	L'Arbre du Ténéré
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	The Arbre du Ténéré is unique in being the only tree to be shown on a map at a scale of 1:4,000,000

	The article below appeared in Revue Bois et Forets des Tropieques No. 153 (sic) Jan/Feb 1974 


	The Ténéré has become the 'zone apart' (in Targui language) and is sometimes called the desert within the desert. Dunes surround this desert region, however one crosses the Ténéré, from west to east, it the dunes which for about 700 km. join Agadez to Bilma, passing the Tazole Well, the Tree of Ténéré and the Fachi Oasis.
The Azalai cross these dunes with their salt caravans, bringing millet from Agadez to be exchanged with salt and dates from Bilma. Sometimes there were two caravans a year - the winter one and a smaller one in the spring; isolated groups could have been attacked by bandits and the important caravans were formed with more than 10,000 camels.
On the dunes a thorny Acacia belonging in all probability to the species Acacia raddiana called 'Tafagag' or 'Afaga' in the tamachek tongue could be seen from a great distance, with its two distinct trunks, forming a 'Y' and a parasol shape, despite the fact that its height was not more than three metres.
Solitary, isolated in the plain, absolutely unique, this silhouette was a focal point of rest—the first, or the last, according in which direction one was travelling, and it was understandable that it was marked on the maps in heavy characters despite the fact that the dunes themselves were abundantly marked by the white bones of camels.
Henri Lhote, in his book, L'épopée du Ténéré described his two journeys to the Tree of Ténéré. The first time was in 1934 on the occasion of the first automobile liaison between Djanet and Agadez. He describes the tree as an Acacia with a degenerative trunk, sick or ill in aspect. Nevertheless, the tree has nice green leaves, and some yellow flowers'.
The second time is twenty-five years after, on 26 November 1959 with the Berliet-Ténéré mission, but Lhote no longer recognises the Tree. 'Before, this tree was green and with flowers; now it is a colourless thorn tree and naked. I cannot recognise it—it had two very distinct trunks. Now there is only one, with a stump on the side, slashed, rather than cut a metre from the soil. What has happened to this unhappy tree? Simply, a lorry going to Bilma has struck it… but it has enough space to avoid it… the taboo, sacred tree, the one which no nomad here would have dared to have hurt with his hand... this tree has been the victim of a mechanic...'
…But several questions must be asked: How is it that a tree was born and grew up in this desert zone was spared from destruction by the numerous nomads who were certainly tempted to cut the branches for fire and make tea - not to mention the camels who would eat the leaves and thorns?
If the Ténéré Tree was the only one in that area, there are in the region others; arborescent shrubs belonging to the species Acacia raddiana and some people here thought that is was the survivor of a group having subsisted on the existence of an ancient water hole.
During the winter of 1938-9 a well was dug near the Tree. According to Lhote the water is at 33 metres and the bottom at more than 36 m. The Sgt. Lamotte who constructed the well found the roots of the tree at 35 m deep on level with the water table. 
The Tree of Ténéré could have been 300 years old. Some studies of the rings or a carbon dating 14 will perhaps give a precise age, but the tree formerly had two or even three trunks. The oldest part of the Tree will be the correlation with the common stump of these stumps, and not a split off section.
…If the Tree of Ténéré has been protected, perhaps for several centuries, it is because it was considered as Taboo by the Touareg—probably because of its interest as a landmark and as a symbol of life—in any case, the tribal order which protected the Tree was strong and respected. 
Note: the Tree is now in the museum at Niamey, capital of Niger.
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	The Tree of Ténéré after being hit by a truck, being loaded on another truck and taken to Niamey Museum. Photograph © Roger Balsom, 8 November, 1973.


	The first abstract below was written by Commandant des A.M.M., Michel Lesourd, of the Service central des Affaires sahariennes, 21 May 1939. 


	From Agadez, going to the post at Bilma, our automobile convoy arrives at 14.30 at the Tree of Ténéré. It is awfully hot—we are welcomed by the chief sergeant Lamotte who is in charge of the construction of a well at the foot of the Tree. Such an enterprise seems a challenge—a utopian idea. Why the Touareg or the Toubous didn't think of the idea of building a well before us in this desolate place in the Sahara is not known. Chief Sgt. Lamotte has been here since January. He has a good chance of finding water. He has already dug to a depth of 35 metres and the water has started to ooze. At that depth the roots of the Acacia can be seen, which explains, it seems, some reason for its existence.
Lamotte is thinking of ditching to 50 metres to find water in sufficient quantity. At the moment, every day he is getting up 8 estagnons (a copper tin) of water. The workmen are blackmen, real athletes. When they emerge, they breathe with difficulty, sweat merging with the white of the clay they are digging at the bottom of the well. They look like devils who jump from a spring box. They earn only 9OFF monthly. They take it in turns to go down. When one of them fills the bucket, two others, with the help of a steel cable, bring it to the surface. The two blackmen withdraw progressively pulling the chain to a distance equal to that already dug.
One must see the Tree to believe its existence. What is its secret? How can it still be living in spite of the multitudes of camels which trample at its sides. How at each azalai does not a lost camel eat its leaves and thorns? Why don't the numerous Touareg leading the salt caravans cut its branches to make fires to brew their tea? The only answer it that the tree is taboo and considered as such by the caravaniers.
There is a kind of superstition, a tribal order which is always respected. Each year the azalai gather round the Tree before facing the crossing of the Ténéré. The Acacia has become a living lighthouse; it is the first or the last landmark for the azalai leaving Agadez for Bilma, or returning.
The birds rest at the foot of the Tree. Attracted from afar by its presence, they come to shelter, thinking they will find water and green foliage.
Unfortunately, it is death that is waiting. It is not a mirage, but just the same it is not a spring where turtledoves and crows and the pressing sparrows can drink.
Lamotte told me that one day a caravan was passing near his tent. Some turtledoves were flying over the caravan like seabirds following a ship. Some of these turtledoves carried on with the caravan, others gave up and landed at the foot of the Tree. They were manna for the well builders.
When I left Chief Sgt. Lamotte, I was thinking about his way of life at his place of birth, the Touraine, known as the Garden of France. And I was telling myself that in 20 years it is possible that his name will not be known. But at least he deserves the colonial medal with citation, Sahara I kept in memory of my visit an envelope containing a letter addressed to the Chief Sgt. on which was written this address: Lamotte - Tree of Ténéré.
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	The Tree of Ténéré whilst still alive. 


	The following extract is by Raymond Mauny at Ifan—Dakar, 1959


	The Berliet-Ténéré Mission was going straight to the Tree of Ténéré on November 26 1959 and was very near when they deviated in order to stop nearly 2km west, near a caravan of 400 camels escorted by numerous camel drivers. They were the first men we had seen since leaving Djanet, after having driven some 1066km. The cameramen and the photographers didn't wish to miss the opportunity of seeing them, and scorned the famous Tree... 
But several among us wished to see the Tree, and were driven to it. We didn't know that the Tree was going to have the honour of being mentioned in the Bulletin de liaison saharienne (no. 36 December 1959 pp 300-302).
To be precise about things, the Tree is an Acacia tortilus Hayne, (kandili in Touareg) situated on the large piste for camels Agadez-Fachi-Bilma, about 70 km close to ENE de l'Adrar Azzouager, in a full sandy region. It is an incredible point, which is shown on all maps—though there are other trees in the Ténéré, of course.
It was surely known by the French before 1914, when the first escorts of azalais started. M. Abadie in La colonie du Niger (1927) relates his visit on October 29 1921: 'The stump is entirely covered with sand, only the superior branches can be seen'. I do not think that can be true, because the surface of the sand seems stable in this sector. The best proof is the comparison between the photo taken by the Commandant N. Lesourd in 1939 with the one I took from a different angle, unfortunately, in 1959. The level of the sand seems identical and uniform, the curbs of the wells are not under sand.
Today, two wells exist there, separated only by four metres; one dated 1939 as M. Lesourd related—Deeper than 35m they contained, when we went there, more than 4m of water relatively less salt than other Sahara water.
One, entirely lined with cement, echoes when one speaks. The other is not the same. On the curb of the well there is a tifinar inscription. A few names are engraved or pencilled on the Tree, but that of my friend from Touraine, Lamotte, compatriot who dug the first well.
One thing must also be noted which struck me when comparing the 1939 and 1959 photographs. The Tree is singularly diminished in volume over the last 20 years. It was the victim of an automobile accident; a military lorry, backing, had broken one of its principal branches. This branch had been sawn up and used, and the bit of trunk that remained had been trimmed. The lower branches visible to the right of the 1939 photo cannot be seen on the left of the 1959 photo taken on the opposite side. Is it not still considered to be taboo?
Perhaps the explanation can be that it appeared to be dead, M. Berliet certainly carefully examined it, and discovered a branch with green leaves...
The Tree is still alive, but it is seriously menaced. How long can it survive?
Coming back from Agadez, the Berliet-Ténéré mission stopped 75 km south-west of the Tree on the 3rd December for the evening halt before crossing the erg in the direction of Gossolorom and Termitt.
We discovered there several Neolithic and Palaeolithic strata in the sand-hills containing snail shells. So, some 6000 years ago this was a verdant land. The Tree of Ténéré is the last descendant of the Acacia forests which certainly must have covered the country. A real relic of vegetation of better times where snails could venture without damage for hundreds of kilometres from the actual habitat.


