Issue Date: February 26, 1964
Africa:
Gabon Coup Reversed

Several hundred French troops February 18-19 routed Gabonese army rebels who had overthrown the government of President Leon Mba February 17. Mba was restored as president February 20.

Most of the French soldiers involved had been flown into the capital city of Libreville February 18 from the Congo Republic (Brazzaville) and Senegal to reinforce a local French garrison of 150 men. The French seized strategic centers in Libreville on landing in the city. The French force, assisted by planes, attacked the Baraka military camp February 19 and subdued the rebel stronghold in 5 hours. At least 18 Gabonese soldiers were killed and more than 40 wounded.

Gabonese troops, led by French officers, then freed Mba in Lambarene, where he had been taken from Baraka shortly before the camp was attacked. Mba had been imprisoned in Baraka with National Assembly Speaker Louis Bigmann and other principal government aides after he had been ousted by the coup.

The French seized 8 of the 10 ministers of the provisional government that had replaced Mba. Rebel provisional President Jean-Hilaire Aubame and State Minister Paul Gondjoud escaped.

(During the February 17 uprising Gabonese army and police insurgents had arrested 2 French commanders--Lieutenant Colonel Claude Haulin and Major Royer. The rebels then surrounded the presidential palace in Libreville and later removed Mba to Baraka. The coup leaders were identified as army Lieutenant Daniel Odene and police Lieutenant Jacques Mombo. Odene announced in a broadcast February 17 the formation of a 10-man provisional government. Odene was followed on the radio by Mba, who announced his forced resignation. The rebels said they had ousted Mba because of his refusal to permit candidates of the opposition Gabonese Democratic and Social Union to run in the scheduled February 22 National Assembly elections.)

Mba, formally reinstated as president February 20, immediately announced that those responsible for the coup would face "total punishment." The statement was regarded as a violation of Mba's agreement with his French liberators that he would permit opposition candidates to run for the Assembly. Immediately after the French had quelled the rebellion, Mba had postponed the election until March 1. He further delayed the balloting, until April 21, on announcing the dissolution of his cabinet February 23.

The question as to who had requested French intervention remained uncertain. The Foreign Ministry in Paris said the decision to send troops into Gabon had been made by President Charles de Gaulle on the basis of a 1961 French-Gabon defense treaty and that the request was made through diplomatic channels. Vice President Paul Yembit said February 20 that he had asked for French assistance while Mba was being held by the insurgents in the presidential palace. Diplomatic sources said the first French contingents had landed in Gabon before the time Yembit said he had appealed for intervention. [See 1964 African Unrest: Gabon Revolt]
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