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ABSTRACT

THE POLITICS OF TRANSFORMATION:
INDIRECT RULE IN MENDELAND

AND ABUJA 1830-1914.

by

Kenneth C. Wylie

This thesls 1s an attempt to explain why political
transformation in tne Upper-Mende areas of Slerra Leone took
such a different form than it did in the Emirate of Abuja in
Northern Nigeria. Using a comparative analysis of adminis-
trative and political systems, functions, titles and roles,
the study proceeds to explain the process of governmental
change under the British system known as Indirect Rule.
Establishing that process by means of an analysis of the
common structural conditions of change, it 1s examined in
terms of the factors which determined political transition,

or in some cases dild not determine 1it.
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The history and background of the two areas is
examined with emphasis on the process of evolution towards
more sophisticated political structures. Variations are
analyzed and the oral traditions compared with surviving
written records. British Imperial expansion 1is investigated
in detail and applied to the analysis of the process of
t?ansformation in both Mendeland and Abuja and the process

of change 1s explained in terms of the theory.

The conclusions are that Indirect Rule in Abuja
was less significant as a factor in the process of trans-
formation in the political system than 1t was in the Mende
Chiefdoms. The usual explanation for the "fallure" of
Indirect Rule, namely that it could not be applied where
there were no viable native authorities does not apply to
Mendeland. In fact, Indirect Rule was a "failure" in
Mendeland only 1n circumstances where direct techniques
were ysed by colonial officers to affect political change.
In Northern Nigeria where 1t was a goal of Indirect Rule
to transform the political structure of the Emirates into
responsible 'democratic" systems at the same time that their

traditional legltimacy and administrative structure was
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Preserved intact. Indirect Rule was not the "success"

It has been popularly deemed to have been. On the con-

trary 1t was a success only in terms of the last of these
goals. In Northern Nigeria Indirect Rule has been much more
of a failure in fact, especially in light of what has

happened in subsequent decades.
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PREFACE

This study is the result of a year's field work
in Sierra Leone and Nigeria during 1965-1966. The essay
was conceived during a two year span of graduate studies
in African History at‘Michigan State University, under the
guldance of the scholars at the African Studies Center.
It is a dissertation towards the fulfillment of a Ph.D.
in African History under the direction of Professor James
R. Hooker of the Department of History, who has carefully
read the entire manuscript, and who has been involved as
an advisor in the entire prdcess of the research and
writing.

Though my original intent was to do a comparative
study of transition in traditional governmental forms in
Mendeland (both in Sierra Leone and Liberia) and Northern
Nigeria, time limitations and difficulties in the field
have 1imited the work to only two regions; Kailahun Dis-

trict in Sierra Leone and Abuja Emirate in Northern

11
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Nigeria. 1In retrospect it 1s clear that the original plan
was far too ambitious, and in fact, one year 1s scarcely
enough time to do a complete research job on the rather
limited areas which thls study represents.

After having had nearly all my flield and archive
notes stolen in Freetown in December of 1965, I followed
the advice of Mr. Michael‘Crowder, Director of the African
Studies Institute at Fourah Bay College, Sierra Leone, and
uﬁreafter limited myself to only a few aspects of govern-
mental transition in the areas mentioned above. Perhaps
the loss of the notes was not so disastrous as it then
seemed, because I was thereby forced to reduce the scope of
the study to something like a workable range of geographical
areas and political institutilons.

Another concession to the pressure of time and the
Scope of the study was my decision to produce a less de-
talled analytic essay of politica- transition. I have
therefore avoided extensive use of comparative tables, of
statistical correlations, and of ethnographic charts 1in
the mode of M. G. Smith or Lloyd Fallers. The nature of

the dissertation has made a limited number of these
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techniques unavoidable, for which I offer no apology, for
they should be more plentiful in any comparative research
into political transformation. Since this is intended as
an historical essay, the use of speclalized jargon has
been avoided where possible. It is my hope, nevertheless,
that it will provide some significant insights into the pro-
cess of transformation in traditional political systems
for the political scientist as well as the anthropologist.

I must here acknowledge my debt to M. G. Smith,
though I assume he does not know it, for the many insights

and techniques provided by his fine book, Government in

Zazzau. I hope he will excuse my rather liberal use of
certain aspects of his own analytical framework, i1f by
chance he ever reads this study. I am afraid I was not
always able to maintain his exacting anthrobblogical
‘standards., I remain faithful however, to his view that
an anthropological approach to history 1s the best method
to study African political or social 1ns£itutions.

To Professor James R. Hooker I owe the most pro-

found debt of gratitude for his tireless patience over
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many years of graduate study at Michigan State, for his
incisive criticism at every stage in this study, for his
help in getting the grant which made a field trip possible,
for his moral support when things appeared hopeless, and
above all for his personal friendship, which he has not
allowed to get in the way of an insistent standard of
criticism.

To Professor Marc Swartz of Michigan State's
African Studies Center, I offer my thanks for his tough
and well-taught courses in anthropology, without which I
could never have done this work.

Professors Michael Crowder and H. F. C. Smith were
helpful in Sierra Leone and Northern Nigeria respectively,
in getting me started in the archives, and generously
offered personal advice. Both provided personal letters
of introduction to the necessary local authorities.

To Patriek Gaima and Abdullahi Kassem I owe more
than I can acknowledge for their intelligent work as
interpreters, aldes, guides, and companions in the field.

This work is truly theirs as much as it is mine. I should
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also like to thank Paramount Chief Jibao Gaima, A. S.
Ganowa and Augustin Songu all of Baiwala in Dea Chiefdom;
and, especially Mr. John Khoury of Jojoima in Malema Chief-
dom for his generous efforts on my behalf. And, to the
P.C.V.'s of Kailahun and Abuja I offer my appreciation for
welcome diversion and friendship.

My informants in both Sierra Leone and Nigeria are
to numerous to mention here, but I would like to single
out Alhajli Hassan, Dallatu of Abuja for his consistent
support during my stay in Abuja and for his generous and
cheerful time. To me he personifies the hospitality that
1s s0 characteristic of his people.

I should also like to thank Alhaji Sulaimanu Barau,
6th Emir of Abuja for his interest in my work and his
generosity in opening every possible channel to make the
field work successful and for providing official sanction
to my studies in Abuja.

The field research was carried out on a Hinman
Fell“"hip from the History Department, and an International

Studies Program Fellowship from the African Studies Center,
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at Michigan State University. I am grateful to the Uni-

versity for providing me with this chance.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

It 1is manifest that in certain kinds of historical
research, the scholar can no longer depend upon the more
traditional téchniques. In African History this 1is espe-
cially so, for the scarcity or absolute lack of written
records requires a different approach. The historian in
Africa must use all the standard means as well as the
new, including some which normally have been reserved
for other disciplines.

This study 1is such an attempt. It is the result
of field research extendea over a year in Sierra Leone and
Nigerlia. It combines many of the techniques used by the
anthropologist and pblitical scientist with those of the
traditional historian. About this there 1s nothing unique;
for the use of oral tradition, the application of the com-
parative method to the problem of historical analysis, and

the use of anthropological field methods, are not new to
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historians in Africa. However, the combination of these
methods into a general theory which explains the transi-
tion of governmental patterns over a period of time has

only recently begun. In hls monograph, Government in

Zazzau, M. G. Smith provided some basic guidelines for
future studies of this type. Smith's work, though anthro-
pologically oriented, covers a definite period of history
and is the result of an unusual historlographical approach.
As such 1t provides some useful hints, especially for the
theoretical aspects of this present study.

This study 1s an attempt to construct a general
theory of governmental transition as it happened within
two African systems. What is perhaps unique here is the
comparative approach (using two quite different political
and cultural systems),. and the resulting conclusions. In
practice this approach has proved to be a sound one and I
belleve the results speak for themselves. They should be
valuable in other studles along the same lines, for, as
Smith says: "The analysis and comparison of governmental
systems which are historically successive and which form

a single developmental series can contribute much to



the general study of governnent."l

To this, one could add that an extension of the
analysis and comparison to include two radically differ-
ent systems which developed under the same external influ-
ences and at the same period of time, might be equally
fruitful. Furthermore, if the theoretical considerations
hold true, the method ought to bear extension to a wide
variety of other system in transition, not just in Africa,
but in any area where traditional government was not
destroyed by colonial authority.

The two areas compared in this study were chosen
for the following reasons, Kailahun District in Sierra
Leone i3 a border area of what used to be called Upper
NMendeland. It is adjacent to both Guinea and Liberia,
and for a long time it has been an area.of flux, a frontier
of Mende culture and a point of conflict and contact with
the cultures and peoples to the north and east. It is

therefore a good place for research on governmental

lM. G. Smith, Government in Zazzau (London, 1960),
p. 33.
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transition. The influences which have acted on it are
both evident and striking, in contrast to other more pro-
tected and isolated areas in Mendeland. The District
also was one of the last places in the interior of Sierra
Leone to be penetrated by European influence, and the
arrival of the British provides a sharp breaking point

and a pattern of change which lends itself well to analy-
sis. And, finally, the area around Kailahun, particularly
the chiefdoms which figure in this study, was, prior to
the British arrival, marked by a rather rapid and decisive
transitional process of its own. Luawa Chiefdom was well
on its way to becoming a centralized pseudo-state, when
the British came in 1890.

Abuja is an equally obvious choice, though for dif-
ferent reasons. Culturally it shares little with the Mende
Chiefdoms. The Hénde are pagan (more recently Christian,
at least nominally, with some Muslim converts in the extreme
north), the Hausa are Muslim. The two are about 1,500 miles
apart, and have had no direct contact. Though similar in
topography, climate and economy, the fwo areas are worlds

apart soclally and politically. Abuja possesses some unique
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qualities of its own. It 1s a former fief of the Kingdom
of Zazzau, which after the Fulani conquest in 1804, became
the seat of a new state under Zazzau's former Hausa (Habe)
rulers. It is also a borderline area extending deep into
the middle-belt region of Nigeria which separates the
Islamic North (often called the "Holy north") from the
"pagan” south. It is an area of many pagan tribes domi-
nated by an elite of Habe immigrants whose government is

a highly developed, stable, institutionalized, historically
ancient state system. It incorporates many other features,
cultural and geographical, which will make the choice more

obvious as this study progresses.

The points of contrast between these two areas are
obvious, but they have one thing in common that 1s decisive.
They both were governed after the British occupation by the
system known officially as Indirect Rule. The colonial
government first applied an almost identical system to
both of them on the premise that (like the areas adjacent
to them in both Sierra Leone and Nigeria) they possessed
Viable systems of government of their own. There the simi-

larities cease. The results, however, have not been as



i




obvious as one would expect. Around the words Indirect
Rule an aura has developed which has often obscured reality.
Few who have written about it and its application to a
variety of situations, have been either objective or
detached (if such a thing is indeed possible). Even today,
discussions on the subject provoke violent defense and
violent attack. Perhaps one of the reasons for this is
that a point by point comparative study of how Indirect
Rule was applied to two quite different systems, in two
different colonial protectorates, located half a continent
apart, has rarely been attempted. It is hoped that this
study will throw some light on the subject, and in future
one will be able to discuss that awesome and sacred phe-
nomenon with a degree of rationality.

Now let us look at some theoretical and metho-
dological considerations. One can begin by stating as a
working hypothesis that all governmental changes are the
result of transformation in the means and distribution
Of power within a system of government. Therefore changes
in form are the result of political action by individuals

Or groups within the political structure itself. This is
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evident in the works of Smith, and it can be easily demon-
strated if necessary, by his three "laws of structural
change."?2

But this is not enough. If we are to compare two
quite different systems in thelr transitional process, we
must also find a theoretical means by which to compare them
point by point. Like Smith we have found it necessary to
concentrate on the process of change. Any detailed histor-
lcal study of this process must proceed from an analytical
method, and here agaln an adaptation of the system used by

Smith in his book, Government in Zazzau, has been found use-

ful. So the analysis has proceeded from a set of categories
constructed before and during the field work, and applied

in practice to that work. These categories and their
application to the methodology will be explained in due
course. Thus 1t was possible, as the study reached its
final stages in the field, to compare the common structural

Conditions of change using some of Smith's categories as

2
Smith, Zazzau, p. 331.



well as some set up independently, and to construct a
general hypothesis.

Thus: The degree of transformation under Indirect
Rule is determined according to the level of institutional
development in the system in question. Here the tradi-
tional system itself, its historical traditions and the
process of transformation are decisive. Therefore admini-
strative changes introduced through Indirect Rule are or
are not effective in causing transformation in the system
of government according to the degree of stability, and
the institutional level of the traditional governmental
structure. Hence the ability of a traditional govern-
mental structure to influence its own transformation de-
pends upon its degree of structural organization, its
institutional development and stability, and the political
action of individuals or groups within it.

This conceptual framework is not complete however,
without a marriage of the methodology to the theory. 1In
Abuja there is a written Chronicle which can be used as a
traditional historical document. In conjunction with this

are the archives from colonial days. But, much more is






needed. Mendeland has no written traditions and the ar-
chives are scarce. So the major source had to be oral
tradition. As it worked out in practice, oral tradition
became a major source in Abuja as well. For the historian
in Africa there is already plenty of precedent for its use.
Anthropologists have often used it in their microscopic
studies of soclieties of all sorts, or as an introduction
to depth studies of the functions and components of a
society. In recent years oral tradition has been used
more often by historians, particularly Professor J. Vansina,
who has defined it as follows: ™. . . testimonies of the
past which are deliberately transmitted from mouth to mouth
concerning past events distinct from rumors."3

Here is a rich store which, if correctly checked
and interpreted, fill gaps which are otherwise impossible

to f111. vVansina in his book, Oral Tradition, has gone

30 far as to construct a typology of oral tradition which

this writer found enormously useful in the field.® Thus

3J. Vansina, "Recording the Oral History of the

Bakuba," jp. of African Hist., I-II (1961), 45.

*See Appendix E.
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the collected oral data was classified wherever possible
under the following major categories: Formulae which
include Titles, Slogans, Didactic Formulae and Ritual
Formulae; (these are scarce in Mendeland, rich in Abuja);
Lists which include place names and personal names; Tales
which could be called General, Local, Family, Aetiological

myths, and Personal memories; and, Commentaries which

include Precedents, Explanations and Occasional Comments .4
Once a means of classifying oral data was established a
method to analyze it was necessary. Here also many of
Vansina's 1deas were useful. Such things as: comparison
of distortion in the testimony, differences between “offi-
cial” and "private" traditions, performing before an
audience, appraisal of the cultural values of the testi-
monies and the idea of historical "truth," were all put to

extensive use.b

“J. Vansina, Oral Tradition (Chicago, 1965),
pp . 76-80 )

51bid., pp. 76-93.
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This turned out to be an effective system of re-
search, stimulating in practice and often fruitful in its
results. As another scholar has pointed out, in our own
Western culture the study of history involves a way of look-
ing at the past, an intention as to 1its use, and the act
of producing a cognitive result, or a history. Among most
societies in Africa the past is believed to be the "reposi-
tory of all important sacred and secular knowledge, and the
act of retrospection is the duty of qualified men of wisdom
who are expected to apply their accumulated memories to the
solution of’problems confronting the living present."6

Ultimately the two are alike, both oral tradition
and Western civilization's archive-rich documentation of
history are pursuing the same function. And equally impor-
tant for the historian in Africa, oral tradition can easily
bring into the research an understanding and comprehension
of a society which may seem quite alien to one accustomed
to the varied sources common to Western soclety.

6

W. d'Azevedo, "Uses of the Past in Gola Discourse,"
Journal of African History, III (1962), 11.
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Equally important in a study of this sort is the
fact that oral tradition provides a means for the scholar
to interpret local (or state) history from the viewpoint of
the people themselves. Smith's comments on this problem

are worth quoting:

As my story of the economy of Zaria progressed I
found that my interpretation of the modern political
system diverged increasingly from that held by local
officers of the British Administration. We seemed

to interpret the same facts differently and gave them
different values. The resulting views were a contrast,
without any clear reason for prefering either. . . .
Historical data should see which of these competing
viewpoints was more consistent with traditional
patterns of government; and presumably the greater
consistency might extend to the present. . . .

One reading gave a picture of sweeping change despite
preservation of many old patterns. The other was much
the reverse. In the first view, the new system en-
Joyed deep popular support and was internally har-
monious. In the second this was not so. The first
interpretation invested this system with high stability,
the second emphasized the reverse.’

Perhaps this problem is a result of direct difference
in intent between the modern scholar and the colonial admini-

strator who always interpreted things to prove his point or

AL -7Sm1th, "Pield History among the Hausa," Jr. of

African Hist., I (1961), 88-89.
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bolster his own status, but it is also more and more obvious
as new techniques of research supplement the old reliance

on colonial documents stored in archives. In the same article
quoted above,. Smith goes even further when he says that the
most recent observations by colonial administrators "repre-
sented a script which could be read with equal ease and in-
telligibility from left to right or from right to left, only
to give contradictory results."8 It is even more obvious
that where written records are even less avallable than in
Hausaland, the reaction of the local inhabitants to events
forced upon them by history lies buried in their conscious-
ness (thus part of their legends, tales and myths) and the
scholar must find it. He must listen, record, transcribe,
and he must study the culture and learn the language 1if
possible, and master the techniques of oral research. If
colonial officials preferred to "read the script from right
to left," that is, to interpret Indirect Rule as a harmonious
Beans of preserving popular support and of transforming a

traditional political system into a modern one, then it is

8Ibid., pp. 88-89.



B
,
Y
fan

gt
v ovd

e s




14

also clear that they rarely concerned themselves with African
interpretations or reactions to change. As others have
discovered in work of this nature it is the will and action
of men that is the driving force of history. Men are the
only prime movers, and even the institutions which provide
the means of analysis are subject to individual men with all
their loyalties, deceit, courage, cruelty, desire for power
and loves and hates. The incredible thing is that for decades
officials and their official historians neglected the possi-
bility that history existed for many African peoples. Few
suggested that oral tradition as well. as othef local sources
of tradition could be "humanistic" just as their schoolboy
readings of Henry V or Joan of Arc might be.

In this study therefore, every effort has been made
to investigate the influence of individuals on the process
of transition, as well as the institutions they represented
(or opposed). And this includes individuals outside the
traditional system itself, such as the British officials who
influenced the process one way or another. After this the
ipplication of the methed to the field was relatively

Simple, though a good deal of experimentation continued at
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first. In Kallahun District and in the National Archives

in Freetown, a fair number of administrative records were
avallable, including such things as the historical outlines
in district notebooks and assessment reports. There were

also detailed accounts of administrative actions by the
political officers, and of policy changes and innovations.

In Abuja and in the National Archives at Kaduna, written
records of all sorts were abundant, including monthly reports,
extensive historical notes, king-lists (both in Hausa and
English) and individual reports by political officers from

the top down. There was also the Chronicle of Abuja,

compiled by Shua'ibu Naibi and Alhaji Hassan, Dallatu of
Abuja, which proved one of the richest sources of all.

Then, as a basis for inquiry the written data was
classified according to three basic categories; unplanned
changes which were institutionalized, planned changes which
were institutionalized and planned changes which failed to
persist. Also g list of current offices was compiled in
Nendeland, divided into two groups, one of pre-British titles,

one for those created in this century. Thus (as Smith had
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already done in Zaria) a serviceable inventory of offices

was created to serve as a framework for further study. All
investigation of written material was directed along these
systematic lines, in both Sierra Leone and Nigeria. As for
the oral part of the field research, introduction to the
District Office and Paramount Chief (Luawa) in Kailahun and
to the Emir of Abuja were obtained. Both of these men then
helped provide local introductions to chiefs, headmen and a
wide variety of elderly informants. For the personal inter-
views the same structural approach as used in the archive
research was adopted, though obviously different techniques
were needed. Instead of asking each informant questions
about the various units of study, such as offices, reigns,
lineages, and institutions, questions were constructed to
provide data for each of the three categories of change
(Smith) and to fit Vansina's typology. This made it possible
to rfit the data into the historiographical method; 1.e., to
compare the oral tradition to the written data. All questions
were also designed with the aim of later comparison of the
results of one tradition with another, particularly versions

of the same events by different men. Always, as in the
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research into the written sources, the process of change was
emphasized. In some cases, where the data were extremely
detailed (full of personal and place names, et cetera) it
was later classified to fit into lesser categories such as:
tribute and taxation, powers and jurisdiction of title
holders, judicial and legal, war and foreign affairs, et
cetera.'. Because all these are specific data, they are
objective and help to define the structure as it changes.

Of course, many adiptations were necessary for the difference
in the two societies studied. These will become evident 1in
the text.

Perhaps the worst problem was in the interviews them-
selves. A wordé about them would dbe in order. In all three
Mende Chiefdoms, co-operation was formally obtained from the
respective Paramount Chiefs. In Luawa Chiefdom however, a
"dispute" had been going on for months, the town was patrolled
regularly by upwards of 100 riot police, and the Paramount
Chief resigned under pressure (the majority of the people were

convinced of his gullt after an investigation into his

]
See Appendix E.
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practices). Under these conditions any work in the chiefdom
was almost impossible for more than four months. Eventu-
ally after a regent was appointed, a start was made in
Kailahun town (also District headquarters, and in which the
writer had a permanent residence). But even then detailed
co-operation and information was attalned only by my identi-
fication with the faction which had opposed the former
Paramount Chief, and which expected to win the coming elec-
tion of a new Chief. Naturally the data gathered in this
manner have a certain bias.

In the meantime research:was carried out extensively
in two outlying Chiefdoms, Dea" and Malema, both located
near the Liberian border to the south of the District head-
quarters. In Dea the most fruitful results were obtained,
partly because of the co-operation of Paramount Chief Jibao
Gaima, a former police officer and a highly energetic and
educated man. His understanding of my purpose paved the way
for a steady stream of elderly informants. Eventually of

course, attention was fixed on a few of the most reliable

.
Dea 18 also spelled Dia in some official records.
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and informed savants, and this pattern was repeated else-
where. Because of this, references to Ballawa and other
towns and divisions in Dea Chiefdom are more numerous than
in the other chiefdoms studied (See Appendix).

In Malema Chiefdom nominal co-operation was achieved
from the start, though it soon developed that I was suspected
of being an informer for the government, spying on the Para-
mount Chief. It i1s not difficult to imagine where this rumor
originated, for the Paramount Chief (hereafter designated as
P.C.) was a highly conservative old man. He gladly acted
as an informant on several occasions, but the limited suc-
cess achieved in Malema, was the result of the energy, com-
prehension and support of my alde and interpreter, who
possessed an excellent education and an avid personal interest
in history, and a penetrating analytical talent for finding
facts. He even went so far as to collect data on his own
while I was on trek elsewhere.®” The other difficulties are
too numerous or petty to mention, and they are the kinds of

problems attendant on field research of this sort in the "bush."

2
Appendix D.
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The experience in Abuja Emirate was different
indeed. The Emir's introduction and the ald and almost
daily support of his brother the Dallatu, Alhaji Hassan (co-
author of the Chronicle), produced a daily volume of data
almost double that obtained in Sierra Leone. 1In addition,
as mentioned above, Abuja has a rich historical tradition
and even boasts an Historical Soclety. I was given quarters
in a compound adjacent to the Emir's own residence, a place
called the Unguwar Galadima. Hence I lived right in the
old town and had immediate access to all sources of local
information. Various title holders in the Abuja government
were in fact my immediate neighbors. This was in direct
contrast to my situation in both Luawa and Dea Chiefdoms
where 1 lived respectively with expatriots and in the local
rest-house, accommodations not being avallable elsewhere.

In Malema Chiefdom I was able to live in the P.C.'s own
compound, but this hardly compensated for the other obstruc-
tions.

It would be difficult to exaggerate the hospitality
afforded me in Abuja and the great interest which a variety
of people took in the work. The Dallatu himself gave im-

measurable hours to interviews, discussions of the Chronicle,
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and even random conversation. He also helped make up

the daily schedule of interviews with the elderly men

and savants who knew the oral traditions. Because of

his experience in these matters (he has also acted as

M. G. Smith's primary informant on Abuja, though Smith
never visited Abuja and communicated with the Dallatu by
mail) Mallam Hassan often went over my notes with me at

the end of a week's work. His 1insights and suggestions,

as well as his profound knowledge of Abuja's government,
were invaluable. The Emir, Alhaji Sulaimanu Barau, also
extended his personal hospitality and help, once graciously
entertaining me at his compound at Jiwa, where he maintains
a farm and country-retreat. On this occasion I was able to
observe the administration of present-day Abuja government
in action, and listen in on the procedure as the Emir went
about his daily business.

In all the various places, hospitality.was over-
whelming. Often efficlency was not achieved until I had
been accepted as a valid--if eccentric and temporary--part
of the community, but the traditional West-African warmth

made this task always a pleasant one.
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Most of the interviews were conducted with the
aid of an interpreter and without the use of a tape-
recorder. It was convenlent to limit most sessions to the
three essential persons (or when I conducted them myself,
to the interviewee and myself), and often the early meet-
ings were only friendly chats. This varied a great deal
according to the informant. Some were so eager to talk
that it was necessary to take notes from the first; with
others a kind of testing period was necessary. It was vital
to obtain the age and status of the informant, and to classify
his method of transmission, to attempt an appraisal of any
likely distortions, 1.eQ, the intention or lack of inten-
tion behind the testimony, the significance attached to it,
its form and the liﬁérary category to which it belonged,
and the manner in which the testimony was delivered. Here
again Vansina's guidelines for understanding the testimony
were useful.® For those which could be classified as "fixed
texts," that is testimony recited by rote, or those which

included other formal factors, the tape-recorder was of

*See Appendix E.
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course used. Occasionally the recorder was helpful in
organizing testimonies in which a motif was repeated or
some obvious internal structure became apparent. As Vansina
says: "Most oral texts . . . have an internal pattern of
arrangement set forth in accordance with certain rules."9
Episodes, plot, motif, setting and theme are concepts which
have almost unlimited use in analyzing a tale, even when
the testimony is only a few generations old. This throws light
on how the testimony was transmitted, and serves as a guide
for purposes of comparison. As Vansina points out, the
purport of a testimony 1s also very important, for it is one
of the tasks of the historian, "to find out to what extent
a testimony 1s affected by these . . . social, cultural and
personal factors."10

The details as to time, place and duration of an
interview varied a great deal. There seem to be no hard
and fast rules on this, though it was my experience that

that any session of more than two hours was too long for

efficient analysis.

9vansina, Oral Tradition, p. 57.

101p1d., p. 76.
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The unexpected and esoteric nature of many testi-
monies, the character and experience of many of the infor-
mants, not to mention a host of exotic and fascinating
Settings, combined to make the recording of this history

@ never-ending and often exhilarating adventure.
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CHAPTER II
TWO NINETEENTH-CENTURY PATTERNS

The Mende Chiefdoms of Kailahun District in Sierra
Leone, and Abuja Emirate in Northern Nigeria lie half a
continent apart. The former lies near the extreme westward
extension of the coast rain-forest belt of West Africa, the
latter lies déep in central Nigeria, on the northern edge
Of the riverain country which tapers gradually into orchard
bush throughout Nigeria's "Middle-belt." Kailahun District
has long been an isolated "pagan" area, only fecently pene-
trated by Islam and Christianity. Abuja is part of the
Islamic culture of Hausaland, though most of its people are

Pagan even to this day.

The Mende Chiefdoms

Physically the two areas have a lot in common.
Kailahun District is situated in the extreme eastern corner
Of Sierra Leone where the boundaries of Guinea and Liberia

and Sierra Leone come together in a great Y. On the north
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the Moa River forms the boundary with Guinea and on the east
the uncertain Liberian frontier meanders southward from
relatively open savanna country near Guinea déep into the
raln-forest which enve1ops the Loma mountains and extends
through Liberia to the sea. It is a green, yet rugged
terrain, rising in some places to more than 3,000 feet above
sea level in the northeast, and dominated throughout its
central and southern half by great tracts of deep forest
interspersed with farms and an occasional range of wooded
.

hills. Everywhere the landscape is broken by looming
granite outcroppings, some in the northeast large ;hough
to be called mountains. A few, like the locally famous
Mamba, rise almost sheer from thé sﬁrrounding plains and
forest patches and dominate the thickly wooded watercourses
which cut deep green swathes towafds the Moa. They are the
kind of bald-looming mountains that from a distance, on a
clear day, given anAimpression of magnitude all out of pro-
portion to their size.

The climate is typical of the coast. Two alterna-

ting rainy and dry seasons divide the year into almost
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equal halves, and the resulting agricultural cycle is
accordingly marked into two seasons. The rainy season of
planting and cultivating, lasts from early May until late
October. The long dry spell begins with harvest and is
succeeded in January or February by the cold misty inter-
lude called the harmattan (when it may be as low as 40
degrees F. at night), and ends with the hot dry aftermath
in March and April.

It 18 a pleasant place, rather more pleasant to all
the senses than most of coastal West Africa.

The food crops are primarily upland rice, cassava
(manioc), corn, ground-nuts, beans and a variety of greens;
in recent years cash crops such as cocoa, coffee, and palm
kernels, have become important. The land i1s relatively
fertile in places, and lends itself best to the typilcal
shifting cultivation, by the slash and burn method, though
tree crops give increasing yields with little extra care.
Hunting is a rather rare and very specialized task, though
all the area abounds in small game and birds. The popula-
tion 1s mostly Mende, with three Kissi Chiefdoms in the

northeast, and a few Gola living in the Mende Chiefdoms to



oL



29

the southeast. It has been sparsely populated by Mende-
speaking peoples for only about two centuries or less,
though 1ts population has grown in the last century until
the density is now as high as that of central Mendeland
(around Bo).

Until the British arrived in the 1890's, the district
had long been a battleground between the dominant Mende and
the various peoples that border it. Raids by Malinke
(Mandinko) and other savanna peoples from the north, as well
as from the related Kissi and the Gola in Liberia to the
east were common. The population had therefore been in a
relative state of flux and new infusions of blood and cul-
ture were usual. This vast section of "Upper Mendeland"
was, in short, a frontier outpost of Mende culture. As a
geographical frontier and a cultural borderland, as well as
& political border, Kailuhun District is an ideal place for
a4 comparative study of the sort attempted here.

Nearly 1,500 miles to the East, Abuja Emirate lies
in the almost exact geographical center of Nigeria. It is
bordered on the north by Zaria Province, on the west by

Lapai and Keffi, on the east by Benue Province, and it
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forms the westward extension of Niger Province. Technically
the Emirate straddles the euphemistic "middle-belt" of
Northern Nigeria which separates the heavily forested south
from the open savannah of the "Holy North." But Abuja has
been linked for centuries with the history, culture and
economy of Hausaland. Physically the Emirate 1s super-
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