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SUMMARY 

 
 

 

EDITORIAL 

 
 

 

Chers lecteurs, 
Cõest avec un immense plaisir que nous vous annon­ons le recrutement dõun nouveau rédacteur au sein de notre bulletin. 
Nous sommes donc ravis dõaccueillir Michael Round dans notre équipe.  
Dans ce bulletin vous aurez lõoccasion de d®couvrir un article impressionnant sur le thème des minéraux au Congo Belge 
encore un tout grand merci à son auteur Théo Schilderman. 
  

Bonne lecture 
 
 Dear readers, 
 
It is with great pleasure that we announce the recruitment of a new editor for our bulletin. We are delighted to 
welcome Michael Round to our team. 
In this newsletter you have the opportunity to discover an impressive article on the topic of Minerals of the Belgian 
Congo, thanks again to its author Théo Schilderman. 
 
Good reading 

 

Geachte lezers, 
 
Met zeer veel genoegen mogen wij een nieuw lid verwelkomen in de redactie van ons bulletin. We zijn verheugd om 
Michael Round te mogen verwelkomen in onze ploeg. 
In dit bulletin kan u een indrukwekkend artikel over het thema van de mineralen in Belgisch Congo ontdekken. Onze 
speciale dank gaat uit naar de auteur Theo Schilderman. 
  
Wij wensen u alvast veel leesplezier 
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The Congo is very rich in resources, both natural and mineral. This became increasingly clear when 

Europeans began to visit the region. When the Congo Free State was established in the late 19th Century, it 

began with exploiting natural resources such as rubber and palm oil, then started prospecting for minerals. It 

was soon clear that the Northern Rhodesian Copperbelt extended into the Congo, and several companies 

were established to extract and process copper. Once the railway from the Cape reached Katanga, in 1910, it 

became very profitable to mine copper, and the minerals associated with it such as cobalt. Diamonds were 

discovered, mainly in the Kasaï, and gold especially in the North East. There was tin along the Eastern 

border too. And then there were industrial minerals, such as limestone, clays and basalt, which could be 

turned into e.g. building materials.  

This article attempts to describe the Congoôs mineral wealth through stamps, postcards and covers. It 

describes some of the main companies involved, such as the Union Minière du Haut Katanga and the 

Forminière, in prospecting, mining and processing them and shows some of their mail and installations. The 

main minerals covered with include copper, diamonds and gold, but some attention is also paid to e.g. tin, 

uranium, coal, limestone, clays and cobalt. 

 

 

 

 

The Congo is much better known for the minerals it exports, such as copper, diamonds, gold, cobalt and tin, 

than for the ones used within the country. Yet a simple mineral like clay, found all over the country, has 

probably been more useful to a larger number of Congolese than the exported minerals that created paid 

employment for a much smaller number, and financially awarded mainly foreigners and some high-ranking 

Congolese. Clay is one of the oldest building materials on earth and probably the first mineral used in the 

Congo Basin. 

 

Clay is a fine-grained material created by the weathering of rock. It is a mixture of minerals, in varying 

proportions, the most important ones being silica, alumina and iron, but magnesium, calcium and alkaline 

earths may also be present. Its most important characteristic is plasticity: when mixed with water, it can be 

shaped or moulded. Clay can also be fired, using a range of kilns, to create ceramics. 

An example of the use of clay as a plastic material is shown in fig. 1. It pictures simple village housing at 

Epulu, with walls probably made of ñmud-and-poleò, having a frame of timber poles and branches plastered 

with mud. Housing like this may be millennia-old in the Congo. Soil with a mixture of clay and sand can 

also used to shape blocks used for the masonry of walls, called adobes in some countries. In that case, the 

harder and larger grains of sand provide strength, whilst the clay acts as a binder. And example of an adobe 

wall can be found in the background of fig. 2, behind the female potter. 

 

Pottery itself is one form of ceramics. The craft was introduced into the Congo by Bantu immigrants arriving 

in the country from both the West and the East, from around 500 BC. The unmailed postcard in fig.2 shows 

a female potter at work in Mikalayi (Kasaï), and the one in fig. 3 pictures a female potter at Luebo. Both 

postcards show women using the plasticity of clay to model various types of pots that will be used to store 

water, brew beer, cook food etc. On the left of the latter picture is a raised platform on which she bakes her 

pots in a fairly open fire with some surround, temporarily covered by a basket when not in use. 
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Temperatures in such fires are insufficient to produce proper ceramics. Many of the pots will be under-baked 

and quite brittle. Finally, fig. 4 shows female potters at Kinshasa, with a sitting woman shaping a pot from 

clay, whilst finished products are shown in the foreground. They appear to be well-shaped and fired, and 

have some form of decorative glazed bands that would require a fairly high temperature to be produced. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.1: Used postcard showing housing at Epulu, written at Elisabethville on 3 November 1955. It was mailed 

by air from Elisabethville to Lessona in Italy, but any stamps have been removed. 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2: Unmailed postcard showing a female potter at 

Mikalayi in the Kasaï.  
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Fig.3: Unmailed postcard of a female potter at Luebo 

 

 
Fig.4: Postcard handed out as an address reference in 1948 by Americo Caseiro of Mateus, Caseiro Cie., businessmen at Inkissi, 

showing the production of pottery at Kinshasa. 

 

Fired clay bricks are another form of ceramics. The craft of manufacturing bricks by moulding and firing 

soil containing a mixture of clay and sand was introduced at various locations of the Congo by the missions, 

such as the Redemptorist Fathers who produced the following postcard, and perhaps by a few companies, 

from the late 19th Century onwards. The bricks on the card will have been shaped in wooden moulds, 

slightly larger than the size of the required final products, as the mud bricks will shrink first during drying, 

and then again when becoming a ceramic material during firing. Brick production is in most places a dry-

season activity, as drying often takes place in the open, or under slight cover. In the larger cities, there 

probably were industrial-scale brick producers using more advanced methods of shaping, drying and firing. 

The kiln on fig. 5 is built from unfired mud bricks, and the men on the top are still adding more layers. At 

the bottom are four almost triangular firing tunnels that run across the whole kiln, accessible from both sides. 

Fires will be started with straw and kindling, and once they are well under way, the larger logs one sees to 

the right will be added. The kilns will burn several days, and need to be kept going overnight. When all 

wood is finished, they are sealed off with bricks and mud, keeping the heat inside for longer. Temperatures 

in such kilns can easily reach 900°C, but the bricks on the outsides will not reach those and remain under-

fired. 
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Fig.5: Unmailed postcard of a brick kiln at Nkolo. 

 

 
 

Fig.6: This postcard shows a church built with bricks at the mission of the Filles de la Charité at Nsona-

Mbata. It was mailed, without stamp, by a sister from Ixelles, Bruxelles, to a colleague at the Mission du 

Sacré Coeur at Nsona-MôBatta. 

 

The missions built churches, schools, workshops and much more with the bricks they produced. A church is 

shown in fig. 6, and fig. 7 depicts a house being constructed with burnt bricks. The rocks in the foreground 

are of the type used in foundations under brick walls. 
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Fig.7: Unmailed colour postcard of a house under construction at Mulungu. 

 

As well as bricks, roofing tiles are a form of ceramics; to produce tiles requires a more clayey soil than for 

bricks. Both bricks and tiles were predominantly used to build for whites in the Congo, as fig. 8 shows. The 

tiles are often machine-pressed, and fired in vertical shaft kilns. Their use is shown in more detail in fig. 9: 

that roof of part tiles and part thatch is supported by adobe walls. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 8: A house for whites is shown on view 96 of the Stibbe type 61 postal stationery card of 1922, with a 

prepaid 15 c. blue-green palm tree stamp on beige paper, mailed from Elisabethville to Brussels on 21 

December 1922. 
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Fig. 9: Unmailed postcard produced by the White Sisters, showing a Christian household in Baudouinville 

on Lake Tanganyika, a deliberately composed picture. 
 

 

 

 

Iron ore is quite common in the Congo; there are many ancient blacksmithing sites too. The first geologist to 

enter Katanga in 1892, with the Bia expedition, was Jules Cornet. Not only did he discover many copper 

deposits there, but also quite a number of sites with iron ore. He wrote several reports on those discoveries, 

which became hugely important for further exploration and mining in Katanga. Far less noticed was a report 

he wrote in 1908 on the geology of the Mayumbe, an area between the mouth of the Congo river and the 

Cabinda enclave that is part of Angola. In it, he describes Mount Sali as a hillock covered by iron-bearing 

rocks, especially magnetites and pyrites. The latter report was based on geological studies undertaken in the 

Mayumbe in 1904 by M. Kostka; he may well be one of the prospectors pictured in fig. 10. 

 

According to Jan Vansina (ñPaths in the Rainforestsò, 1990), the craft of smelting iron and the subsequent 

blacksmith work - featured in fig. 11 - required to produce e.g. utensils and weapons was spread by Bantu 

migrations as in the case of pottery, and is thought to have entered the Congo from both the East and West, 

in the last centuries BC. This craft produced the picks, axes and hoes used for clearing forests, leading to 

more productive agriculture and thus a more abundant and safer food supply. It also made the immigrants 

superior in armaments, because they had iron spear- and arrow-heads, which helped them to master tribes 

that stood in their way. And there were many more uses of iron.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Iron  
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Fig. 10:  Life as a prospector: camping on the magnetites of Mount Sali in the Mayumbe. Postcard mailed 

from Boma to Brussels, impossible to date because the stamp, and with that most of the cancel were 

removed, as well as the text. Large T applied for postage due in Belgium, but no sign of postage due stamps. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 11: Unused postcard of traditional blacksmiths at work, at an unknown location in the Congo. The iron 

ore is buried with charcoal; the blacksmiths blow air into a bellows through a reed attached to (probably) 

an animal stomach, and from there through a pipe into the buried hearth. 
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Various types of stone do occur in the Congo, but not everywhere. They are not as abundant in river valleys 

and the rainforest. A mountain range made infamous by the early explorers of the Congo runs parallel to the 

coast from Gabon to Angola. It is covered by quartz clusters in matrices of schist and mica, which gave it the 

name of Crystal Mountains by the likes of Stanley. A rock with quartz crystals is shown on the 45 kuta 

stamp of a minerals set issued by Zaïre in 1983: 
 

  
quartz crystals on a 

45 kuta mint stamp of 1983 

quartz crystals on a used 45 kuta  

stamp overprinted 300 Zaïre in 1990 

 

 

The mighty Congo River had to make its way through the Crystal Mountains between Leopoldville/Kinshasa 

and Matadi, via a series of cataracts and falls. Stanley and his men struggled to build a road through them to 

the North of the river, which gave him the nickname ñBula Matariò (Breaker of Stones) by the locals. 

Constructing the railway line, on the South side, was no easier, as shown in fig. 12.  

 

 
 

Fig. 12: The Lower Congo railway line from Matadi to Kinshasa had to cut through the Crystal Mountains, 

as can be seen on the right of the above postcard. This is view 49 of a Stibbe type 53 card, prepaid 10 c. 

carmine on beige card, overprinted with a large 15 in 1915. The card was cancelled at Luebo on 29 April 

1924 and sent to Blandain in Belgium. 

 

Stone, once crushed, made good bases for roads and railways (fig. 12), and could be used to produce 

concrete for other infrastructure works. Larger stones were often used for foundations, and sometimes for 

stone masonry and pavements, even occasionally in pre-colonial times; those could be extracted in the 

quarry shown in fig. 13. 

 

 

Stone 
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Fig. 13: The picture on the above colour postcard dates from around 1900, and appeared in a book as well 

as on cards. It shows workers in a quarry near Boma; it is unclear what type of stone is quarried here, and 

for what purposes, but they are sizable blocks. The card was written on 9 March 1904, and mailed to 

Liverpool, but its stamp has disappeared. 

 

 

 

 

 

The branch of the African Rift Valley that separates the Congo from Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda and 

Uganda houses a number of active and dormant volcanoes. In the North Kivu, both the Nyiragongo, around 

20 km North of Lake Kivu and the Nyamuragira, 5 km further North are unusually active, large volcanoes, 

both around 3 km high. Nyiragongo erupted at least 34 times since 1862, and Nyamuragira at least 46 times. 

The latter is a massive high-potassium basaltic shield volcano, with a caldera measuring 2 km across 

containing around 500 km³ lava. The lava flows from its eruptions cover about 1500 km². Fig. 14 features 

the caldera of the Nyamuragira in 1933, and fig. 15 shows it is often very active, with lava being thrown in 

the air. When the volcano erupts, it is usually through fissures in its walls; this creates the lava flows as can 

be seen in fig. 16; they can go in all directions.  Once the lava cools it hardens and becomes the basalt shown 

on fig. 17 that has Lake Kivu in the background. This particular flow may have emerged from either of the 

above two active volcanoes. Lava plains are quite a barrier for traffic, even on foot, as shown in fig. 18, 

where a column of porters is crossing a plain on their way to a World War I front. Basalt is locally used for 

infrastructure and construction. Finally, fig. 19 shows a crater submerged in Lake Kivu. The Lake contains 

an estimated 60 billion m³ of methane gaz linked to volcanic activity. The KivuWatt project has installed a 

floating barge to extract the gaz 12.5 km offshore of the Rwandan town of Kibuye, fed through a floating 

pipeline to a 25 MW electric power plant near the town that was due to start feeding into the electricity grid 

on 1 January 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Basalt 
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Fig. 14:  Unmailed postcard of the internal platform (caldera) of the Nyamuragira volcano as it was in 1933, 

in the Parc National Albert, now the Virunga National Park.  

 
 

 
 

Fig. 15: Unmailed postcard showing the internal crater of the Nyamuragira, with lava thrown upwards. 
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Fig. 16: Unmailed colour postcard showing lava flows of the Nyamuragira Volcano during an eruption. 
 

 
 

Fig. 17: Unmailed postcard of lava flows near Goma, with Lake Kivu in the background. 
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Fig. 18: Postcard showing a column of porters crossing a lava plain, possibly in Rwanda, on their way to a 

front where Belgian colonial forces were fighting Germans occupying East Africa. The card is view 7 of 

Stibbe type 11, issued in 1918, with a prepaid 5 c. yellow-green stamp on beige paper. It was mailed at 

Kigali on 6 September 1919, to Ciney in Namur, where it arrived on 10 November. 

 
 

Fig. 19: Postcard featuring a submerged crater in Mobimbi Bay, Lake Kivu. This card is a Stibbe type 53, 

originally issued as a prepaid 10 c. carmine on beige paper card in 1912, but overprinted with a large 15 in 

1921. The card also bears a 1 Fr. rose definitive stamp of 1925-27 on the front. There are incomplete Kipushi 

cancellations on both front and back, but the card may not have been mailed. 

 

 

 

 

From the 16th Century, Dutch ships of the Oud West Indische Compagnie started to bring copper to The 

Netherlands that they had acquired at the mouth of the Congo river and along the coast of Angola. This 

copper was brought there from somewhere in the interior, but where exactly was unknown. Over the next 

Copper 
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two centuries, the quantities increased. The existence of copper mines in Katanga was first mentioned in 

1798 by the Portuguese explorer de Lacerdas. In 1874, the British explorer Cameron describes copper items 

in the form of a St Andrews Cross, with arms 15-16ò long by 2ò wide and 0.5ò thick, weighing 2-3 pounds. 

These crosses were produced by the natives. Bayeke invaders, coming from around Tabora in Tanganyika in 

the middle of the 19th Century improved the more primitive production methods used before. In periods of 

reduced agricultural activity, from May, they practised surface mining, and had kilns up to 2m high near the 

copper quarries, fired with charcoal with air blown in through bellows. The copper lumps thus produced 

were then taken to their villages to be further refined in smaller kilns. The molten copper was shaped in 

moulds dug into ant heaps. Thus were produced the famous crosses, but also bullets, hoes, bracelets etc. But 

then King Msiri came to power in Katanga, leading to a period of warfare and insecurity, strongly reducing 

local copper production; it had virtually disappeared in the early 20th Century. 

 

During the Belgian reign of the Congo, no postage stamps were produced showing copper, but a wide range 

of postcards showed its mining and processing. After independence, in 1960, the Congo/Zaïre issued at least 

eight stamps showing different forms of copper found in the Congo, shown hereafter: 

 

Native Copper 

(Cu) 

Dioptase 

hydrated copper silicate 

(CuSiO3.H2O) 

Malachite 

copper carbonate hydroxide 

(Cu2CO3(OH)2 

 
6 kuta mint stamp in a 

set on the International Fair of 

Kinshasa in 1969 

6 zaïre used stamp 

in a minerals set  

issued in 1983 

40,000 new Zaïre stamp  

of 1996, overprinted 100 

Congolese Francs in 2001 

 

Apart from the dioptase stamp above, the minerals set issued by Zaïre in 1983 contains three other stamps 

with copper-bearing minerals. These are here shown mint, but not on mail. 
 

Malachite 

copper carbonate hydroxide 

(Cu2CO2(OH)2) 

 

Bournonite 

a sulfosalt: trithioantimonite 

of lead and copper (more 

interesting as an antimony 

ore) 

(PbCuSbS2) 

 

Cuprite  

copper oxide 

(Cu2O) 

 

 
  

2 kuta mint 1.50 Zaïre mint 8 Zaïre mint 
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Fig. 20: The 6 Zaïre stamps showing the copper ore dioptase were issued by Zaïre in 1983 as part of a 

mineral set. They were printed in sheets of 50 by Courvoisier S.A. of La Chaux-de-Fonds, Switzerland. A full 

mint sheet is shown here in a somewhat reduced size. 
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Chrysocolla 

hydrated copper cyclosilicate 

(Cu2.xAl x(H2-x)Si2O5)(OH)4.nH20) 

Aurichalcite  

basic carbonate of zinc and copper 

((Zn,Cu)5(CO3)2(OH)6) 

 
 

mint pink and blue-green 1,350 Francs 

stamp issued in 2011 by the Democratic  

Republic of the Congo showing 

a piece of chrysocolla, a minor copper 

ore occurring, amongst others, in the Congo. 

mint multi-coloured 480 Francs stamp 

issued in 2002 by the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo, picturing two pieces of 

aurichalcite, which can be mined to 

recover copper or zinc. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Fig. 21: Express airmail cover mailed at Matadi on 21 August 1970, via Kinshasa where it received a transit 

cancel at the rear on the 25th, to Marina di Carrara in Italy, arriving there on the 28th. It carries the green 

and gold 6 kuta stamp showing native copper. This stamp was issued by the Congo Democratic Republic in 

1969, in a set on the International Fair of Kinshasa. It also carries a 2 kuta multi-coloured stamp issued in 

1970 at the 10th anniversary of Independence, and a 4 kuta orange and blue Palais de la Nation stamp 

overprinted 9.6 kuta in 1968. 
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Fig. 22: Airmail cover from Kinshasa to Merville Franceville Plage in France mailed on 6 June of an 

illegible year. The cover bears three superimposed stamps showing the copper ore malachite. They were 

originally issued in 1996 by Zaïre for a value of 40,000 New Zaïres, but then overprinted 100 Congolese 

Francs in 2001 by new regime of what had now become the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The other 

two stamps, showing a dinosaur, were originally issued by Zaïre in 1996 for 20,000 New Zaïres, then 

overprinted 25 Congolese Francs in 2001. It is interesting to note that the Kinshasa canceller still has Zaïre 

as the name of the country. 

 

It was clear there were rich copper deposits in Northern Rhodesia and neighbouring Katanga. The borders in 

this area were by no means defined; a lot depended on who could get Msiri to sign over his territory first. 

Cecil Rhodes liked to get hold of Katanga for his Chartered Company. He sent 2 expeditions in 1890; the 

first ran into a smallpox epidemic and had to return. The second, led by Alfred Sharpe, reached Msiri at his 

capital Bunkeya before the Belgians did, but Msiri refused to sign a treaty, because Sharpe had brought 

meagre presents. At that stage, Leopold II was so concerned that he ordered several expeditions himself. The 

first, under Marinel reached Bunkeya in April 1891, but an explosion in his arms store forced him to return. 

The next under Delcommune arrived in October that year, followed by Sharpe returning in December. But 

the Belgians won the race for a treaty, and therefore gained Katanga. A final expedition, led by Bia arrived 

in January 1892; it was the most important one, as it had brought a young geologist, Jules Cornet, who 

subsequently reported many sites rich in copper as well as iron and limestone.  

 

The Comité Spécial du Katanga (CSK) was established in 1900 to administer the domains of the Free State 

and the Katanga Company. It soon sent an expedition under Major Weijns to Katanga. He established the 

seat of the CSK at Pweto on Lake Mwero. When he left in 1903, he had established 20 posts occupied by 80 

Europeans. Kayumba, to the East of Manono but on the other side of the Lualaba River was one of them. 

The border between Katanga and Northern Rhodesia was confirmed on 12 May 1894. 
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Fig. 23a: Front of a New Year postcard sent by a CSK administrator from Kayumba to Bruges on 19 

October 1905. It took over a month to be carried to Lusambo, on the Sankuru River, where it was cancelled 

on 20 Novermber. From there, it reached Leopoldville by boat, where it got a transit cancel on 23 

December. It was carried on the mailboat ñPhilippevilleò arriving in Antwerp on 21 January 1906, and in 

Bruges the next day. 

 

 
 

Fig. 23b: Rear of the same postcard, showing its origin. 

 

Tanganyika Concessions Ltd was founded in London in January 1899 and directed by Robert Williams, a 

former collaborator of Rhodes. Soon after, he sent an expedition into the region, led by George Grey. In 

August of that year, they discovered the copper deposits of Nkana and Kansanshi in Northern Rhodesia, as 

well as that of Kipushi just across the Congolese border. They also reported gold being carried in streams 

emanating from the Congo. The CSK had very little mining knowledge, and therefore agreed with Williams 

that TCL would undertake 5 years of prospecting in Katanga, of which the costs were shared. That work was 

again directed by George Grey. It found copper at e.g. Luishia, Musonoi, Kolwezi, Kambove, Shituru, 

Likasi, Kamatanda, Kamfundwa and Shangulowe. By 1902, 52 mine sites had been discovered, and TCL 

started to exploit the Kambove deposits. 


