desert known as the Atmur stop in this little place, in order to avoid the considerable bend formed by the Nile.

We reached Korosko on 27 November and, fortunately, found there the Apostolic Pro-Vicar, Dr Ignazio Knoblecher. Having gone to Alexandria on mission business, he was now returning to Khartoum, his principal residence, bringing with him four missionary priests and several craftsmen, together with a schoolmaster, who were also attached to the mission. The Pro-Vicar received us most courteously and affectionately; our unexpected arrival in those deserted places filled everyone's heart with brotherly rejoicing.

We gave him a letter from the distinguished De-Hurter to read. It explained the purpose of our journey and warmly recommended us. After reading it, he told us that we would discuss the matter when we reached his principal residence. He added that Father Mazza had acted prudently in directing us to Khartoum, where a stay of some time in the mission house would acquaint us with the places, the language, the inhabitants and their customs.

On 30 November, three days after our arrival at Korosko, everything was ready for departure, and at about ten in the morning we entered the Nubian desert.

The Atmur desert is scattered here and there with rocks and bare hills. At one moment they surround you like an amphitheatre, seeming to allow you no exit except through a cleft in a mountain; at another they recede imperceptibly from sight, and then disappear altogether. Then the appearance of that vast sandy plain, its immense horizon, its uniformity and its profound silence, especially at sunset, make one of those impressions for which there is no name.

The feeling of the solitude in which I found myself, the awareness of human misery, the admiration inspired by a scene as simple as it was sublime: everything tended to raise the spirit and concentrate thought. Yes, solitude is a trial in which the soul is uplifted and strengthened; and I must confess that in the midst of that vast desert I passed my dearest and most blessed moments.

Let me mention here at least a few of the phenomena that appear most frequently in the desert, and about which so much has been said.

When the light is most intense and the heat makes itself most oppressively felt, behold, to relieve your flagging spirit, the shape and size of objects change before your eyes. Sometimes they appear much higher than they are, and at a distance that could scarcely be calculated. A slight rise of sand now seems a mountain; and if a caravan approaches you from that position, you see it as though descending a mountainside. The shapes of objects appear uncertain before you, sometimes seeming to waver in the air. All at once a lake of water appears; the sea is depicted at some distance with such accuracy and truth as to create a complete illusion.

“Let us take heart,” a young Italian mason travelling with us to Khartoum said to me at this unexpected and welcome sight. “Let us take heart, dear Father Giovanni, for soon we shall be able to satisfy our thirst with a little clear water. There it is, there it is, close by!”

I said nothing, waiting for him to discover his mistake for himself. But when the young man saw that we never reached that water, he muttered, sighing and annoyed: “I cannot understand how that accursed water keeps us waiting so long; it seems to draw back as we advance.” He began to get angry with the servants because they were not urging the camels on properly. I waited a little, then explained the phenomenon to him, so that he would stop freely bestowing certain epithets upon those poor people.

Sometimes, as I also observed later in a desert of Sennar on my return from the Sciangallah, extreme fatigue transforms objects in the strangest ways. A rock becomes a house, a stick is mistaken for a tree, a star for a lighthouse, and so on.

I shall not speak of the terrifying whirlwinds which, rare in the desert, are frequently seen near the Nile. There the vortices formed when the winds of the desert meet the air current following the river valley raise dust lighter than sand, supplied by the soil of the banks, where it has been deposited by the Nile's inundations.

The storms in the desert are no less extraordinary.

On my return from Africa, towards the end of August, I was in this very desert with a certain Binder from Transylvania and a fellow countryman of his. It was about an hour before sunset, and I was enjoying the clarity of the sky, the magnificent appearance of the mountains and the profound stillness of the atmosphere, when Mr Binder drew my attention to a great cloud rising in the east, which would soon change that peaceful scene. Indeed, it advanced towards us with incredible speed and in a few moments hid half the sky. A sudden violent wind struck us; the camels, unwilling to go any farther, lowered their heads and began to grunt. An immense cloud of sand soon left us in a gloomy darkness in which we could not see two paces ahead.

We were obliged to stop, our eyes, mouths and noses full of dust, and in such a sorry state that we could scarcely unload the camels. No one spoke. I wrapped my head well in a cloak, as my companions did; and, not daring to lie on the ground for fear of being buried in sand, I knelt down and rested my head on a folded carpet.

Fortunately for us, no rain came; and, tired as we were, sleep soon overtook us. About four hours later our servants woke us, announcing that it was time to leave. Calm had returned, the sky was clear again, and we rose covered in sand except for our heads, from which we must certainly have shaken it often during sleep.

On 4 December we were saddened by the encounter with a caravan of about thirty enslaved people. It is impossible to describe adequately the painful impression those unfortunate creatures made upon our hearts. I shall have occasion to speak at greater length of the cruel and barbarous treatment inflicted upon enslaved people in the Sudan. For the present, let it be known that those poor people had to cross the desert barefoot on the burning sand for fifteen days or more, although some among them were no older than seven.

Some boys and girls, still of tender years, half dead with hunger, thirst and exhaustion, squatted down from time to time to catch their breath for a moment. But scarcely had they settled when their master, with shoves and kicks, forced them to run and catch up with the camels. They wept and looked at the passer-by as though to say: why do you not help me? Others, older in years, were cruelly fastened to stout forked branches four or five feet long, so that they could not escape. The necks of the unfortunate people lay between the two prongs of the fork. With their hands they had to hold up its shaft, to prevent it from striking their knees and to spare the nape of the neck too much pain, since otherwise it would have had to bear the weight.

Thus encumbered, they continued their journey, while the caravan leader, armed with a heavy hippopotamus-hide whip, drove that human herd before him. I saw some so exhausted by their exertions that I thought at every moment they must fall to the ground, never to rise again. Their faces were so sorrowful, their eyes so sad, that they seemed to be calling upon death to come and end their sufferings. There were also some whose neck, arm or leg was tied with a rope, the end of which was knotted to the pommel of a camel's saddle. Willingly or unwillingly, raging or exhausted, alive or dead, the enslaved person had to go on, or be dragged as a corpse over the sand.

On the evening of the ninth day after our departure from Korosko, we halted at a small village called Abu Hamed, situated on the right bank of the Nile. Then, for the first time, my companion Father Castegnaro complained of abdominal pain, adding that diarrhoea had begun three days earlier, with some onset of dysentery. These words pierced my heart. His appearance, more melancholy than usual, made me fear greatly for him; yet I concealed my feelings so as not to discourage him further. I comforted him with the hope that in five or six days we would reach Berber, another village on the river and the end of the desert journey. The mission boat was to await us there; on it he could rest and, with suitable medicine, recover his health.

At dawn the next day we left Abu Hamed. Three days later a messenger from Berber came to meet us on behalf of a certain Mr Lafarque, a French merchant, and delivered a letter to the Apostolic Pro-Vicar. It was midday, and we were sitting beneath the tents, all contented, myself included, for my companion told me he felt a little better. The Pro-Vicar opened and read the letter silently, saying nothing afterwards. But from the sadness that came over his face we perceived that he had received some unfortunate news.

A few hours later, during the journey, with tears in his eyes and a voice broken by sighs, he said: “Know, my dear friends, that the three missionaries whom I left safe and well in Khartoum when I departed for Alexandria in Egypt… have been dead for about a month; one in Khartoum, and the other here in Berber, where he had come with our dahabiah (a large boat with a cabin) to await our arrival. And to whom will the mission house have been entrusted?”1

From that moment we quickened our pace, and at five in the afternoon on 17 December we were in Berber.

On our arrival in Berber, Mr Lafarque immediately came aboard the dahabiah. In a few moving words he told us how the good missionary, struck by encephalitis a few days after his arrival in Berber, had breathed his last in his house. We all listened silently and sorrowfully. When the account was finished, the Pro-Vicar rose from his seat with a sorrowful sigh, motioned to me and others to follow him, and asked Mr Lafarque to take us to the dead man's grave. It was in the desert, a quarter of a mile from the village; we reached it at nightfall. The Pro-Vicar blessed the grave and intoned a De profundis for the blessed soul of the departed, which each of us recited with tears in his eyes.

At sunrise the next day we sailed towards Khartoum. After eleven stopping places, among which I find those of Damer, Meroe, Shendi and Halfaieh especially noted in my journal, we arrived safely at Khartoum at about nine in the morning on 29 December.

The mission house was guarded by several Black soldiers sent there by the Divan at the request of the Imperial and Royal Austrian consul, Dr Heuglin. As soon as we arrived, we gathered in the little church to thank the Lord for our prosperous journey. Immediately afterwards we visited the grave of the missionary who had died a month earlier, a victim of the persistent fevers that had long tormented him.

Once the mission's affairs were settled, and with my companion feeling almost restored to health, the Apostolic Pro-Vicar invited us to his room. There I spoke to him at length about the Italian mission that we intended to establish in a suitable place within his jurisdiction. I then also handed him a written statement, which was simply a summary of what I had told him orally. He appeared willing to grant everything, but asked us to remain in Khartoum until his return from Kondokoro, a place on the White Nile between 4° and 5° north latitude, where there was a station of missionaries awaiting him.

“Meanwhile,” he said, “you can occupy yourselves with teaching the young Black people we have here, who number nearly thirty. I also entrust to you the spiritual care of the Catholics of Khartoum. During my absence you will certainly have opportunities to acquaint yourselves with the country's language, study its customs and inform yourselves thoroughly about the places, especially those watered by the Blue Nile or its tributaries. When I return to Khartoum, rest assured that we shall arrange everything.”

A few days later my companion was attacked by intermittent fevers, accompanied by diarrhoea and the beginnings of dysentery. Sleep and appetite began to desert him; food nauseated him; his sense of taste was disturbed; frequent belching troubled him, together with wandering pains, especially in the lower abdomen, and shivering throughout his body. He had become sad, melancholy and pensive.

“Courage!” I said to him. “Have faith! Heaven will help you!”

“Ah, Father Giovanni! I feel that I must die,” he answered. “But do not think that I am sorry to leave this earth, and do not grieve if you are soon deprived of your friend. Think then that from heaven I shall pray for you, that God may bless your journeys and your labours.”

On 20 January 1854 he could no longer stand, so great was the weakness into which he had fallen. He was obliged to keep to his poor hut and finally to his hard bed; yet he cheerfully endured the bitter pains that gave him no rest by day or night.

Dr Peney, medical inspector of the Eastern Sudan, who visited him frequently, no longer saw any hope of recovery and said that he would not last more than fifteen or twenty days. Indeed, the straining grew worse each day; the pains had become atrocious, unbearable; a burning fever made him agitated and restless; an intense thirst tormented him without respite. Prostrate and distraught, he had languid eyes, livid lips and a very rapid, weak pulse. Always beside him, attentive to his needs, with my heart pierced, I encouraged him, but more with tears than with words.

“Listen, my friend,” I said to him one day, “since human remedies…”

“Enough,” he added, “I understand you perfectly. That is what I too was thinking of at this moment.”

He made his confession and himself asked to receive Communion. While the Apostolic Pro-Vicar and the other missionaries went to the little church to fetch the Holy Viaticum, he wished me to prepare him for Communion by reading him a passage from Pagani's Anima Devota.

When the minister entered the room with the Eucharistic Bread, the dying man, gathering upon his lips all the strength that remained in his voice, his hands crossed and his eyes raised to heaven, expressed to God an act of faith so living and ardent that everyone present wept with tenderness. After receiving Communion he remained for a quarter of an hour in the deepest recollection, then asked me to help him thank the Lord for the grace he had received.

On the night of 5 February I was sitting beside him, and had a fever that made me somewhat restless. He noticed it and insisted that I lie down on an angareb (a local bed) nearby, promising to call me if he needed anything. An hour after midnight, excruciating intestinal pains wrung a cry from him that made me spring from my bed to his. He was in the grip of the most violent convulsions. He invoked the name of God, of Our Lady and of the saints. I held him in my arms and wept.

At last he grew quiet, and at dawn on 6 February received Extreme Unction. Immediately afterwards he turned his weary eyes towards me and, with a smile upon his lips and resignation in his heart, said: “You must know that I am at peace now. But take courage, and do not weep. Remember me after I am dead, and come often in the evening into the desert to pray at my grave. Forgive me if I have sometimes caused you any displeasure. One more word, and then enough. I want to reveal a secret to you… since I have always told you everything, as you have told me…”

Then he withdrew into himself; sitting close beside him, I heard him often murmur the sweet names of Jesus and Mary. He paused a moment, inclined his head towards me, and closed his eyes as though to sleep. I called him three times, but he no longer answered. He was dead.

On the morning of 16 February, with a favourable wind blowing, the Apostolic Pro-Vicar sailed the waters of the White Nile in the mission's dahabiah, bound for Kondokoro, where several missionary priests must have been awaiting him anxiously. Before leaving he had promised to return to Khartoum in four months.

I immediately sent a letter to Father Nicola Mazza in Verona, informing him of the Pro-Vicar's departure and my temporary stay in Khartoum. I wrote that in the meantime, besides becoming familiar with the language of the country of Upper Nubia where I found myself, I could study its situation and character, and obtain accurate information about the savage tribes beyond Turkish dominion, whom I would visit later, since the Pro-Vicar intended to entrust to the Italian mission the tribes along the Blue Nile and its tributaries.





	
Editorial note: the source says “three missionaries” on printed p. 9, but then names only “one” and “the other” on p. 10. The inconsistency is retained. Both readings were checked against official scans 29–30. ↩
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