
Although we knew each other through correspondences, Maarten and I first met in March 2002 during 

the 19th Colloquium of African Geology held in El Jadida (Morocco). After my presentation on the newly 

approved IGCP-470 funded by UNESCO to study the Precambrian basement of Central Africa North of 

the Congo Craton, he came to me said: Nice project Félix! If you need any help, I am available. We did 

not meet or communicate again untill April 2006 in Vienna where we had a chance to exchange our 

ideas as he had just completed a field campaign in Central African Republic (CAR) and was also setting 

up the African Earth Observatory Network AEON at the University of Cape Town (UCT). In December 

2007, Maarten sent me, as the then President of the Geological Society of Africa (GSAf), the following 

words via e-mail. “Our AEON project is starting to take shape, and we are now in process of learning how 

to better promote it across Africa, so that all African geo-scientists can take part, and become 

stakeholders, and come spend time in Cape Town to help shape AEON into a true African venture. I 

wonder if you could distribute the attached to your colleagues everywhere (I see you have a big email 

mailing list; can we obtain access to that; also do you have a list of contact addresses of geology 

departments in Africa that we might be able to use? I hope that you yourself might make use of one of 

the fellowships as attached and spend some time with us here in Cape Town”. I saw in this e-mail a true 

strategy for a continental-scale project for Africa with a full involvement of Africans. I therefore engaged 

GSAf to fully support the AEON project. We met again at Arusha in April 2008 during the Africa launch of 

the International Year of Planet Earth (IYPE) where he presented, together with John Anderson, the 

Africa Alive Corridor Initiative. We travelled together on our way back to Johannesburg and took that 

opportunity to deepen our discussion on the Pan-African Belt North of the Congo Craton and the Africa 

Alive Corridor Initiative. At the time, I was in Gaborone for a one-year sabbatical professorship at the 

University of Botswana. Before landing in Johannesburg, he said: Felix, don’t go back to Cameroon after 

your sabbatical visit; just cross the border and join me at AEON; you can assist us in drafting one of the 

corridors. Finally, I joined UCT in February 2009 for one-year Research Professorship at AEON. 

What I can say is that 2009 was the real start of an intense collaboration and friendship. We spent that 

year working the corridor initiative, both from scientific and diplomatic point of view. Scientifically, we 

developed and published the details of a prototype - African Pole of Rotation Corridor, one of the 20 

Africa Alive Corridors that has the Cameroon Volcanic line as the geological foundation. Diplomatically, 

we managed to have the initiative recognised as one of the science legacies of the International Year of 

Planet Earth at it closing ceremony in Lisbon in November 2009. We also succeeded in involving AEON in 

the Earth Science Education Initiative that was under development by UNESCO. In fact, UNESCO and 

AEON pursued the same goal: to trigger a new generation of African Earth scientists able to address 

holistically development challenges of the continent. I saw Maarten actively involved in the workshop 

that AEON and UNESCO jointly organised in Cape Town in November 2009 to scope the Earth Science 

Education Initiative in Africa by identifying capacities, needs and strategies. By the end of my 

professorship at UCT, Maarten came to me and say. Felix, The Department of Geoscience of the then 

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) is urgently looking for a professor of geology and I 

think you can assist. I remembered we had a long discussion as himself already had a plan to move 

AEON from UCT to NMMU. I then joined NMMU in March 2010. While NMMU was in the process to 

finalise the paperwork for my professorship position, I had to make the difficult decision to stay at 

NMMU or to join UNESCO, where I was offered a position to coordinate the UNESCO’s Earth science 

programme in Africa. In fact, considering that Maarten, Moctar and I spent so much time on the 

UNESCO’s initiative and considering the impact the initiative would have on the Earth science capacity 

building in Africa, I decided to join UNESCO in October 2010. Today, I realise that it was a good decision 



because it open another chapter in my collaboration with Maarten. AEON was instrumental in 

developing and implementing one of the flagship projects of the Earth Science Education Initiative in 

Africa: the African Network of Earth Science Institutions (ANESI), a platform of collaboration and 

exchange among African institutions. I remember the powerful plea Maarten gave at the launch of 

ANESI during the 24th Colloquium of African Geology, in January 2013 in Addis Ababa. Maarten’s 

support to ANESI continued with the constant involvement of AEON as Chair of the Governing Board of 

ANESI through Prof Moctar Doucouré.   

Maarten was the mentor of so many young scientists in Africa and beyond. His enthusiasm and hard 

work have inspired generations of students. He was at the helm so many research and training 

initiatives in Africa, and I can confidently say that, for many of them, I have been an eye witness. I have 

one regret.  While at UCT, Maarten and I spent some time in collecting important geochronological data 

in Cameroon and Central Africa that would help refine our understanding of the Pan-African Belt of 

Central Africa. Although many students in Cameroon benefited from these data for their PhD studies, 

we were not able to complete a paper aiming to correlate the Pan-African belt in Cameroon and CAR 

due to my heavy work load in UNESCO from late 2010 to June 2018. We recently started to finalise the 

paper and my last message to Maarten on the subject was on April 17th, 2020, but it was too late; 

Maarten was gone on 15th. My task now is to complete the paper as soon as possible in memory of this 

long and fruitful collaboration.  

May his soul rest in peace 
 

Felix Toteu 
Yaoundé, Cameroon 
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