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The Information Bulletin of the United Nations Group of 
Experts on Geographical Names (formerly UNGEGN 
Newsletter) is issued twice a year by the Secretariat of 
the Group. The Secretariat is established within the 
Statistics Division (UNSD), Department for Economic and 
Social Affairs (DESA), Secretariat of the United Nations. 

It publishes contributions and reports from the Experts 
of the Group, its Linguistic/Geographical Divisions and its 
Working Groups. Contributions for the Information 
Bulletin can only be considered when they are made 
available in digital form. They should be sent to the 
following address: 
 
Secretariat of the Group of Experts on 
Geographical Names (UNGEGN)  
Room DC2 -1678  
United Nations  
New York, NY 10017  
USA 
 
Tel:  (212 )  963 -5823  
Fax: (212 )  963 -9851  
E-mail :  
blake1@un.org  
geoinfo_unsd@un.org    
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United Nations Group of Experts on 

Geographical Names Information Bulletin 

(ISSN 1014-798) is published by United 

Nations Statistics Division, Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs. 

 

The designations employed and the presentation 

of the material in this publication do not imply 

the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 

part of the Secretariat of the United Nations 

concerning the legal status of any country, 

territory, city or area, or of its authorities or 

concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 

boundaries. 

 

Previous issues of the Bulletin (formerly 

Newsletter) can be found at  

 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/ungegn_info

_bulletins.htm  
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Message from the Chairperson 

NO. 48   MAY 2015 

 

Dear Colleagues,  
 
I trust all is well with you and yo ur preparations to attend 
the 29th UNGEGN Session in Bangkok are proceeding well.  
My thanks to the Secretariat for the work they have done 
to secure this venue on our behalf.  
 
We held the 2009 session in Kenya in order to encourage 
a greater participation for the African countries, and in a 
similar manner, this session is being held in Bangkok to 
encourage greater attendance from the Asia region.  I 
would like to invite all the counties from this region to take 
advantage of this opportunity and attend, if at all possible. 
 
As you plan for your attendance, can I encourage all 
delegations to consider the papers you are planning to 
present.  I would like to ask that you to consider the 
following points:  

 
¶ Please submit your paper 6 weeks prior to the 

session.  This will give the working group 

convenors the time to consider the contents and 

organise the best grouping and scheduling of all 

the papers to ensure that lively and informative 

discussion and considerations of the issues at 

hand is achieved. 

 

¶ Please consider which of the papers presented 

should be submitted for information only or 

should be presented for discussion during the 

session.  Both will contain valuable information, 

but those presented should be done so with a 

view of encouraging active discussion on the 

topic. 

 

¶ Please be willing to prepare papers that outline 

concerns or issues that require some 

resolution, as it is likely that other countries will 

be facing similar issues and your willingness to 

bring it out in the open will assist with a 

resolution. 

I have asked the working group convenors to look a 
different ways of presentation to develop emerging 
ideas and trends in a manner that encourages 
discussion at the session, but this will rely on each of us 
to come prepared to be involved in the meet ings. 
 
I look forward to seeing as many of you as possible and 
learning from you.  
 
 
William Watt  
UNGEGN Chair 
Australia 
Email: William.watt@sa.gov.au  
 

mailto:William.watt@sa.gov.au
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Message from the Secretariat 
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Dear UN GEGN Experts,  
 
The UNGEGN Secretariat and the Working Group on 
Publicity and Funding are delighted to offer you this 48 th 
issue of the UNGEGN bulletin.  I must confess that a few 
weeks ago, on approaching the deadline for the 
submission of articles, we were gravely concerned that 
this edition of the Bulletin would not be as substantial as 
expected.  You, the Group of Experts have once again 
risen to the challenge and delivered.  It has been 
certainly gratifying to have received over 25 submissions, 
six covering the special features section, six from the 
Divisions, six from working groups and twelve from 
country representatives, making the Bulletin a total of 60 
pages.   
 
Cultural heritage is seen as 'the total ways of living built 
up by a group of human bein gs, which is passed from 
one generation to the next', given to them by reason of 
their birth. Geographical names are addresses, the keys 
to identifying specific places, but also of irreplaceable 
cultural value of fundamental importance to local identify, 
and a personôs sense of belonging, and therefore must be 
protected and preserved.  Based on the importance of 

the topic and the increasing interest of the expert 
community, this issue of the Bulletin focuses on 
ñGeographical Names as Cultural Heritageò.  The special 
features section begins with a pertinent article on the 
naming of a recently discovered Viking-Age ring fort in 
Denmark and how the naming dispute was resolved. 
Other interesting articles follow, featuring works in the 
Republic of Korea, Brazil, Tunisia, Botswana and Viet 
Nam. 

 
In terms of housekeeping matters, UNGEGN publications 
such as ñThe Glossary of Terms for the Standardization of 
Geographical Namesò and ñThe Manual for the National 
Standardization of Geographical Namesò remain relevant 
and sought after documents that are available in the six 
United Nations official languages.  Place name authorities 
and other linguistic institutions wishing to have the 
documents translated and published in other languages 

should contact the UNEGEN Secretariat and or the UN 
Publications Board and Exhibits Committee for guidance, as 
there are copyright and other issues that need to be 
addressed.      
 
Please visit the UNGEGN website periodically for 
information on upcoming events, workshops and 
conferences.  Member States and national institutions 
responsible for geographical names are reminded to submit 
their information for the UNGEGN World Geographical 
Names Database.  We also wish to remind our global 
experts and persons wishing to learn more about toponymy 
that they can pursue the online BSc level, web course at: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/UNGEGN/docs/_data_IC
Acourses/index.html 
 
It is a 20 module program, sub divided in chapters, 
complete with self-study guides, exercises and resource 
documents. 
 
The 29th Session of UNGEGN is less than a year away, you 
are encouraged to begin preparing your papers for timely 
submission and making arrangements for your travel to  
Bangkok, Thailand for 25-29 April 2016. 
 
We look forward to receiving your comments and your 
contribution to this and forthcoming bulletins.  We hope 
you enjoy reading this issue. 
 
 
 
Cecille Blake  
UNGEGN Secretariat 
E-Mail: blake1@un.org  
 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/UNGEGN/docs/_data_ICAcourses/index.html
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/UNGEGN/docs/_data_ICAcourses/index.html
mailto:blake1@un.org
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Borgring ï The Battle Over a Name 

 

 

 

 
 

An archaeological sensation was announced on 5 
September 2014 ï namely the discovery of a hitherto 
unknown Viking-Age ring fort of the so -called Trelleborg-
type. Only four other ring forts of this type are known from 
Denmark, so the discovery of a fifth one was one which did 
not only make headlines in the Danish press but was also 
widely published internationally. For instance, it was the 
most read, shared and commented piece of news on the 
online version of the English newspaper, The Telegraph ï 

and the archaeologists who found the final evidence of the 
ring fortôs existence, seemed to be spending more time in 
the media than on the excavation in the ensuing weeks.  
 
This discovery spurred a lot of discussion in the social 
media - Facebook groups started locating ring-shaped 
formations throughout Denmark, but - surprisingly - one of 
the greatest subjects circulating was that of the name of 
the locality. At the outset, the ring fort had been launched 
under the name of Vallø Borgring, as the ring fort is located 

on land belonging to the Manor of Vallø Stift. However, 
this name was obviously too misleading for many people.  
Among the objections were the fact that Vallø was 
situated more than 10 km away from the ring fort and 
actually situated on land of the manor of Gammel 
Lellingegård - a subsidiary of Vallø Stift.  Facebook 
groups emerged disputing the name and even the Name 
Research Section published an article on the locality and 
the known names throughout history. Other naming 

suggestions ranged from Borgringen ved Lellinge to 
simply Borgring - or in a historicising form Borrering. 
 
The problem was that there were a number of diverging 
interests in the naming squabble. Such a discovery has a 
huge potential for generating revenue to the local area, 
thus the wish for a more locally founded name. The 
Viking Age generates a lot of interest both in Denm ark 
and in the rest of the world - just consider the huge 
Viking exhibition running in China right now.  
 

The contours of Borgring are seen clearly in the Danish Cultural Heritage Agency's relief map, based on  laser scans. 
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To remedy the growing concerns over the name of the 
locality - and to stop the ever growing name suggestions, 
the Danish Agency for Culture decided to give the locality a 
single name form once and for all. The agency's 
considerations included historical names of the locality and 
bestowing a name which was in key with the four other 
known ring forts of the Viking Age: Aggersborg, Fyrkat, 
Nonnebakken and Trelleborg. At the same time, the 
agency had to tread carefully in order not to certify a name 
which lend too much bias towards the previously published 
suggestions.  
 
The ruling of Danish Agency for Culture was to bestow the 
locality with the name Borgring, following the modern 
Danish spelling conventions. This decision put a stop to 
much of the media discussions over the name of the ring 
fort - although there are still a lot of lobbying for the 
historicising form Borrering going on still.  
 
This debate and the ensuing ruling by the Danish Agency 
for Culture over the name of Borgring show how important 
it is to have a single, uniform name of cultural heritage 
localities. All we need now, is the Danish Agency for 
Culture bringing the matter up at the next meeting of the 
Danish Place-Name Commission so that the name can 
receive its final authorisation.   
 
 

DENMARK  
 

Peder Gammeltoft  
Danish representative to UNGEGN 
Email: gammelt@hum.ku.dk  
 

Professor Søren Sindbæk and excavation manager Nanna Holm 

show their discovery to the world press. Picture courtesy of Dansk 

Borgcenter.  

Aggersborg, the largest Viking-Age ring fort in Denmark  

 

mailto:gammelt@hum.ku.dk
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A symposium on Geographical Names as Cultural 
Heritage was held in Seoul, 5-7 November 2014, 
organized and sponsored by the National 
Geographic Information Institute (NGII) of the 
Republic of Korea. The symposium was composed 
of two keynote speeches, two paper sessions and 
one panel discussion session; 11 presentations in 
total:  

 
Keynote speeches  
 
¶ Helen KERFOOT (Natural Resources Canada): 

Tracing UNGEGNôs evolving interest in 
geographical names as  cultural heritage 

¶ William WATT (UNGEGN Chair): Getting the 
names right: Geographical names as intangible 
cultural heritage and activities of UNGEGN 
Working Group 

 
Session I: Geographical Names as Cultural 
Heritage: Conceptual Discussion and 
Practices (Chair: CHI Sang-Hyun, Kyung Hee 
University) 
 
¶ Staffan NYSTRÖM (University of Uppsala): 

Onomastic research in Scandinavia: Place-
names as messages, memories and heritage 

¶ Annette TORENSJÖ (Lantmäteriet): Good 
place-name practice in Sweden: Legislation 
and how to act as a place-name authority 

¶ HUA Linfu (Renmin University of China): 
Chinaôs toponymical influence upon Korean 
Peninsula during history period 

¶ SON Heuiha (Chonnam National University): The loss 
and transformation of meaning in Korean place 
names, and suggestions for its prevention 

¶ CHOO Sungjae (Kyung Hee University): Geographical 
perception on place and place names as cultural 
heritage: The case of the Korean place names 
 

Session II: Cultural Politics of Toponymy (Chair: 

RYU Yeon-Taek, Chungbuk National University) 
 
¶ Peter KANG (National Dong Hwa University): Whose 

cultural heritage and in what sense? The naming of 
MRT station in Taiwan and the representation of 
urban space 

¶ Derek ALDERMAN (University of Tennessee): Naming 
streets, doing justice? Politics of remembering, 
forgetting, and finding surrogates for African 
American slave heritage 

¶ Multamia LAUDER and Allan LAUDER (University of 
Indonesia): A historical perspective on the study of 
geographical names in Indonesia 

¶ Michel SIMEU-KAMDEM (National Institute of 
Cartography, Cameroon): One mountain, two 
geographical names: The endless dispute between 

the Batcha and Batchingou, West Cameroon 
 
The symposium was followed by a half-day workshop, 
chaired by Annette Torensjö, convenor of the Working 
Group on Geographical Names as Cultural Heritage, to 
discuss future researches and implications for the 
standardization of geographical names. As a wrap-up of 
the symposium and workshop, a few points were made 
and received consensus by the participants: 

Excursion at Changdeokgung (palace) in old Seoul 

 
Participants of the Symposium at the Opening Ceremony 

 

International Symposium on Toponymy: Geographical Names as Cultural Heritage,  

Seoul, Republic of Korea, 5-7 November 2014 
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For this venture, which also included the establishment of 
an agricultural colony, Koeler sought for free and qualified 
hand labor, which was scarce in Brazil at that time.  Thus, 
the project stimulated, with the support of the Provincial 
Government, the arrival of German immigrants. This 

incentive combined with European social and economic 
conditions that favored emigration in search of better living 
conditions, led to the a rrival of a large number of Germans 
to Petrópolis. Data indicate that in 1845 more than two 
thousand Germans from the region of the Rivers Rhine and 
Mosel arrived in the region. 
 
This significant contribution of German immigrants marked 
the space of Petrópolis, including the geographic names 
adopted. This is evident from the analysis of historical 
cartographic documents that depict the city at the moment 
of its foundation.  
 
The "Plano Koeler" organized the space into quarters and 
"vilas" which represented, respectively, the rural and the 
urban area of the city. In his first plan, two "vilas" and 

eleven quarters were delimited, all named. The two "vilas", 
the urban areas which were destined for the home of the 
Imperial Family, were baptized with names in Portuguese, 
which referred to and paid tribute to members of the court. 
It is noteworthy that all quarters received names of 
German origin, although some had been officially adopted 
as exonyms. The quarters are: Mosella, Westphalia, 
Bingen, Ingelheim, Nassau, Rhenania Inferior, Rhenania 
Central, Palatinato Inferior, Palatinato Superior, Castellania 
e Simmeria. It is also worth noticing that these names were 

The geographical names, by the understanding of their 
origins and motivations, allow us to establish numerous 
relations with the cultural, social, political, economic and 
natural aspects of the area they refer to. Because they are 
symbolic spatial forms they allow us to retrieve cultural 
aspects related to groups of individuals which sometime in 

history lived and took part in the construction of a given 
place. In this sense, therefore, geographical names have 
the ability to present the cultural heritage inherent in the 
place they identify.  
 
The City of Petrópolis, located in the mountains of the 
State of Rio de Janeiro, is an interesting example from this 
perspective, since due to the particularities of its history, it 
keeps alive the memory of the German immigration into 
the region in the mid 1800s. Petrópolis is a city which was 
planned by the Brazilian court to be the summer residence 
of the imperial family. The plan for building the city began 
to be thought of in the second decade of the nineteenth 
century by Emperor Pedro I, however, it was  only 
implemented by his son Pedro II in the 1840s by means of 
the Imperial Decree No. 155 of March 16, 1843. This 
decree, among other determinations, gave Major Koeler, a 
renowned German engineer known by the imperial family 
for important works carried ou t on roads in the 
mountainous region of Rio de Janeiro, the title of tenant 
and superintendent of the farm where the city would be 
built. Soon Koeler was responsible for the planning and 
execution of the so called ñPlano Povoa«o-Palácio de 
Petr·polisò (The Settlement - Petrópolis Palace Project) or 
ñPlano Koelerò (The Koeler Project). 
  

 
¶ It was evaluated to be valuable to be exposed 

throughout the meet ing to a large spectrum of 
toponymic issues with relevance to cultural heritage, in 
the context of different countries and cultures.  

¶ Future researches on geographical names as cultural 
heritage may well include such topics as collection of 
toponyms with cultural heritage, ways of life mirrored 
in geographical naming, materialization of cultural 
elements, etc. 

¶ UNGEGN may need to have its own specific definition of 
ñcultural heritageò with reference to UNESCOôs 
definition.  

¶ An examination of the UNCSGN resolutions containing 
elements of cultural heritage may provide a good 
guidance to future directions.  

¶ Preserving geographical names as cultural heritage 

should be intimately related to activities for toponymic 
data files. 

 
The three-day meeting was finished by a half-day excursion 
of the cultural heritage sites of old Seoul, including 
Changdeokgung (palace), Bukchon (traditional village) and 
Insa-dong (commercial area for traditional goods), and by a 
farewell dinner. 
 
 

REPUBLIC OF KOREA  

 
Sungjae C HOO 
Professor, Kyung Hee University 
Email: sjchoo@khu.ac.kr 
 

NO. 48   MAY 2015 

 

The Cultural Heritage of geographical names in the City of Petrópolis,  

Rio de Janeiro -  Brazil 

 

mailto:sjchoo@khu.ac.kr
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transplanted from Germany, meant as a tribute to the 
immigrants' birthplace, and aimed at establishing a historical 
union between their old and their new home.  
 
It is noteworthy that in the first expansion of the city, still 
organized into quarters and "vilas" this characteristc of 
naming features with place names of German origin was 
maintained. 
 
Regarding the transplanted toponyms, it is important to 
note that not all names have been incorporated in the way 
they are in the German language (endonyms). It is found 
that more than half of these geographical names were 
translated into Portuguese, producing exonyms. This 
conversion suffered by the transplanted names is expressed 
in the table below:  
 
 

Transplanted Names 

German endonyms Brazilian exonyms (translation) 

Kastellaun  Castellania  

Mosel  Mosella 

Pfalz  Palatinato  

Rheinland  Rhenania  

Simmern  Simmeria  

Westfalen  Westphalia  

Wörrstadt  Woerstadt  

 
Table 1: Transplanted names which were translated  
 
 
The translation of the mentioned geographical names 
proved quite surprising since, being mainly a tribute to 
German immigrants, there would be no reason for 
conducting such conversion. We raise the hypothesis that, 
even appearing in their written form translated into 
Portuguese, the Germans who lived in Petrópolis referred in 
their original language to the places baptized with 
transplanted geographical names. 
 
However, the translation of the place names can be 
explained as a proper imperial request, since the city had 

been built to meet a specific demand of the Imperial Family 
and therefore, to some extent, the names should reflect 
their hegemony. On the other hand, language is an 
important cultural element, especially with regard to identity 
aspects, therefore, introducing these place names in the 

Portuguese language would be a way to promote greater 
integration of immigrants and the natives, besides pr oviding 
greater cohesion and making a national identity prevail.  
 
Over the twentieth century the City of Petrópolis grew a 
great deal. And, since it no longer received any more 
significant waves of German immigrants, the initiative of 
attributing German names did not continue. However, 
although there is great integration between German 
descendents and those of Brazilian origins, it is still possible 
to observe aspects of German culture in the everyday life of 
the city such as the existence of a German Society, German 
pastry shops, traditional beer festivals, etc.  
 
Thus, taking into consideration the inventory and analysis of 

the current geographical names of the City of Petrópolis, 
one can see that despite the division of the space in 
quarters no longer offi cially exists, they are still present in 
the minds and in the daily lives of individuals who live in the 
city. The names of the old quarters such as  Mosela, Bingen, 
Castelânia, Siméria and Ingelheim remain alive in Petrópolis. 
This permanence of place names raises the idea of 
geographical names as linguistic fossils, i.e., the names have 
such capacity to identify, singularize and provide meaning to 
the space that even if the features they refer to or the 
motivation that led to the nomination eventually d isappear, 
the toponyms may be perpetuated in time, even if 
associated to spatial elements with other functionality.  
 
The permanence of these geographical names in Petrópolis 
maintains, in a sense, its territorial history alive in the 
memory of its citizens and undoubtedly evokes a collective 
memory and an important cultural heritage.  
 

 
BRAZIL  
 
Beatriz Cristina Pereira de Souza  
Center of Reference on Geographical Names/Brazilian 
Institute of Geography and Statistics 

Email: beatriz.souza@ibge.gov.br  
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Field work at «  Ghar el Melh  » (Tunisia), 14 th  January 
2015  

 
During the workshop on Geographical Names, organized by 
the Tunisian National Centre for Mapping and Remote 
Sensing (CNTC) in collaboration with United Nations 
Statistical Division (UNSD) and United Nations Group of 
Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) from 12 to 16 
January 2015 in Tunis, one day was devoted to the collection 
of geographical names in the field. 

 
The oportunate date of  14 thJanuary, a holiday, was chosen 
in view of its recent history (revolution  of 14 th Januray 

2011), and the municipality of Ghar el Melh (Governorate of 
Bizerte) was chosen based on its prestigious historical 
heritage and its natural wealth classified since 2007 as a 
Wetland of International Importance (Ramsar Convention).  

 
The geographical namesô field collection intended to meet 
two objectives:  

 
1. Raise awareness among the members of the Tunisian 

National Committe of Toponymy about the 
standardization of geographical names and their 
possible evolution to help: 
¶ the conservation and coherent development of the 

toponymic heritage of Tunisia;  
¶ its distribution in  both state services and general 

public. 

2. Promote the rich cultural heritage that convey the 
geographical names by giving interest to:  
¶ the distant history of the region;  
¶ the monuments and vestiges of its prestigious past;  
¶ the tourismôactivity around those places. 

 
The required documentation noted:  
- "GHAR EL MELH; LAKE EL GHAR MELH " on the 

national topographic map 1/25000, Sheet No. 7 
(January 1984); 

- "Ghar al Milh; Lake Ghar al Milh " on the map at 
1/750000 of the former National Mapping and 
Topographic Office (OTC), update 2006; 

- "Ghar Al-Melh, a Tunisian naval base of the 
seventeenth century," title of Neji Djelloul book, 
published by the Ministry of National Defence, 
Directorate of Heritage, Information and Culture, 
Tunis (2012) ;  

- "Ghar el Melh " on the map of Traveller's Guide, 
National Office of Tunisian Tourism. 
 

The additional documentation added: 
- ϱЯгЮϜ ϼϝО "Ghar al Milh; ϱЯгЮϜ ϼϝО ϢϽуϳϠ" Lake Ghar el 

Melh" by Google (search of 14th January 2015); 
- ϱЯгЮϜ ϼϝО "Ghar al Milh" by Wikipedia (search of 14th 

January 2015); 
- - ϱЯгЮϜ ϼϝО "GHAR EL MELH" on all road signs and 

hand-painted on fishing boats. 

After describing the transformation of the geographical 
environment of the region, which gains each day field inches 
on the Lake and allowing new urban infrastructures that 
need to be named and after brushing the history of the 
region and outlin ing the economic and tourism issues of 
thereof, the delegate of Ghar el Melh concluded with 
important assets that are the places naming and the 
safeguarding of old names. Then, accompanied by three 
qualified persons of the National Heritage Institute, he gave 
us the honor of leading the tour.  

 

 
Guided geographical names collection 

 

 

 
In front of Borj Bab Tunis 

 
The toponymic heritage of the region will emerge and shape 
depending on the geography, people's lives and their 
relationships with the story.  

 
The small town of Ghar el Melh is so named because of the 
proximity of the salines. From Ghar "cave" and Melh "salt", 
the name means "salt cave". 

 
It is located about sixty miles northeast of Tunis and nestled 
in a bay (forming a vast inland lake communicating with the 
sea through a gap) bounded by Cape Sidi Ali el Mekki. The 
city lies on the slopes of Jebel Ennadhour allowing you to 
observe the whole bay of Tunis. 

The valorization of the Tunisian cultural heritage 
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It was a great defensive natural site that was exploit ed by 
the Phoenicians since 1101 BC, founding a named counter 
Rus Ucmona "cap of food." It will become the outer harbor 
of Utica (Utica meaning in Punic "old city", as opposed to 
Carthage "new city"), widely open to the sea by the Bay of 
Utica. 

 
The movement of the mouth of the river of Mejerda silting 
the port, whose abandonment is final in the 6th century. At 
that time the lagoon was outlined with the formation of 
beach ridges separating the lake from the Gulf of Tunis. On 
the remains of the counter, at t he beginning of the Muslim 
era,was built a fortified convent, the Ribat of Abi Saqr and a 
village called Ghar el Melhwas born  at its base. 

 
This village, victim of the clashes between pirates, Turkish, 
English and Spanish, is named on European portolans and 
De Viviers plan (1669) "Porto Farina," after the name of a 
Spanish admiral. While the villagers still use the name of 
Ghar el Melh until today, the name Farina will be found in 
the name of a cape, Cape Farina, which will become the 
Cape Sidi Ali el Mekki whose current local nickname is the 
"tip of the mountain."  
 
Taking advantage of the natural defensive cordon, the site 
near to Tunis and facing the sea, the Ottomans in the 17th 
century founded three forts whose construction is similar to 
the one of  "castles"  the forts are included today in a 
program of restoration and development.  
 
From the cultural heritage and toponymic point of view, 

these forts are a result of the contributions of the Ottoman 
East, the Iberian Peninsula, Northern European and local 
traditions. 

 
- The first fort, ordered in 1659, is named because of its 
proximity to Tunis ñBorj Bab Tunisò that the people 
translate as "Fort Gate of Tunis", "Fort Bab Tunis" or " 
Borj Tunis ". It is surrounded by a moat, real close 
defense work, and has a single door, defended by a 
drawbridge. A beautiful Turkish inscription mentions the 
date of foundation.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

This fort later took the name "Fort de la Zarite" or 
"Lazaret" when it became throughout the 19th century 
the hospital of contagious diseases that require 
quaranting the sick. This name is derived from St. 
Lazarus, patron of lepers. It was also used as a 
quarantine for the pilgrims returning from Mecca who 
must remain there for a certain time to ensure that they 
do not bear symptoms of contagious diseases. 

 
- The second fort, started in 1638 and completed in 1640, 

is called ñEl Borj el Woustaò, ñEl Borj el Woustaniò or 
ñBorj el Oustaniò, that people translate "median Fort" or 
"Fort of Middle". The monument in stone, is intended 
for close defense of the port; it has the shape of 
rectangle whose corners are flanked by bulwarks. It 

served as a prison and place of residence. 
 

 
  
The 17th century saw the apogee of the Ottoman navy 
with the arrival of the Moors (Muslims expelled from 

Spain) and of English and Dutch pirates, whose navy 
technical skills were undeniable. The military role of the 
fort was increased with an arsenal of ships, designed for 
galleons and other high-aboard vessels. The naval base 
was active until 1820, at which time the silting o f the 
lagoon was the cause of its disappearance. 

 
- After the English attack in 1653, a third fort was built 

and completed in 1659 as confirmed by the beautiful 
Turkish inscription surmounting the door dated 1070 AH 
(1659). The fort is known as ñBorj el Loutaniò, which 
means "the Fort below", close to the port.   The port was 
named ñMina el Kachlaò (literally "the port of the 
barrack"), the fort was given the name of ñBorj el 
Kachlaò or "Fort el Kachla", from the word ñKishlaò of 
Turkish origin meaning "barrack". 

 
The Ottomans employing the Andalusian labor of the 
village, the fortress bears marks, which are recognized 
by the defense system of double doors or "harrow" that 
served as cannons damper. 

 
In 1962, the fort became a prison where were 
imprisoned some opponents of the regime of  the 1st 
President of the Republic of Tunisia, late Habib 
Bourguiba. On the 1/25,000 scale  map  (1984 edition), 
the port and the fort have no name, only the 
designations of "Old Turkish port" and "Old prison."  
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Since 2013, housing the museum Dar el Bouhaira "the 
lake house,"  the fort took as official name "Borj Sidi Ali 
el Mekki," according to the National Office of Tourism.  
 
The official selection of the name of the third fort, Borj 
Sidi Ali el Mekki, is not due to chance. It joins the 
history and the beginning of the Muslim era where the 
Sufi fighter, Ali el Mekki, founded a zaouia which means 

an oratory at East of Ghar el Melh. The Zaouia Sidi Ali el 
Mekki was one of the 1500 cultual and defensive posts, 
created around the saints, which marked the Tunisian 
coast. Today, his fame is always great and the people 
dedicate to this saint great fervor. The sanctuary is built 
on the side of Jbel Dimna, facing the sea and 
overlooking the beach, nowdays nicely frequented by 
tourists. The locals call it "the Beach" but it has no name 
on the map at 1/25,000 scale and tourists have difficulty 
to find it ; they seek long for the beach. Should it be 
called "Plage Sidi Ali el Mekki" ? 
 

 

 
We all agree about the benefit of a place name and the 
treasure it contains ...  

 
In addition to the geography and history, the component 
'languages' is part of the toponymic heritage landscape of 
Tunisia: Arabic, the official language in Tunisia and French, 
a commonly spoken language, are intimately linked. 

 
While walking in the small town, we note the street names, 
registered on the street signs, such as: 

-   дϝзϡЮ    ϭлжtranslated into French "Rue du Liban"; 
-  ЁтϜϽЮϜ еϠ ϽуЇϠ ϹулЇЮϜ ̭ϝзув  translated into 

French and transliterated into Latin letters "PORT 

DU MARTYR  BECHIR  B. RAIES", where the 

writing in capital letter omits the accents, where 

B. abbreviation is ambiguous and where the 

transliteration meets the Tunisian uses. 

It is noted that B. is an abbreviation, it would be good to 
standardize because a person who does not read Arabic 
ignores if  B. stands for ñBenò meaning (son) or ñBouò 
meaning  (father) o r anything else. 

 

       
Road signs in Arabic and French transcriptions 

 
 

The valorisation of a national toponymic heritage is by 
harmonizing customs and good practice of typography (use 
of uppercase, lowercase, accents, dash, etc.) and by the 
choice of a standardized transliteration system that 
combines the achievements of an international Arab 
system while respecting our own national linguistic 
traditions. 

 
The collection of geographical names allowed everyone to 
realize that a geographical name - a toponym - is a 
discrete witness of the national cultural heritage that needs 
to be  conserved and saved in good conditions in order to 
raise its profile. 

 

TUNISIA  
 

Naima Friha     
Fieldwork Organizer         
E-mail : frihanaima@gmail.com                    
                                                                                                
Élizabeth Calvarin  
Fieldwork Moderator  
E-mail: e-calvarin@wanadoo.fr  

NO. 48   MAY 2015 

 

mailto:frihanaima@gmail.com
mailto:e-calvarin@wanadoo.fr



