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IVORY  COAST 
26th OCTOBER 1922 – JANUARY 1923 

AN EXPEDITION FOR THE NATURAL HISTORY 
MUSEUM 

LED BY THE NATURALIST 
WILLOUGHBY.P.LOWE 

~~~~~ 
 

Ronald Hardy, aged 22, was lucky to be able to join Mr Willoughby 
Lowe, who had travelled all over the world collecting mammals and 
bird specimens. 
 He joined at the last minute and paid for his own expenses. 
It was purely by chance that Laurence discovered that R.H. went on 
this expedition and after an exchange of e-mails with the Museum 
he and daughter Cassandra (who was on a visit from Australia) 
visited the library at the museum to find out more 
They were successful and what follows is a result of their research.  
 
 

 
 
 
The main source of information was the Journal of the 
Ornithological Society in the journal IBIS. 
Fortunately the museum had a bound copy of the journal which we 
were able to photocopy. The report only mentions birds but the 
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mammals collected were recorded in a manuscript book and after 
the trip RH donated his collection to the museum and we have a 
letter from the museum acknowledging receipt. 
 
 

 
 
H.Ronald Hardy. Esq. A collection of reptiles and Batrachians from 
W Africa, including a specimen of Daypeltis macrops, a rare egg-
eating snake. Authors’ note:  ba•tra•chi•an adj. Of or relating to 
vertebrate amphibians without tails, such as frogs, toads. From 
Greek batrakhos, frog.  
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MAMMAL RECORD BOOK 
 

They collected 72 mammals, with details of each handwritten in this 
notebook, some with extra “Remarks”, for example: 
 Squirrel.  Male.  Curiously this specimen has sexular organs 
very small.  Usually they are immense!  
 
Below we have included maps of the area for context, and the 
original report presented to the Museum by Lowe.  The report 
mentions the ‘unfortunate accident’ that RH had without saying 
what it was!  
However we found the answer in Willoughby’s diary as follows… 
Extract from Willoughby Lowe’s book ‘Trail that is always new’ 
chap. 9 
 

THE IVORY COAST, WEST AFRICA 
  
We were advised to go and see Mr Alston, representing the. British 
firm of Messrs Woodin & Co., where we found hospitality. He not 
only put us up, but helped in every possible way while we were in 
the country. 
After talking matters over, we decided that our best plan would be 
to make for a place called Beoumi, which lay to the westward. 
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Before 'leaving, we again saw the Administrator and told him what 
we had arranged, at the same time asking his permission to use the 
rest-house, and also requesting him to find men and hand¬carts for 
transport, which we wished to hire, and to give further instructions 
that our mail and the balance of our. stores should be forwarded 
without delay from Grand Bassam. 
Leaving early in the morning, we moved .through grassy open 
undulating country, the only feature in the scenery being a clump of 
large trees growing amongst some bushes, where we expected to 
find some form of life, but not a bird or animal was to be seen, 
which was very disappointing. Now and then we were held up by a 
flock of sheep, a white variety with black heads. On approaching 
any of the villages the, whole community trooped out screaming 
and cheering with excitement at seeing a motor car. As we neared 
our destination we passed a few more trees at the side of the road, 
where we saw some new species of squirrels and monkeys, with 
which we were to become more familiar later. The rest-house at 
Beoumi was a spacious place and here we soon installed 
ourselves. These convenient shelters are erected for the use of 
travellers who may be passing through the country. This one was 
built of stone and was about thirty yards long. It contained four or 
five rooms with a few pieces of simple furniture. There was a 
fenced-in compound at the back, with few trees for shade. In this 
village there is a consider¬able industry in the weaving of cotton 
cloth. The strips are about five inches wide and are sewn together. 
The patterns, which are usually of blue on a white ground, are 
original designs of the weaver, and out of fifty square designs on a 
single robe no two will be alike. The blue dye pots sunk in the 
ground are much in evidence, and the colour is made from a local 
plant. I fear that the cheap machine-made goods from Europe will 
soon kill off this native craft. 
We called on the Chef de Poste and told him to tell the natives that 
we would pay them for any snakes brought in either alive or dead. 
The next day, having unpacked, we began to explore the district, 
but the country was very difficult, being overgrown with tall grass ; 
also the clumps of trees and bushes dotted about were so thick as 
to be impenetrable. On our return to the rest-house for luncheon we 
found our first living snake had arrived, and H. put it into a metal 
box with a perforated zinc lid. It was a small grey-coloured creature 
about eighteen inches long and non-poisonous. The following day I 
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was the first to reach the rest-house, and found a very venomous 
cobra had been brought in; it was secured by a palm-stalk bent 
double across its throat and firmly tied. As it was still alive I 
exercised great caution in getting it into the box where the snake of 
the previous day had been placed. An hour later Hardy. returned 
with some birds and animals he had collected; I told him about the 
cobra, at the same time warning him not to touch or even to look at 
it, as it was a dangerous creature and very deadly. I had tied a 
`piece of canvas over the lid of the box, and had it placed on the 
verandah. H. was much excited, and naturally wanted to see it. 
After about a week my young friend could resist the temptation no 
longer, and, in spite of my warning, he ordered a boy to take the 
box to the compound, where he removed the canvas, and in so 
doing turned the box on its side to allow the sun to shine upon it. I 
was busy with some specimens on the verandah when I heard him 
call out—"It's a beauty! I can see it quite well; it is black, with 
salmon on the underside, and has a lovely hood." The box was laid 
flat again, and he stood admiring it for a moment, when I was 
suddenly alarmed by his exclaiming, "It has poisoned me! What 
shall I do?" He rushed up the steps of the verandah; -- -with his 
face already swollen to a great size, and his eyes and nose 
streaming with water, and he was in great pain. I advised him to put 
his head in a bucketful of water and to rub his eyes, to try to wash 
out some of the poison. There was no doctor nearer than the coast, 
and I could do nothing to relieve him. He went to bed, where he 
remained in a critical state for about a week. Some natives came to 
see him, and brought pieces of leaves and grass, which they 
chewed and placed on his eyes. They told me that he probably 
would not die, as he was fortunately poisoned in the eye, whereas if 
he had been standing with his back to the snake and the venom 
had touched his spine it would certainly have been fatal. It used to 
be considered only a native yarn, and impossible that snakes 
should spit poison, but now it is a well-known fact. My companion 
suffered more or less from the results of this mishap until we 
reached the coast on 8th January. In going home, the box 
containing the snakes was well wrapped up and placed in the 
engine-room of the ship, but on arrival at the Zoological Gardens 
only one snake was in the box, the little grey one having been eaten 
by his venomous companion, the Ringhal Cobra, for this he proved 
to be. He was nearly dead with cold when he was taken out. 
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The expedition left on 26th October 1922 sailing on S.S.GAMBIA 
arriving at Grand Bassam on 14th November. 
They returned home to Plymouth leaving Grand Bassam on 8th 
January 1923 on S.S.AKABO, a ship of 3,814 tons owned by the 
Elder Dempster line. 
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WEST AFRICA 

 

 
 

 
1923. on Birds from the Ivory Coast. 

Report on the Birds collected during the British 
Museum Expedition to the Ivory Coast (French West 
Africa). By DAVID A. BANNERMAN, M.B.E., B.A., 

F .R.S .E ., M. B. 0. U .With an account of the Field-Work 
By Willoughby. P.Lowe, M.B.O.U. 
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 It had long been our wish to secure for the Natural History 
Museum a collection of birds from the Ivory Coast of French West 
Africa, and towards the latter part of 1922 the Trustees of the 
Museum sanctioned a grant whereby we were enabled to send a 
collector to that little-known country. We were fortunate in 
persuading Mr. Willoughby .P. Lowe to undertake the work, for, as 
the readers of the Ibis and of other ornithological journals will be 
aware, Mr. Lowe has had unrivalled experience in West Africa. 
An expedition to the Ivory Coast is not to be lightly undertaken - the 
climate is bad-, the difficulties of transport considerable, and the 
Country difficult to work. At the last moment Mr. H. R. Hardy made 
arrangements to accompany Mr. Lowe, at his own expense, and 
they finally left England in November 1922 in the S.S.'Gambia,' 
arriving at Grand Bassam three weeks later. 
From this point Mr. Lowe will take up the tale, in the 
short introduction which he has written. Fortune was not 
very kind and owing mainly to a distressing accident which 
Mr.Hardy met with, and to the expenses in the field proving much 
greater than had been anticipated the Expedition was forced to 
return earlier than we had hoped. 
Nevertheless a very fair collection, numbering 345 birds Skins, 25 
bird skeletons, and nearly 70 mammals, was got together. 
Considering that Mr. Lowe was severely handicapped by 
Mr.Hardy's accident and that only two months were spent in the 
field, it says much for the energy with which Mr. Lowe tackled his 
task. 
As was anticipated, the Omnis of the Ivory Coast does not differ 
materially from that of the Gold Coast and of Liberia. 
Species were, of course, obtained at Beoumi and Alldama which 
have not yet been recorded from east or west of the Ivory Coast, 
bat we must not infer from this that they are not found there. 
Zoologically Liberia is imperfectly known, and the same be said of 
the Gold Coast, though to a much less extent. 
The most interesting discovery made was the occurrence in the 
Ivory Coast of the Purple-bellied Emerald Starling Specimens of 
which I exhibited at the May meeting of the British Ornithologists) 
Club. 
Five species and subspecies from this collection have already been 
described as new. 
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One hundred and fifty different species are represented in the 
collection, which has added materially to our knowledge of West 
African avifauna. It is, I believe. The first collection which has ever 
been made on the Ivory Coast, and there is not, in consequence, 
any literature on the birds of country to which reference could have 
been made in the following pages. 
 
In working out this collection the task has been greatly 
simplified by the work which I did on Mr. Lowe's previous collection 
from Southern Nigeria, the results of which were published in the 
Revue Zoologique Africaine1922), in the pages of which I reviewed 
the races of every species contained in the collections from 
Southern Nigeria.  
In consequence a great many of the species which Mr. Lowe and 
Mr. Hardy brought back from the Ivory Coast had already been 
critically dealt with in the papers cited) in which cases I have merely 
given a reference to the work already done. 'The ' Revue 
Zoologique Africaine' is a valuable zoological journal published 
privately in  Belgium by Dr. Scllouteden, of the Tervueren Museum, 
from whom the publication can be obtained. I have particularly to 
thank Mr. W.L Sclater for allowing me to make use of his new ' List 
of the Birds of Africa '-the first part of which dealing with the non- 
Passerine birds we hope to see soon published.                    
Appearance of this 'List' will prove of inestimable value to all 
workers on African ornithology. It is hoped that the map of the Ivory 
Coast, will prove of service to future workers. The various 
departments into which the country has been divided are indicated, 
and all places mentioned by Mr. Lowe in his introductory remarks. 
  
 

Account of the Field-Work by Willoughby P. Lowe. 
 
It may be of interest to state briefly the historical events leading up 
to the occupation of what is now known as the Cote d'Ivoire.  
The first navigators to visit this part of Africa were the Normans 
during the 14th and 15th centuries, but, unfortunately, their records 
were burnt by the English bombardment of Dieppe.  
In 1339 three frail vessels left Dieppe and started their course for 
the Southern Seas, and discovered Guinea. Twenty-five years later 
two other ships left the same port, and founded Petit Dieppe, at the 
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mouth of the now Liberian river, Rio Cestos. In the middle of the 
15th century a Portuguese ship, ' Grand Sest.re,' visited this 
 region and those who sailed her thought they were the first 
discoverers of Guinea. At this time, Guinea seems to have 
become the happy hunting-ground for American slaves, and large 
markets were established. The treaties of 1815, however, freed the 
French navy, and made it possible to repress the slave trade. 
During the years 1830-1850 many cruises were made, and bases 
established by the French. Official relations with the Chiefs took 
place in 1842, and on the 2nd day of July in the following year 
Assinie was occupied. 
The people were naturally hostile, but in spite of this, and manifold 
difficulties, such as landing on the surf-beaten shores, and the 
deadly climate, the French occupation prevailed. In 1893, Monsieur 
Binger, an eminent explorer, was appointed its first Governor, the 
present seat of government, Bingerville, being named after him. 
The Ivory Coast, containing 300,975 square kilometres, or about 
two-thirds of the area of France, is, curiously enough, a place about 
which we know little or nothing as regards its natural history'. This 
may seem strange, seeing that it possesses important ports and a 
railway with a regular mail service to Europe. I imagine the reason 
why we know so little of its ornithology is that it is illegal to export 
bird-skins. 
I had a\ways looked forward to visiting the Ivory Coast. 
Now, thanks to the efforts of Sir Sidney Harmer and officials at the 
British Museum, the Foreign Office obtained from Paris a special 
permit to make a collection. I had planned to go alone, but at the 
last moment Mr. R. Hardy volunteered to accompany me, and 
proved most helpful. We left London 26 October, 1922, by S.S.  
Gambia,’ in which I had previously travelled to Lagos in 1919. 
On the voyage out as far as the Canary Islands, we met with the 
usual number of Starlings, Thrushes, Willow-Wrens, Reed-
Warblers, and Kestrels, whilst in November 1919, on the same 
course, v\e had in addition Woodcocks, one of which followed us to 
the Canary Islands. After leaving the Canaries few land birds are 
seen, except when passing Cape Verde, where some Wheatears 
and Yellow-billed Kites were observed. On 14 November we 
reached Grand Bassam, and left the Gambia in a surf-boat for the 
iron pier, where one is hoisted ashore in a “mammy-chair." Here we 
found an outbreak of yellow fever had occurred, so we decided to 
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leave with all speed to the interior. On the 15th we motored to 
Bingerville, being ferried across the lagoon, to interview the Lieut.-
Governor and called at the imposing palace at 2 pm. Bingerville is a 
pretty place, standing on high ground above the lagoon, and is 
considered very healthy as compared to Grand Bassam. His 
Excellency kindly lent us a large motor lorry, in which we travelled 
back to Grand Bassam, collected our belongings, and left the same 
night for the railway-station at Abidjan, where, we arrived in the 
early hours of the morning. As usual the small hotel was full, but a 
school-master kindly offered us a room in his bungalow some 
distance away. The train left very early, and we had hardly got to 
bed when it was time to get up! On reaching the station we were 
disappointed to find no food or water could be got on the train, and 
no place for cooking. A servant was hurriedly despatched to the 
hotel and two small rolls of bread obtained, with which, and a small 
quantity of water in our bottles, we departed for Bouake, the 
terminus of the railway .It was dark when we entered the train and 
we were very glad to sit down and rest.  
It was unfortunate that we should be so tired just when we were 
about to enter this, wonderful primeval forest-belt, which extends for 
a hundred miles. The constructing of the railway in such a country is 
indeed a wonderful engineering feat, and as our trail wound round 
sharp bends, and up and down the dips, or over the swampy 
stretches, it makes one realize the difficulties that had to be 
overcome in cutting a clearing, where giant trees and tangled forest  
growth, swamps and disease, barred the way. We arrived at 
Bouake late in the evening, and after interviewing the Administrator, 
we tried, unsuccessfully, at the hotel for a room. Eventually we 
found a British trading firm, Messrs. Woodin & Co., in charge of Mr. 
Alston. Here we were cordially welcomed, and all possible help 
afforded us during our stay in the country. It was obvious that 
Bouake itself was too much of a town to work from, so we decided 
to move to Beoumi, about 55 kilometres west by motor, taking as 
much gear as we possibly could, while the rest was to follow 
immediately by hand- carts. The road to Beoumi was as usual 
wonderfully straight, and in excellent order. At first our journey was 
rather flat, but it soon changed to parallel rolling hills, running north 
and south; they rise some fifty to eighty feet and are about a mile 
apart. The country is covered with tall grass, and clumps of trees 
and bushes, and nearly every valley has a supply of water on the 
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surface, at any rate at this season of the year. Birds are seldom 
seen along the road, except an odd shrike, a few doves and fruit-
pigeons, varied with an occasional glimpse of what proved to be 
two new races of monkeys (Circopithecus), which, as we 
approached, dropped hurriedly with a crash from the tree- tops into 
the bush below. Another species, Colobus polycomos, I fear, if the 
present demand for its fur and flesh continues, will become 
extremely rare, if not extinct. Of squirrels, the traveller may see 
three varieties: two, belonging to the genus Heliosciurus, are often 
noticed together, scampering along the huge bombax branches, 
whilst the handsome Funisciurus love the thick bush, near 
cultivated land, where he ventures out to feed. Of these five new 
races, Mr. Oldfield Thomas remarks, “all are distinguished by their 
lighter colouration as compared with that of their allies inhabiting the 
more saturated forest districts to the south.” 
Villages are numerous; we were everywhere greeted with 
screaming natives. Whilst mentioning natives, it is a noteworthy 
fact, that during this short visit to the Ivory Coast, I saw more 
albinos than I ever noticed during all my various visits to Africa. 
They have reddish curly hair, and skin resembling a European, but 
with the usual Negro features. 
We reached Beoumi on 19 November, alas, to find that we were still 
in a populous district, and no game was to be seen. However, as 
our belongings were still behind, we had no option but to remain 
until the hand-carts arrived. This proved a lengthy business, and 
some things, such as spirit, which we were compelled to leave at 
the port, took a month to reach Bouake, only forty- eight hours’ 
journey. This was particularly annoying as we daily expected their 
arrival, intending then to move to Bandama, on the Bandama River. 
Beoumi, where most our collecting was done, is a large native town 
in charge of a Chef du Poste. We occupied a fine rest-house, which 
was kindly put at our disposal by the French Government. Beoumi 
was, like all other places, nicely laid out and planted with flowering 
trees and shrubs. The country is open, with low rolling hills, well-
watered, and covered at this time of year with tall grass, above 
one’s head, whilst trees and bush are scattered in clumps 
everywhere. The trees are mostly cottonwood and bombax, and 
were now in full bloom, and their large patches of red flowers 
looked most beautiful. Birds were extraordinarily scarce, and very 
few varieties were to be met with in the open. At first we were in 



13 

 

despair of getting any other than common species. However, we 
found that such birds as existed were chiefly in the “bush.” Now, the 
“bush” was more difficult to work in than anything I had 
experienced. True, you might occasionally hear voices, but to see a 
bird was well-nigh impossible; sometimes one could crawl in with 
great difficulty on hands and knees, but it was not possible to go far, 
for the tangle of thorns and unbreakable network of vines of varying 
sizes which held one fast. Into this “bush” we crept daily, if birds 
could be heard. Once in, one would sit as it were in a Turkish-bath, 
and call the birds. Every day a few could be heard, both large and 
small, only a few feet away, but despite our efforts, some were 
never seen, and what they were still remains a mystery. In such 
“bush,” I firmly believe, one could spend a life-time finding out its 
inhabitants and their habits. 
On 27 December our missing packages arrived, and we move to 
the Bandama River, where reports as to the abundance of game, 
and shooting generally, proved correct. The river is about a hundred 
yards wide and quite deep after all the rain we had experienced. Its 
banks are fringed with tall forest trees, beneath which is the usual 
dense undergrowth of shrubs and bushes. It was the 
commencement of the dry season, and the tall grass which had 
made collecting impossible was now to be burnt. What a change! 
Now that one could walk across the country, birds we had never 
seen appeared in numbers. 
Bee-eaters, Larks (Pinarocorys), large Bustards, such as Kori and 
Denham’s, rose in numbers from the freshly-burnt ground, as well 
as flocks of Pipits and Wagtails, hitherto only seen singly or in pairs, 
wherever an open space was to be found. Whether all these birds 
existed in such numbers in the grass before the fire, or whether the 
burning of the grass, like the advent of the rain, brings ducks and 
other aquatic birds to the small pools in dry Darfur, it is difficult to 
say. 
January 7 found us leaving Bandama, with many regrets, for 
Beoumi, to pack our collections and begin our return journey. We 
departed from Bouake for Grand Bassam at 6.30 a.m. One begins 
to notice at 7.30 an increase in the bush and trees, whilst half an 
hour later hills with large granite boulders, perhaps 200 feet high, 
appear. At 10.30 two peaks, possibly 1500-2000 feet high, are to be 
seen. We next arrive at Dimbokoro, an important gold-mining 
district, where extends a wide belt of Borassus Palms. From now 
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on, palms and grass give way to ever-increasing trees and bush, 
and by 11.30 we are in the forest. At every station banana 
plantations and yelling natives are found. The forest becomes more 
dense as we journey on; bracken (Nephrodium) tries to cover the 
railway, and the forest growth is ever attempting to heal the scratch 
made by Man upon her green surface. At 4.30 p.m. the forest 
becomes glorious to those who love wild nature. True, civilisation 
has made its mark, but the wonderful wealth of vegetation is 
astounding. Brilliant and dark greens, varied at times with splendid 
flowering trees and shrubs and at others with brightly coloured 
leaves, all entwined and massed together with many parasitic 
creepers baffle description. Occasionally a few Grey Parrots, Blue-
bellied Rollers or Hornbills may be seen, but birds were scarce 
during the whole journey. Yet in this great primeval forest, and 
fever-laden country, lies an unseen world of creatures, some of 
which utter weird cries at night, but of these we know little or 
nothing about their daily lives, or even existence. 
At Abidjan we spent the night, and could distinctly hear the heavy 
surf pounding the shore, like distant thunder. The following day we 
boarded the small steamboat and, after a very pleasant cruise on 
the beautifully wooded lagoon, arrived at Grand Bassam late in the 
evening, only to hear that our ship was leaving at daybreak. 
The following official records of temperature and climate may be of 
interest as recorded in 1899:-- 

 
Mean air : Temperature 27.5 centigrade 
Minimum in January…..20    centigrade 

Maximum in April…..38    centigrade 
The Dry Season extends from 1 December—15 May 

The Wet Season from 15 May – 30 November 
 

~~~~~ 
 

Here endeth the research by Laurence and Cassandra 
 
 

 
 


