The Cross River

The map on this page shows'the route of the telegraph line from Buea to Tinto and Ossidinge
(renamed Mamfe) in the early 1920s and the route of the Cross River to Calabar in blue.
Mamfe and its hinterland, including Bamenda, were served from 1904 by river steamers and
launches on the Cross River as far as lkom, and by canoe from there to Mamfe. The modern
map on the next page shows the whole length of the Cross River in green, the Eastern Railway
to Port Harcourt in black and principal settlements underlined in blue.

Rainfall in\this tropical rain forest area is highly seasonal, with flood conditions between May
and September and low water between December and April. The timetables show the steamer
Hornbill operated only during the wet season alongside the converted gunboat Jackdaw.
During the dry season small motor launches Spider and Sandfly provided the mail service.
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Map of the Cross River and its settlements
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Figure 5.2: postcard view with the post-1895 post office in the foreground and the Customs-secure area behind and

around it. Note how the fences permit public access to the post office only. The location of the post office became

inconvenient so a new post office was eventually built in the town centre in 1951. The old post office building still
exists but is inaccessible because it is within the secure Naval dockyard. (author’s collection)

The Cross River

The Cross River rises on the north side of the Mount Cameroun volcano complex where the total annual rainfall is
very high. As a result this soon becomes a deep wide river which is navigable from Mamfe/Ossidinge in Cameroun
all the way to its mouth at Oron and Calabar. The river flows into Nigeria upstream of lkom, and its westerly flow is
the reason it is named the Cross River. About 140 miles from the coast it turns south and flows through swampy
rain forest in which any land transport is difficult. The tidal part of the river starts from Itu then by the time it
reaches Calabar the estuary between it and Oron on the western bank is 20 miles wide. The total distance from
Ossidinge to Calabar is 242 miles.
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Figure 5.3: postcard view of the Governor’s Yacht “Ivy” and the river steamer “Jackdaw”. (author’s collection)
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Figure 5.4: Extract from the Southern Nigeria Gazette showing the first timetable for the Cross River Mail Service.
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Inbound cover to the German governor of Ossidinge, Dr Mansfeld, from Lagos in
March/April 1907. This was mailed during the dry season, from Lagos on 30 March
1907 passing through Calabar on 11 April. Dr Mansfeld, an ethnographer and avid
collector of African artefacts, was Governor of Ossidinge from 1904 to 1907 and was
resident in Kamerun until 1914. Before the Great War Elder Dempster's ocean
steamers from Liverpool operated fortnightly to Calabar via Lagos and picked up mail
from Lagos for the eastward ports of call, including Calabar. The letter was then
taken up the Cross River on one of the dry season launches, Spider or Sandfly.
Unfortunately, there is no date of arrival at its destination.

The motor launch Spider on the Cross River
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Figure 5.5: cover from Calabar, Nigeria to Ossidinge, Kamerun dated AU 23 07 at 5d (international double weight)
endorsed by the sender “S/S Hornbill Cross River” to avoid it being sent by sea to Victoria or Duala
which would have taken longer overland from that coast. (author’s collection)
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Figure 5.6: 1907 wet season Cross River timetable








































