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Introduction

Nestled on the West African coast, the Republic of Benin unfolds as a country of
striking contrasts, deep traditions, and rich historical narratives. Once home to the
powerful Kingdom of Dahomey and later a territory under French colonial rule, Benin's
story is a tapestry woven from threads of ancient heritage and modern transformation.
This book, "Benin: Portrait of a Country," seeks to provide a comprehensive
exploration of Benin's history, culture, land, and its contemporary realities.

Benin stands at the crossroads of Africa’s storied past and rapidly changing present.
Its landscapes stretch from the lagoons and bustling cities of the south to the
savannas and traditional villages of the north. These varied environments have
nurtured generations of artists, thinkers, and leaders who have left their mark on West
Africa and beyond. Through centuries of trade, migration, and conflict, the Beninese
people have preserved unique customs and worldviews that continue to shape their
communities today.

From the echoes of royal processions in Abomey to the lively rhythms of Porto-Novo’s
markets, Benin is alive with stories. Its artistic heritage, evident in intricate bronze and
woodwork, colorful textiles, and vibrant music, speaks to a nation both proud of its
roots and open to new influences. Religions and spiritual practices, such as Vodun,
intermingle alongside Christianity and Islam, embodying a long legacy of cultural
resilience and adaptation.

Contemporary Benin is a nation in motion. Since independence, it has grappled with
challenges and opportunities in governance, education, healthcare, and sustainable
development. Cities like Cotonou pulse with the energy of commerce and creativity,
while rural areas maintain time-honored ways of life. Societal transformation is
apparent in the expansion of digital technology and the increasing engagement of
young people in civic life.

Tourists from around the globe are discovering Benin’s natural beauty and historic
sites, from the wild biodiversity of national parks to the poignant reminders of the
Atlantic slave trade. The modern traveler is invited not only to witness Benin’s
landscapes but also to connect with its people and cultural heritage firsthand.

This book invites readers on a journey that is at once educational and immersive.
Through an exploration of Benin’s land, history, and living traditions, "Benin: Portrait of
a Country" aims to foster a deeper understanding of a nation whose significance
reaches far beyond its borders. Whether preparing to visit, conduct research, or simply
satisfy curiosity, readers will find in these pages a vibrant portrait of Benin in all its
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Its Geography

Benin, a country often described as "key-shaped," is a narrow strip of land in West
Africa, stretching approximately 700 kilometers (435 miles) from the Niger River in the
north to the Atlantic Ocean in the south. While its coastline is relatively short at 121
kilometers (75 miles), the country reaches about 325 kilometers (202 miles) at its
widest point. This compact size, roughly equivalent to the state of Pennsylvania or
slightly larger than Bulgaria, places it among the smaller nations in West Africa,
though it's twice the size of its western neighbor, Togo, and about one-eighth the size
of its eastern neighbor, Nigeria.

The country's topography generally ranges from flat to undulating plains, with an
average elevation of around 200 meters (656 feet). However, this doesn't mean it's
entirely featureless. As one moves from south to north, Benin's landscape unfolds into
distinct natural regions, each with its own character.

The journey begins at the coast, a low-lying, sandy plain, typically 2 to 10 kilometers
(1 to 6 miles) wide, where the highest elevation barely touches 10 meters (33 feet).
This marshy strip is dotted with a network of lakes and lagoons that connect to the
ocean. The Grand-Popo Lagoon in the west even extends into neighboring Togo, while
the Porto-Novo Lagoon in the east offers a natural waterway that stretches towards
Lagos, Nigeria, though political boundaries make its use less common. Only at Grand-
Popo and Cotonou do these lagoons have direct outlets to the sea. The coastal area
around Cotonou also provides a clear visual of the prevailing sand movement from
west to east, with sand accumulating to the west of the port and erosion occurring to
the east.

Behind the coastal plain lies the "terre de barre" region, a fertile plateau named for its
clay soil (barre being a French adaptation of the Portuguese word for clay, barro). This
area, with altitudes ranging from 20 to 200 meters (66 to 656 feet), is characterized
by its generally flat landscape, though occasional hills can rise to about 400 meters
(1,300 feet). It's also home to the Lama Marsh, a significant swampy expanse
stretching from Abomey to Allada. This region, alongside other southern plateaus like
those found near Kétou, Aplahoué (or Parahoué), and Zagnanado, consists of clays
resting on a crystalline base.

Further north, the landscape transitions into flatlands interspersed with rocky hills,
rarely exceeding 400 meters (1,312 feet) in altitude, particularly around Nikki and
Savé. The Atacora mountain range then marks Benin's northwestern border, extending
into Togo. This range represents the highest elevations in the country, with Mont
Sokbaro reaching 658 meters (2,159 feet). These mountains form a natural divide
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between the Volta and Niger river basins. Finally, the Niger plains in the northeast
slope down to the Niger River valley, composed mainly of clayey sandstones.

Benin's climate is predominantly tropical, characterized by warmth and humidity. Due
to its location between the Equator and the Tropic of Cancer, temperatures remain
high throughout the year, typically ranging between 18°C and 35°C (64°F and 95°F)
with little daily fluctuation. The average annual temperature hovers around 27°C
(80.6°F), though some sources suggest an average of 33°C (91.4°F).

The country experiences two distinct climatic zones: a southern zone with an
equatorial climate and a northern zone with a tropical or semi-arid climate. In the
south, there are two rainy and two dry seasons. The main rainy season typically runs
from April to late July, followed by a shorter, less intense rainy period from late
September to November. The principal dry season extends from December to April,
with a short, cooler dry season occurring from late July to early September. The
amount of rainfall generally increases towards the east along the coast. For instance,
while Grand-Popo receives about 800 millimeters (32 inches) annually, Cotonou and
Porto-Novo both receive approximately 1,270 millimeters (50 inches).

In contrast, the northern climatic zone has only two seasons: one dry and one rainy.
The rainy season here lasts from May to September, with the majority of the rainfall
occurring in August. Rainfall in the Atacora Mountains and central Benin averages
around 1,346 millimeters (53 inches) a year, decreasing to about 965 millimeters (38
inches) further north. During the dry season, from December to March, the harmattan,
a hot, dry, and dusty wind, blows from the northeast, originating from the Sahara
Desert. This period sees grass dry up, vegetation turn reddish-brown, and a fine dust
veil hanging over the country, often leading to overcast skies. It's also the time when
farmers frequently engage in brush burning in the fields.

Benin is traversed by several rivers that are vital to its hydrology and economic
activities. Apart from the Niger River, which forms part of Benin's northern border with
Niger and receives tributaries such as the Mékrou, Alibori, and Sota, the three principal
rivers are the Mono, the Couffo, and the Ouémé. The Mono River, which originates in
Togo, defines the border between Togo and Benin near the coast. The Couffo River
flows southward from the Benin plateaus, draining into the coastal lagoons at Ahémé.
The Ouémé River, rising in the Atakora Mountains, flows south for about 450
kilometers (280 miles) and near its mouth divides into two branches, one draining into
the Porto-Novo Lagoon and the other into Lake Nokoué. Lake Nokoué is a significant
feature, especially for local trade, as river transport here facilitates commerce
between communities around the lake and the international market in Cotonou. Other
notable rivers include the Pendjari in the northwest, and the Zou, a tributary of the
Ouémé.

The diverse geography of Benin also supports a variety of vegetation zones. The
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original rainforest that once covered much of the southern part of the country has
largely been cleared, with remnants found mostly near rivers. In its place, extensive
oil palm and rénier palm plantations have emerged, along with cultivated food crops.
North of Abomey, the vegetation transitions into an intermixture of forest and
savanna, eventually giving way to pure savanna further north. This savanna is
characterized by thorny scrubs and is dotted with majestic baobab trees. Along the
banks of rivers, some gallery forests persist. The country can be broadly categorized
into four main vegetation zones: the Coastal Zone, the Guineo-Congolian Zone, the
Guinea Zone (subdivided into Southern and Northern), and the Sudanian Zone (also
with Southern and Northern subdivisions). The transition between the Guinea and
Sudanian zones often coincides with the shift from bimodal to single-season rainfall.

Benin's land holds a surprising array of natural resources, though many remain
underexploited. Small offshore oil deposits have been identified, notably in the Sémé
field near Cotonou, which has seen exploitation since 1982. The country also
possesses significant mineral deposits, including limestone and phosphates,
particularly along coastal regions, which are valuable for construction and fertilizer
production. Inland, there are deposits of marble, iron ore in the Atacora Mountains and
near Kandi, chromite, bauxite, and even some gold in the northwest near Natitingou.
Additionally, pottery clay is found in abundance at Sakété, and ilmenite, a source of
titanium, is located near the coast. Beyond minerals, the rivers and lagoons are rich in
fish stocks, supporting local fishing communities. Furthermore, Benin's fertile soil and
favorable climate contribute to abundant agricultural resources, including cotton,
maize, soybeans, ginger, cashews, sesame, tomatoes, cassava, sorghum, rice, millet,
coffee, cocoa, pineapples, and mangoes. These resources, from the oil palms of the
barre region to the savannas of the north, are not just economic assets but also
integral to the livelihoods and cultural practices of the Beninese people.
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