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Preface

I did not set out purposely to write a history text book on my father but to put on paper what he himself narrated orally to his audience when the family gathered to have some pots of pito [sorghum beer, C. L.] to drink. But having started to put on paper his own narration about his life history, I felt it would be very useful to the family both for those members of the family, who have grown up to know him personally and those who have not had the opportunity to know him well or at all before he passed away. For it would be selfish of me and of any of my literate brothers who knew him so well and had the opportunity to hear all his oral history not to pass this down in written form so that his children and grandchildren and future generations would be able to read and remember him with great adoration as I do today.

However, having started to put pen to paper, I felt I should open the readership not only to the family members alone, but to a wider audience, to the members of the immediate Dagara community in which he lived and played no mean feat but also to any reader in Ghana and abroad who might find this a fascinating book to read. It is my hope, should I succeed, to be able to give to future researchers, anthropologists and historians alike, an insight into the society in which my father grew and was brought up during his life time. I am only a lay and general reader in these subjects and I do not profess to be an expert in them; so if I fail to meet my hope and aim, I do humbly apologise to these experts for my inability to do so; for this is not a thesis on history or anthropology.

Since childhood my father never, at any single day, stopped telling people about his life story and the history of the era in which he grew up. Until I went to school, I did not pay much heed to what my father was talking about, and even at the time I went to school, this interest did not develop immediately until I finished my middle school education and was in the first year of a two-year teacher training course. It was then that an ardent passion to write about his life story developed. Even at the primary school there was some encouragement by Mr Henkel
, who wanted to collect some historical stories from the district from his pupils through their parents, so that he could make use of them for his dramatisation classes. But the only pupil in the Gandah family, who had enough knowledge about my father’s life history, would have been our eldest brother, Sorkumo. However, even if Sorkumo had volunteered to tell stories about my father, they would not have included his mysticisms
. For Sorkumo would not have told much of my father for fear that he would reveal the secrets of my father and that it would lay my father open for the attacks by his enemies. Anyway, at the teacher training college, in one of our English literature lessons, Miss Gladstone, who was our form mistress for English literature, read to us the legend of Beowulf, after which she set us to write an essay on a similar historical episode that we knew of. Of course, by this time I was mature enough and had heard and comprehended enough of my father’s life stories to be able to write on one of his episodes. The interest and fascination that Miss Gladstone took in this short essay encouraged me so much; so now my brother Biz and I listened to and collected more episodes of his life story any time we went home on holidays. I must indeed be thankful to Miss Gladstone for my early but unconscious encouragement.

Even though the urge to write something about my father was strongly implanted in me now, I had often felt that the standard of my English was not up to a very high level to warrant its reproduction in print. It was not until I went to Britain that the desire to put something on paper rekindled. Nonetheless, the subject I then intended to write upon was not about the life history of my father, but upon ‘Road Transport in the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast’, as a contribution to inland transport in the Gold Coast. It was not until in 1967 when I met my old friend, Dr Jack Goody, then Professor of Anthropology in St John’s College, Cambridge, that the idea of writing about my father was seriously thought about and considered. For Professor Jack Goody had invited me to Cambridge to collaborate with him on the preparation of one of his manuscripts. He was then working on his book The Myth of the Bagre in 1970. While in Cambridge working with Jack on his manuscript, he encouraged me, after I had shown him an outline on my ‘Road Transport’, to write something on my father. Then he would incorporate some of his field notes about the Gandah family and Birifu which he had collected while he was in Birifu in the early 1950s. The idea then was to have it published as a joint effort. This indeed gave me a fillip to write the first draft.

Encouraged by the fact that I could get a publisher for the book I started writing as fast I could and sending chapters of my manuscript in long hand to Jack whose secretary so graciously helped with the typing. I am indeed indebted to Jack for all his assistance and patience especially in reading through the entire manuscript and making as many suggestions as was found necessary to a complete novice like me in the art of writing a book. I also extend my indebtedness to Jack’s secretary, for her pains and patience in reading through and typing the first draft of the manuscript which was perhaps in an illegible hand writing to start with, especially at a time when home computers were just beginning to come into the market. However, the unfinished manuscript was put into abeyance while Jack and myself started working on some material we had collected in Birifu in 1970 for another book Une récitation du Bagre which was published in 1980. In addition we again collected some material on the Lawra bagre
 in 1975, and in 1977 the Yikpee bagre, the translation and transcribing of which took a lot of my time and energy.

I did not go back to this unfinished manuscript for the reasons stated above until lately when I started working on another manuscript, The Silent Rebel which is based on my own life story. On February 17, 1983, I had a car accident in which I broke my third vertebrae and was thus paralysed and became paraplegic. While in hospital, as a sort of occupational therapy I was taught how to use the computer and word processing techniques. I therefore decided to write a short paper on my accident. I was again encouraged here by Doctor Bailey who was in charge of me at the Spinal Injuries Unit at the Royal National Orthopaedic Hospital in Stanmore. With a word processor writing became much easier, but finding the time to fit in between medication and physiotherapy and hospital visits was hard but still very rewarding. So when I left hospital and attended a day centre for the disabled, I managed to convince the manageress there to buy a similar computer. I undertook to train some of the staff on word processing as well as some of the disabled clients at the centre who were interested to learn. The machine soon was in great demand and I had to buy my own computer to do my writing at home. I did not know what a mammoth and costly task I had taken upon myself. For since 1985 I have been writing this manuscript The Silent Rebel and forgot all about my father’s life story.

It was not until August 1993 that I met Dr Carola Lentz, then of the Free University of Berlin, Germany, who had previously gotten to know my junior brother, Dr W. H. Gandah of Effia Nkwanta Hospital, Sekondi-Takoradi, in Berlin. My brother had gone to Berlin for a medical conference and whence they met, I presume it was there she must have heard about me and presumably about my manuscript from my brother. Anyway, she rang me from Berlin to inform me that she was coming to London for a conference and would like to meet me personally. We fixed a time and date for her to visit me here in my home. While in London, Dr Lentz requested to have a read at the manuscript which I had filed away somewhere. After fetching it out, I lent it to her to read and make any comments she might find relevant. I am glad I gave her the unfinished manuscript to read and do not regret for having given it to her. Perhaps her interpretation of some of the official records may sometimes differ but where that is the case I still maintain the oral version of my father’s narration.

After reading through the manuscript Dr Lentz was of immense help and encouragement in providing me with some archival data where these were relevant to my manuscript. For in her research of the Dagara area she collected a lot of material on the area, and much of her archival data was very useful as far as dates were concerned. Sometimes certain details confirmed or contradicted my father’s version of events. Where there is such discrepancy or contradiction, I still leave my father’s version to stand, for even in the Western governments today, where the recording and collection of official documents are more advanced, they are still far from reliable and often used and interpreted with great caution. So I would advise not to rely on these data or records without cross-checking them thoroughly. Some of the early recorders of the data did not have the same definition of words used or the same titles given to persons. In some places, the same person was described as a chief, head chief, or headman. Consequently it is hardly reliable to base one’s research solely on these records. That is where oral history plays its part; if the written documents are used together with the oral evidence from those who have lived through the period on which the research is being conducted, the researcher should be able to gain more insight into the events and thereby be able to interpret the written records. I am, however, greatly indebted to Dr Lentz for her collaboration, and any errors in this book are entirely attributable to me and not her.

I am also indebted to my late uncle Yinku, one of the younger brothers of my father Gandah and a son of Dede, who had survived my father for more than a quarter of a century, for his part in telling me the story of Gandah’s early ancestors and their migration from Noru to Birifu. I am also grateful and indebted to some of my other illiterate elder brothers and sisters from whom I heard various stories about Gandah and was able to compare each of their versions for their veracity and consistency.

I do not claim that my version of my father’s life story is the only version there is about him. It should be noted that in listening to oral narrative, be it a lecture, a story or a political speech, each audience only catches the gist of what interests him or her, or what he or she wants to hear and to listen to. So it is perhaps possible that other brothers and sisters, or other uncles or cousins in the village may have heard different aspects of the same narration. It would therefore give a fuller exposition if they could add or correct any part of the version of this book they disagree with. 

In writing this book I have tried as much as possible to put events in chronological order. Most of the dates have been inserted through referring to historical dates that coincided with Gandah’s life, and I make no apologies for inserting them. Where this was not possible, I have tried to group events according to certain themes.
London, April 1994.

Chapter One

The present Gandah family can trace its route back to one Dapar of Noru, who lived about the seventeenth century. Noru is an out-station of Wa, a district that is situated in the North-West corner of Ghana. Noru lies to the north east of Wa, on the Wa to Han road. The seventeenth century is an estimate based on my own theory that the life span between a grandfather and grandson is about ninety to one hundred years. If this theory is correct, and assuming that Dapar’s descendants lived to this average, then the seventeenth century is a modest estimate. It was a period full of turmoil, not only in Africa but all over the world, an age of discovery, of travel and of adventure, an age of wars, of pestilence, of pillagers, of famine and of family feuds. There was a continuous move of tribes and families from east to west and west to east, from north to south and south to north. This upsurge or chaotic atmosphere must have been due to the quest for peace in a distant land, for farming land in order to provide food for growing family sizes, the escape from invasion by superior tribes, or from pestilence, famine and other natural disasters. Whatever the reason, it was during this period that Dapar migrated from Noru to settle at Jirapa Siyri or Naabeg, at the outskirts of Jirapa town. Here one of Dapar’s children, Sunkuol, grew up to be a great hunter and travelled miles around in search of big game.

It was during one of these hunting expeditions that Sunkuol first visited the present site of Birifu. This area was totally uninhabited. It was thickly wooded with a vegetation of the fringing forest type, and Sunkuol discovered that it was full of big game, buffaloes, antelopes, lions, and leopards. Delighted with such discovery, the area became his hunting ground which he visited continually. As time went on Sunkuol became fed up with travelling to and from his hunting ground, since this place was about eight miles from Siyri by a bee line. Sunkuol therefore decided to migrate and settle near the source of his game in order to enjoy his hunt and also to make large farms of the vast fertile land.

However, migration to a new settlement in this part of the world does not entail the movement of only a single family but of many families within the patriclan and of different patriclans. This is necessary for several reasons, for instance funeral rituals, intermarriages, and religious performances such as the bagre festivals that need the cooperation of diverse clans. No doubt Sunkuol must have convinced some elders of other families in his patriclan of the prospects that awaited them at this new place. So quite soon Sunkuol with some elders of the families of his patriclan, the Naayiile, migrated to their new environment.

It is held that the Silayiile patriclan were the first people to settle in Birifu as it is known today. Then came the Naayiile, the Nmangbiile, the Baapere, the Bire, the Gobiile, the Toozuule, the Kyaale and the Tanziile with their respective sub-patriclans. In what order they arrived at Birifu is not certain; but what is certain is that the Kyaale were the last to arrive at the new settlement. Anyway, this new settlement was then named Birkpe. Bir means ‘daring, fearless, brave’ and kpe means ‘enter, live in, dwell in or settle in’. Therefore birkpe means ‘settle in daringly or bravely’. However, its proverbial meaning is that ‘only the brave or the daring can settle in such an environment’. Birkpe was soon corrupted into Birfoh. Incidentally there is another version of the meaning of Birfoh, anglicised as Birifu, the spelling of which I shall try to maintain throughout this manuscript. Legend has it that the early inhabitants of Birifu believed that there was no tribe, far and wide, that could tease them, that it would take a doing, for any tribe, to make a laughing stock of them. Hence it is believed that Birifu derived its name from bir as explained earlier, meaning ‘brave’ or ‘daring’, and fuor, meaning ‘to tease’. So birfuor means proverbially that ‘only the daring can tease us’.

The arrival of Sunkuol with his family in Birifu was the beginning of a family that was to grow and play an important role in the cultural and social organisation of this new settlement. Their arrival could be dated back to the last half of the seventeenth century or the early part of the eighteenth century.

It has been stated that Sunkuol with his family and the other families of the Naayiile clan were the early visitors to Birifu. However, another version of the history of the early inhabitants states that the people of Silayir were the first settlers. It is difficult to ascertain the veracity of any one of these versions. The best that one can do is to make deductions from these versions of the early history of Birifu and to this we must return.

It is most probable that when the early settlers arrived at Birifu they settled in the vicinity of Silayir. As they multiplied they extended their family roots to other parts of the village. The frequency with which the people of Birifu move from one site to another to build new homes is dependent upon the circumstances, such as constant mishaps in the family, and upon the whims of the head of the family at that particular time. More often than not, people tend to stay at the same site unless they are forced by circumstances to move; for to move to a new site takes up a lot of a family’s resources. If it is true that when Sunkuol with his Naayiile clan arrived at Birifu, the area was all infested with wild animals and birds, then it is reasonable to suppose that these settlers would initially concentrate at one homestead in order to stem against the attacks of these wild animals on themselves or their animals. And what is not in dispute is that their first settlement was at Silayir. I am therefore inclined to support the view that the Silayiile were the first to arrive in Birifu, for they are the custodians of the earth shrine. At any sacrifice to the earth shrine, the holder of the priesthood must first be an inhabitant or a descendant of Silayir, and secondly, he must also be a Somda, a matrilineal qualification. It is only a Somda who can occupy the post of priesthood of the Birifu earth shrine, and only the diviner or the soothsayer can find out who the occupant will be from among the many Somdari eligible. When there is a vacancy, the soothsayer is consulted and he divines and names the person that should occupy the vacancy. The same method is used to elect his second in command, known as the kuur-sob (lit. ‘the owner of the stone’, but meaning ‘the striker’). He holds the stone that is used to strike at the shrine rhythmically as the priest recites his sermon. This striker must be a Some.

In assessing the time of the arrival of the Sunkuol family we need to estimate the number of times that he and his descendants moved settlements up to the time of Gandah, and the approximate duration of each settlement. Evidence shows that there had been three movements since the arrival of Sunkuol until the time when Gandah moved to the present site of his homestead in December 1937 when I was just only about ten years old. There are four or five settlements of the descendants of Sunkuol which are much older than me but still situated at their present places as I grew up to see them. It is possible that some homesteads can be more than a hundred years old so long as there is peace and tranquility in the area. Thus my ‘guesstimate’ of 1750 for the arrival of Sunkuol in Birifu is a modest one.

The Naayiile clan arrived in Birifu and settled at the site where the neophytes are presently sent for their bagre bells (boor gbeliir) to be cleansed. The Naayiile clan descended from one ancestor which now forms the parish of Naabyir. It would seem that most of these ancestors were named after animals, birds and snakes, such as Naabyir, Gbaayir, Daboo-yir, Silayir, etc. which stand for ‘the cow’, ‘the snake’, ‘the hawk’, and ‘the kite’ respectively. Anyway, the parish Naabyir, and thus the Naayiile, comprises of Sookyele, Daboole, Maabaale, Naakyoole, and Sunkuole. It is believed that when Sunkuol and his cousins (brothers in the Dagara sense) first arrived in Birifu, they built for themselves a mighty fortress which had five gates or entrances (dundor or pl. dundoi). There was the Sunkuole gate headed by Sunkuol, the Naakyoole gate headed by Naakyoo, the Maabaale gate headed by Maar, the Daboole gate headed by Daboo, and the Sookyele gate headed by Sookye.

As the years went by, a baobab tree emerged on top of the flat roof of their settlement and grew and grew. As it grew larger and larger it must have split the settlement making it unsafe to dwell in. Consequently, members of each gate went out to build a new settlement in the vicinity of the old, and not very far from one another, each then forming a sub-patriclan with specific functions to perform in the main patriclan. For instance, the Naakyoole section was responsible for the smithy work of the clan. In effect they made arrows, knives, hoes and other implements for the clan whilst the Sunkuole section were responsible for the making of xylophones and drums for the performance of funerals or for the bagre performances and social dances. The baobab tree still stands at its old site where the Naayiile wash and keep their bagre bells. I would call this tree the guardian shrine of the Naayiile which they also exalt when they return from hunting with a very big game. The hunting exaltation is tuo! tuo! tuo!, which I believe symbolises their belief that they originate from the baobab tree. 
As time went on, the five gates merged into two larger sub-clans. For reasons best known to them, one group constituted the Maabaale and the Sookyele whilst the other group comprised of the Naakyoole, the Daboole and the Sunkuole. My own opinion is that as the first settlement was being threatened by the growth of the baobab tree, they decided to move to a new settlement. But perhaps the growth of their family sizes might have convinced them to decide to form into the two larger settlements. Once they had split into two sections, they also decided to have two different hunting medicines.

In any case, Sunkuol and his family settled in their new environment and made large farms whilst he continued with his hunting. From these occupations the family became very prosperous, according to the standards of the time. Sunkuol’s family expanded with prosperity, and as time progressed some of them, with other families of Birifu, migrated to such places as Meto, Nandom, Tantuo and Guo in the Lawra District and to Bapla and Zambo, in present-day Burkina Faso. When Sunkuol died, Wura who was one of Sunkuol’s children, assumed the leadership of the family. Families in the Dagara area often disintegrate into smaller units when they grow too large or when two brothers could not stay together in the same settlement, as this often is the case with sibling quarrels. So by the time of Wura’s death there were about seven or more of such settlements descending directly from Sunkuol and Wura. When Wura died, Deri became the head of the family. Here again, on the death of Wura, the family disintegrated into smaller units. For example Dede, one of Wura’s children and the father of Yinku, decided to have his own family unit.
The early settlers did not only have to defend themselves against wild animals, they were also engaged in inter-village wars or feuds with Tankyera and Duori. The people of Babile and Kulmasaal were constantly attacked by the Tankyera people who enlisted the Duori people as their allies. Hence the Kulmasaale and the Babiile also enlisted the help of the Birifu people. The battles themselves, as far as I am aware, were never fought on Birifu soil but either at Babile or at Kulmasaal whenever the alarm was raised. It is little wonder that children during this period were taught at a very early age to defend themselves with the bow and arrow, an art that was given greatest priority. Thus the Wura family was engaged in such wars whenever the alarm was raised at Babile or at Kulmasaal. Later on, however, the people of Babile became the assailants of Kulmasaalo and enlisted help from the Tankyera and the Duori people, and there ensued a very bitter battle which resulted in the massacre of so many people at the hill just bordering Birifu. This must have been close to the turn of the twentieth century, maybe just before the arrival of the white man. For as youngsters we still saw skeletons of the victims of the battle strewn all over in the grove any time we entered.

Until now it has been said that early settlers were the Silayiile and the Naayiile, but no mention has been made of the Dian or Djan who were supposed to have been the early inhabitants of Birifu before the arrival of the Silayiile or the Naayiile clans. If this was indeed the case, the Dian who were supposed to be smiths and iron smelters must have been very few in number and were perhaps living in some part of the thicket of Birifu not explored by the Naayiile and were pushed out of the area when they were discovered. I understand they were pushed into the Diébougou area of Burkina Faso. I first overheard this version from Nikara when he was telling the story to Jack Goody in 1950 but I was not convinced by this idea at the time. There had also been some shallow wells along the main road from Babile to the Birifu rest house, which Goody assumed to have been built by the Dian. I did not believe that they were the work of the Dian but rather the work of the road builders in the 1910s or 1920s. If Jack Goody wanted to verify his theory, I advised him to seek the services of an archaeologist who could determine the age of these wells.

Until now the geographical position of Birifu has not been determined: Birifu is a farming village in the Lawra District. It is bounded on the north by Tankyera, Meto, and Kunyukuo, on the south by the Black Volta, on the east by Babile, Tugu, Goziel and Gbetuor, and on the west by the Black Volta again. Birifu covers about nine square miles, with a population density of 330 per square mile—compared with a density of about 81 persons per square mile for the whole of the Lawra District, according to the 1948 population censuses cited by Jack Goody.

My grandfather Deri must have lived between the first half of the nineteenth century and the 1920s. In a polygamous society such as Deri’s, a man may have several children from different wives, and so indeed did Deri. Among his children were Kpomo, Gandah-yir, Dootaa (nicknamed later as Gaziere) from one mother, and Miiru from another wife. Kpomo was the eldest daughter and Miiru the youngest of Deri’s children. When Gandah was born, it was in an age that was infested by tribal and inter-village wars apart from family feuds where duels were also not infrequent. Everyone moved about on tenterhooks even in the market places, pito houses, festivals and at funerals. It is little wonder, therefore, that Deri should name his son Gandah-yir when he was born about 1872 or 1876. The year of Gandah’s birth is a guesstimate based on his stories about his age when the first white man passed through Birifu and on historical records about that period that are available in the official archives. The people of Birifu and in most Dagara areas give names to their children that are proverbial, or names that have a significant meaning in the life history of the parents. Thus Gandah literally means ‘a hero’ or ‘a brave man’. It has been suggested that when his baby son arrived at such troubled times, Deri pondered very hard why such a meek child should have arrived at that time. He told himself that neither his house nor the era was suitable for such a poor and meek creature. His house was the house of the brave, it was a house unfit for the meek. In such contemplation it dawned on him that his baby boy should be called ‘Gandah-yir’—the house of the brave. And Gandah-yir was soon shortened to Gandah.

It is reasonable to suppose that his name gave Gandah some sort of inspiration to live by it from childhood to manhood. He was unfortunate not to acquire any formal education, since at that time the white man had not yet set foot on his native soil. However, Gandah was quick in grasping the Dagara education that the village could offer him as a sort of training for useful citizenship. From the age of five onwards he was trained in the art of good husbandry and farming as well as in the use of the bow and arrow. He acquired the training very quickly and very soon excelled children well above his own age group. His capabilities probably produced jealousy in the older children who often molested him when they were out of the sight of their elders. Such brutality strengthened Gandah’s nerve and gave him great mantle in future years, but it also made him hate injustice in all its forms. For example, when they drove the family cattle and sheep to graze in the fields or by a river and met cow herds from the other families, he would be asked to wrestle with boys far older than him. This he dared not refuse lest he should be teased for not being worthy of his name. Being a good wrestler he often succeeded in winning these contests over his seniors. The purpose of this exercise was to subdue his ego, but it rather made him much tougher and prepared him for more troubled times ahead. Thus having been a victim of unjust bullying in the past, he hated, as he grew older, to see the very young bullied unjustly by the older ones. He would intervene at such instances and would take up the fight for the bullied. His justice was thus of the Mosaic type, an eye for an eye rule, so to speak. As he grew older and stronger he was greatly feared by his contemporaries around him. He soon became more or less their leader in every thing they did.

In his early adolescence, Gandah had acquired all the qualities that were required of a good citizen. He was a dead shot with his bow and arrow, hence a good defender of his family home, the patriclan and the village at large against outside invaders. He was a good xylophonist—a great asset as it brought wealth into the family. However, his father was dead against his talents on the xylophone for fear that he might be poisoned or shot dead while he was still at a very tender age by his enemies or rivals. Gandah was also a good carver and thus made simple objects for the village market. This talent later developed into the making of xylophones and the carving of canoes or dugouts. He was a good blacksmith as well and in later years made bronze bangles out of wax. All these skills were greatly developed at a later stage of his life. But much of that later.

Chapter Two

Much has been written in history books about the ‘scramble for Africa’ by European powers, but I would prefer to use the word grab instead of scramble for the latter does not describe the greed with which the continent was being poached by these intruders, notably the English, the French, the Dutch, the Portuguese, the Spanish, the Germans and, to a lesser extent, the Danes. However, the northern parts of the Gold Coast, then known as Northern Territories of the Gold Coast, were unexplored until about the 1870s or even the 1890s.

When these European powers began penetrating into the interior in order to extend their empires, tribal units were apportioned into several parts, each part serving a different colonial master. Indeed, Birifu was one of those areas that was split into two parts—the part on the west bank of the Black Volta belonged to and was governed by the French, whereas the part which lies on the east bank of the Volta belonged to and was governed by the English—a convenient demarcation line you could say, to suit the European powers, but not the tribes concerned.

The first white man to have set foot on the land which later became the Lawra District must have travelled from Wa where Ferguson and his troops were confronted by Samori and his people. In the early school history text books we were made to believe that Ferguson defeated Samori and his people in Wa. But Dr Lentz showed me documents collected from the archives that left no doubt that Samori was not defeated by the British, but rather the other way round: when Lt Henderson and his men visited Wa, together with Ferguson, they were defeated by Samori’s troops and Ferguson was killed. Samori and his people were slave traders who raided and ravaged many villages of the north before the advent of the white man.
 So perhaps my theory that the white man who visited Birifu came from Wa does not hold water. Nevertheless, there is ample oral evidence that the first white man to set foot in Birifu did pass through Gbetuor and Goziel. So if this white man was not English, then he must have been a French man, perhaps travelling from Diébougou to Batié and into Lenmaa where he crossed the Volta and then proceeded to Birifu. At the moment I have no documentary evidence to back my father’s oral history but I would still maintain that the first visit by that white man must have taken place between 1886 and 1890.

Anyway, this white man would have travelled from Lenmaa, crossing the Volta from there and then proceeding through the bush paths to Gbetuor, a village of Birifu. How he arrived in Birifu is not clear; but it could be on horse back or on foot, sometimes being carried in a hammock when his feet were sore. The people of Gbetuor are said to have informed this white man that their capital town (tekpee) was Birifu, the seat of their earth shrine. It was not until towards the evening, when the sun was just descending, that the white man arrived in Birifu. He was directed to the house of Sunkuol Wura, the family house of Gandah, under the shade of a big baobab tree, where the elders of the Sunkuole section often congregated to discuss matters of common importance or to tit tattle while drinking their pots of pito.

The white man sat under this big tree with the elders and tried to explain the purpose of his visit. Again, what language was used the writer was not informed; but there was perhaps an interpreter. His visit surely created a great stir and curiosity, for no sooner had he arrived than news went round that part of the village of the presence of this strange creature in their midst. Before dusk had fallen, the entire precinct of the compound was filled with the villagers, young and old, all trying to catch a glimpse of this strange person. No doubt there must have been some fright in him, but as most adventurers he certainly did not show it and no animosity was shown to him. Fortunately for the people of Birifu, they did not meet the same fate as another tribe of what is now the Northern Region of Ghana. When the Germans first arrived and were trying to colonise that part of the country, the villagers mistook them for fishes from the river and went out with fishing nets to catch them. But to their amazement the Germans showered them with bullets from their cursed guns. Many villagers fell to the ground either dead or wounded whilst the rest fled for their lives. I am not sure of the truth of this story: it could be a joke between two opposing tribes who are joking partners.

Anyway, the people of Birifu did not encounter such a disaster with their invader. Instead he presented them with a bunch of beads as a symbol of friendship. Wanting to know if there were any more lands to discover the white man asked to be directed to the villages beyond Birifu when he got up the next day. He thought Birifu was a beautiful place where he could make his headquarters and promised to return after discovering other places further north and perhaps east of Birifu. He and his entourage were given a place to rest for the night, and the next morning he set off towards Lawra and Nandom, as the villagers had directed them. No sooner had he left the village, than the elders took the bunch of beads to their earth shrine and prayed to it that Birifu should not come under the rule of the white man or become the headquarters of their rule. So to date the Birfuole still believe that their prayer to the earth shrine had been answered. They are still convinced that no white man can settle in Birifu permanently to carry out his business. Examples often quoted are the European gold or mineral prospectors of the early 1930s who stayed in the village for very short periods and also Mr J. H. Hinds (now a bishop in County Durham, England) who lived in the village rest house as the District Agricultural Officer but moved the station to Babile, a parish of Birifu, when funds were made available for a permanent site to be built. 

According to Gandah he was in his adolescence when this white man arrived, that is that ‘his testicles had developed’ (o kyera lama), for in Birifu and all over the Dagara area, age is measured by using the male or female organ development. So Gandah was approaching manhood when the first white man came to Birifu. If Gandah’s story is to be believed, and I have no reason to doubt it, Gandah would have been between fourteen and sixteen years of age when this white man arrived. Assuming that the first white man visited Birifu between 1886 to 1888, since the French officer Binger visited Wa in 1888/1889, and assuming that when the white man was in Birifu Gandah was fourteen years old, then he would have been born about 1872. However, if the white man was in Birifu in 1892 and Gandah was sixteen years old, then he would have been born in 1876.
 I opt for the year 1876 as his year of birth and accordingly advised my brother Debomo Gandah who had wanted to put a head-stone on our father’s grave with his year of birth on it.

The period before and after the advent of the white man must have influenced the life of Gandah who was now an adult. Gandah’s parents were predominantly pagans who worshipped their gods which the white man preferred to call idols and jujus. I hate to use the English words pagan, idols or jujus, simply because these people do not follow their recognised religions or worship their God. I prefer to use the word demi-gods instead. Even in the Christian religion we have images of Christ and the Virgin Mary in the churches, but they would not dare call these idols or jujus, would they? As for paganism, the Birifu people have never been pagans because they have a religion of their own, the bagre myth. Anyway, it is little wonder that Gandah grew up to become one of the greatest believers in these demi-gods and also a physician in his own right, even though the English would call his healing methods at his time ‘witch doctoring’ (which today would be termed alternative medicines).

It should also be emphasised that the people of Birifu did not know formal education in the Western sense until very recently. However, they had a civilisation of their own. There was the basic knowledge that every child must endeavour to acquire good farming techniques in the use of the hoe and good animal husbandry, rearing cattle, sheep and goats as well as keeping poultry. The use of the bow and arrow was very important, both as a means of defence and as a means of finding game for food. The importance of all these techniques are emphasised in the bagre recitations. In addition, if the family had xylophones, every child was encouraged to learn the art of playing them or the drum. This was done by digging two trenches outside the compound, under a shade, and then tying two bundles of thatch for each trench and placing them by the sides of these trenches. The slates of the xylophone tunes were placed across them and played with sticks. These improvised xylophones (kpaakpol) were kept for the practice of their own children or any children or person from neighbouring families. This was encouraged for two reasons, to provide training for future players at the bagre and at funerals. The bagre festival is the most important part of the education of every person in Birifu and other Dagara communities. It is an oral and not a written education, recited in ballad form through the ages. Here, the pupil is taught both moral and physical endurance as well as tolerance—the endurance which Plato or Aristotle would like to instil in their students— the history of his people, the history of the existence of man, and of things, trade and commerce, and of the making of economic products. Then finally, if there were a family smithy forge, elementary blacksmithing was encouraged and taught, the art of making hoe blades for farming, arrow-heads and knives as well as dancing jingles. Lastly, those who were carvers encouraged and taught their children to take up their craft. The women folk also taught and learnt basket weaving, mat and cage making and pito brewing. In effect, domestic industry was encouraged. 

Fortunately for Gandah, all these amenities were not lacking in the Wura Deri family and he did not lose the opportunity of learning them. He became a very good xylophonist and drummer at an early age and played often at funerals and bagre festivals in Birifu and the neighbouring villages across the river on the west bank of the Black Volta. Deri was apprehensive of the gifted talent of his young son, Gandah, and would have done everything to retard this exceptional talent from further progress. He even offered a sacrifice to the shrine of his ancestors (kpiin) so that the ancestors could halt his son’s progress in the art of playing the xylophone, especially the war xylophone (gbin) and the big funeral xylophone (daga-gyil or dagaar) which is from the Dagaar area where it is used for both funerals and merry-making whilst in Birifu it is used solely for funerals. It was not that Deri did not want his son to improve in his play, but he feared that he might be killed with juju if not physically shot by his rivals. Indeed Deri’s fears were not in vain, for many times Gandah’s life was physically threatened when he went across the river to play at bagre festivals or at funerals. But for his good use of the bow to fence off sudden attacks at these functions, he and his followers would have died many times, for during that era there was no constraint in the use of the bow and arrow against one another and everybody travelled to these functions with their bows and quivers filled with arrows.

The jealousy over Gandah’s play, on the part of other players, must have stemmed from the fact that any time when he and his partner played the xylophones at a funeral they were usually rewarded with much more money by the mourners than others. Aware of the fact that his entourage would always be sitting ducks and would be attacked during or after playing at funerals when they went across to the west bank, Gandah and his train usually went well armed and prepared, and all were told by him to be on the alert and to keep their bows and quivers by their sides. He himself, when he was on the xylophone, would put his bow between his legs and thighs while his quiver hung over his shoulder behind his back. This kept him in readiness for any evident offensive.

Very often when they were attacked, he would ask the others to precede home with the women and paddle themselves across whilst he stemmed the aggression of his assailants. On many of these attacks, he killed some of his attackers and wounded many whilst he himself would come out unscathed. He was therefore often branded a wizard by his enemies, for they thought he used the art of witchcraft or wizardry to keep off their arrows. They did not consider themselves as being poor shots but rather put the blame on black magic. However, if after repelling his assailants Gandah found it was too dark to risk crossing the river alone, he would sometimes pass the night with close relations on the west side of the river and then leave at dawn to return home. By this time of Gandah’s life, Deri was no more worried about him, for he knew his son was capable of defending himself against assailants with his bow and arrow. This mastery of the bow made him a very useful future leader of his village in the years to come. But to this we shall return at a later stage.

It has been stated earlier that the first white man came through Birifu, and later more northwards through Lawra and other areas, had intended to make Birifu his administrative capital. This white man could have been a French person but I have no documentary evidence to support my hunches. In any case, Birifu came under British rule with the Anglo-French Convention of June 1898. I suspect that what later became the Lawra District came under British control between 1895 and 1898, for by 1901 civil administration was established in all parts of the North and the Northern Territories were proclaimed a protectorate under the Gold Coast Government. 

To facilitate good administration, district commissioners were appointed to each administrative district. Each of these districts had a detachment of constabulary forces, the forerunners of the Gold Coast police force. Hospitals were established in almost each district and personnel brought from the South where British administration had existed for over half a century. The aim was to maintain law and order and to control and cure diseases such as yaws, sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis or tryps for short), a disease carried by the tsetse fly, diarrhoea or dysentery. Where chieftaincy did not exist, the government installed their chiefs according to the popular wishes of the people. Through these chiefs the district commissioners permeated the rules and laws of the government, while the medical officers administered sanitary rules, and the chiefs had to see that all these rules were obeyed. The Lawra District, perhaps one of the last districts to be opened in the North, was established in 1907.

Birifu had no chief as such before the advent of the white man, but the chief priest of the earth shrine maintained law and order. He saw to it that no blood was shed in the village, and where this was inevitable, the culprits paid heavily for their disregard of customary law. The first chief to be appointed in Birifu was Derkota, one of the uncles of Gandah. Derkota descended from the Naakyoo family. It was not surprising that he was appointed the first chief of Birifu since it was his family that gave hospitality to the first white man who visited the village. 
The arrival of colonial administration increased the rights and duties of the citizen, but there were more of the duties than there were rights. For example, all government buildings, such as the district commissioner’s residence, the clerk quarters, the police and the prison warders’ quarters, were erected and maintained for many years by forced labour. And Gandah, now a young man, took part in providing such free or forced labour to the administration.

In his early manhood, Gandah was still under the control of his father and uncles and, therefore, had no properties of his own. For under the Birifu customary law of ownership, so long as a father was alive and father and son farmed together, the son’s property belonged to the father and he held the property in trust for him. However, should the father want a goat or a fowl which belonged to the son for a sacrifice, he would first have to ask the son. Since by customary law the son had no property of his own, the father was therefore responsible for all customary debts incurred by his son. Thus for Gandah, Deri was responsible for the bride wealth of his wife or wives should he get married. His father was also responsible for the payment of his education, i.e. the initiation into the bagre myth which is a very costly business. This meant that unless Gandah’s father could afford to pay for the dowries of his senior sons’ marriages, Gandah could not marry until they had done so. As far as I know, however, Gandah was the eldest son of his father.

I should explain at this juncture that the payment of dowries in European countries is not the same as in Birifu or other Dagara areas. In England or France the dowry is paid by the bride or her parents for the use of the couple after marriage, or according to the Muslim religion the groom promises that he would pay a certain amount to the bride in the course of their marriage. In the Birfuole ways of marriage, however, the bridegroom’s father pays the dowries to the bride’s father. The payment of the dowry is not immediate when the girl goes to the husband’s home, but the marriage is only fully sanctioned when the dowry is fully paid. Should the bride expect a baby before the dowry was paid, the child would belong to the girl’s father. Such matrimonial law puts a lot of self-restraint on young couples not to play any hanky panky while the dowry is unpaid. 

It is strictly forbidden for marriages to take place within a patriclan, for members of one patriclan descending from one ancestor. Thus Gandah, being a member of the Naayiile patriclan, could only marry from the other patriclans of Birifu or from outside Birifu. Gandah got married when he was perhaps between seventeen and twenty four years old. The family was well to do and thus his father could afford the payment of his marriage dowries, and perhaps his father wanted to have some grandchildren before he died. Before the turn of the century Gandah must have got about three to four wives and his younger brother Gaziere at least one wife. Gandah’s first wife, Lebo, survived him but without a child. Gaziere’s first wife, Polo, had at least a first son, Derpur, who was about seven when Gandah was sent to prison. Gandah’s second wife, who hailed from Baapar, bore him his first son, Nminsoba, a chip of the old block. Then there was Kpere who hailed from Toozu and became his second wife when Nminsoba’s mother died. Kpere’s son Kakpi and perhaps Nugoo were born before the turn of the century or very early in the twentieth century. And then there was Biro, the mother of Nmintuo, who hailed from Biro. Gandah married all these wives before the turn of the century and some more before his arrest and trial for attempted murder which I will talk about in the next chapter.

Chapter Three

Among the several wives of Gandah, for he had at least five by now, was Manduor, a woman he married from across the river and who belonged to the Nmangbiile patriclan. Manduor means ‘an inhabitant of the other side of a river bank’, and hence this woman was given the nickname Manduor. Manduor was expecting Gandah’s child, but in early 1912 when Manduor gave birth, both the mother and child died. Knowing the age in which Gandah lived, the gods and soothsayers would have been consulted to eliminate any unnatural causes of her death. For example, she could be suspected of unfaithfulness, or she or someone else could have practised witchcraft, or she could have offended the gods who took wrath on her. So the family had to investigate the cause of the death before her funeral could be either performed or not performed, and from investigation it was found that Manduor had been killed by a witch.

According to the Birfuole belief, a wizard or witch is supposed to go out at night in a spirit form. It is also believed that every human soul leaves the body and wanders about at night. It is there that the soul of the wizard or the witch is able to catch whoever’s soul they fancy, turn it into animal flesh and eat it, leaving only the head. It is believed that when a person’s soul is caught and treated in such a way, the person immediately becomes ill. That person will then be at the mercy of the witches, and they alone would decide when to end the person’s life. When the witch or the wizard wants to end the person’s life, he or she goes out at night and breaks the head of the person’s soul. It is only then that the person gives up his or her ghost. These witches and wizards are supposed to turn themselves into flying creatures with a glow of trailing fire. This superstition and many others have persisted through the ages to this day, although the belief is not as strong as it was during Gandah’s day. In those days, any one proclaimed a wizard or a witch was ostracized and became an outcast in the community, and even within his own family. 

The death of Gandah’s wife, Manduor, was supposed to have been caused by a wizard. In the Naayiile patriclan there lived a man named Deri, who was known for his notoriety in witchcraft. He was the most hated person in that community and was greatly feared by little children. So as soon as Gandah’s wife died, all suspicions were cast on him. Unfortunately, Deri made things worse for himself by not attending the mourning of the funeral for even one day of the four days that women were usually mourned. It is very unusual for a person in the same village to refuse to go to mourn a funeral without any tangible reason. But it is even more unusual and daring for a person from the same patriclan, as Deri was, not to attend a funeral, and his complete absence gave, in the eyes of the family, a glaring suspicion of his guilt.

When the funeral rites were all over, rumours had it that Deri was the sole cause of Manduor’s death and Deri was even publicly boasting of having caused her death. Maybe Deri publicly admitted his guilt because nobody would have believed him if he denied it. It is a matter of giving a dog a bad name. Anyway, to Gandah this was like tempting providence. Relations between him and Deri were strained, and as rumours still went round about Deri’s deliberate provocation, Gandah could not bear it any longer and challenged Deri to a duel. This must have between May and early June of 1912, during the early rainy season when young crops had germinated and farmers were busy weeding especially the groundnut plants. Gandah did not actually mean to carry out his challenge but only to frighten Deri and thereby dissuade him from further bragging about his evil feat. However, one sunny noon when he and one of his brothers, Bapori, were returning from their farm and traversed Deri’s farm, Deri saw them and anticipated that Gandah was coming to honour his duel challenge. So he got his bow and quiver filled with arrows and gave the first shot as they were unaware of his presence. The shot missed them narrowly and put Gandah and Bapori on guard. They hurled their arrows at him. But as good luck would have it, Deri ran home unscathed. It was believed that as Gandah and his brother were both good shots they could not have missed Deri had he not used his witchcraft to repel the arrows away from him. In any case, he ran home and reported the matter to the chief, that Gandah and his brother had attacked him with their bows and arrows. He was told to come back in the evening when Gandah and his brother would have returned from their farms so that the truth could be ascertained. When evening came the plaintiff and his elders together with Gandah and his elders were summoned to the chief’s house, Naakyoo-yir. After hearing both sides, the chief tried to settle the matter amicably since all concerned were very close relations. However, Gandah did not seem satisfied with his uncle’s settlement and was still bent on avenging the death of his wife.

It was nearly three months after the settlement when Gandah on September 7, 1912, which was a Birifu market day, received a welcome visitor—his brother-in-law, the brother of his deceased wife. He confided in him his intention to avenge his wife’s death. Even if Gandah had not intended to do so, his brother-in-law would have done it if Deri should ever have crossed the river. Gandah and his brother-in-law decided to attack Deri in the dead of night when all was quiet. Darkness came and it was not long before the whole village fell into a deep slumber When all was quiet in Wura Deri’s house, the ‘two partners in crime’ decided it was high time for them to execute their plan. They took their bows and quivers and went out into the dark night, taking the footpath that meandered towards the home of their adversary, Deri’s compound. On either side, this path was flanked by guinea-corn plants most of which had grown to over ten to sixteen feet tall. Stealthily they hurried along until they arrived at the crime spot. Quietly Gandah scrambled over the wall, taking pains not to arouse any inmates of the compound, lest he or she should raise the alarm, whilst his accomplice waited outside the house. Gandah who knew all the nooks of the house went to where Deri was fast asleep. Not wishing to take advantage of him or violate the rules of combat, for a person was never killed in his sleep, Gandah roused Deri from his sleep and told him he had come to avenge his wife’s death. Before Deri could raise the alarm for help, Gandah had given one shot and was about to give a second shot when Deri, in desperate defence, broke the second arrow with his axe. As mentioned earlier this was still an era when men slept with their weapons of defence by their side. Women were never in danger for no man would deliberately kill a woman in battle even though they carried their husbands’ extra quivers for them. Anyway, by this time Deri’s groans and yells of agony had awakened the whole household as well as the neighbouring ones. In order to escape from the attack of Deri’s people, Gandah jumped over the wall and together with his brother-in-law vanished into the tall guinea-corn plants.

Deri was given some local first aid, which was done by sucking the poisonous blood from the wound so that it did not circulate into the blood stream. I suppose he was taken to Lawra, the administrative capital, to report the crime and perhaps to have medical attention if this was available. As there was bloodshed in the village, it was the duty of the Birifu Naa [chief, C. L.] to report this to the district commissioner at Lawra, for it was beyond his jurisdiction to settle it even though it was a family feud. So on the morning of September 8, the Birifu Naa travelled to Lawra and reported the matter to the district commissioner at Lawra whereupon the latter ordered Gandah’s arrest. But when some members of the constabulary force went to Birifu for his arrest, Gandah refused to give himself up and was on the run from the authorities for nearly two and a half months. 

Gandah was able escape the police and slip through the thickets of the tall guinea-corn and maize any time he sensed the approach of the police. The police often came on horseback and the canter of the horses always heralded their approach. Gandah also had a faithful dog without which he would have been arrested long before now. The dog seemed to have sensed that his master was in trouble. So any time the police arrived to hunt down Gandah and the net was closing in on him, the dog would pretend running away from his master whilst Gandah would take the opposite direction. This dog played these tricks with the police until the guinea-corn was all harvested, giving Gandah no scope to play his hide and seek with the police. Another reason why Gandah was not arrested sooner was that very often he ran across the river whenever the police came for him, thus being out of the reach of the British jurisdiction, and of course there was no bilateral agreement with the French to return each other’s subjects back to the scene of the crime. Ultimately, it was the police’s threat to arrest his father that played the trick. For when Gandah heard what the police intended to do to his father, and not wishing his father to suffer in the hands of the police on account of his criminal act, he gave himself up.

When Gandah returned, he was arrested with his brother, Bapori, whom Deri had falsely accused to have abetted Gandah in attacking him. During the interrogation Bapori pleaded his innocence which was supported by Gandah. But both the police and the district commissioner thought that they were telling lies. The constables were ordered to beat the truth out of them. When the constables were tired of whipping them, they gave the canes to them to hit each other. In the Dagara area before the introduction of law and order, a man was supposed not to be a liar. So there was no way that either of them would succumb to telling lies. So for days on end they had to run this gauntlet. Because of his early tough training, Gandah could go through fire and water, but his brother Bapori was another kettle of fish, he was a bit too soft to stand the torture. So when they asked them to cane each other Bapori pleaded with Gandah not to hit him any further, otherwise he would kill him. Gandah, complying with his brother’s wish, refused to hit Bapori when he was ordered to so. He told the constables that his brother was innocent and he would not cane him, not even at gun point. Gandah was reported to the district commissioner who ordered him to be thoroughly caned for his insolence. Such stories of brutality portray the early colonial system of justice. But the terrible torture which Gandah and his brother underwent did not exact the sort of information which the authority wanted. For Gandah still maintained that his brother was innocent of the charge of the attempted murder. This indeed was true, but the authorities would not believe it because Deri had maintained all along that Bapori and Gandah were together when he was attacked on that September night. However, not satisfied with the veracity of both Gandah’s and his brother’s statements, the police, after all that physical torture and torment, still charged both of them with the attempted murder.

On December 11, 1912, Gandah and Bapori were brought before the court. The prosecution produced witnesses but these normally were formal witnesses which usually had no direct bearing on the case in question. Even Gandah’s nephews, Zoi and Door-iere, were called as witnesses but they all said they were the cowherds of the accused, Gandah. The only prosecution witness whose evidence carried weight was Deri. He maintained that both Gandah and Bapori attacked him that night whilst Gandah maintained that it was he and his brother-in-law from across the river who attacked Deri and that Bapori was nowhere near the scene of the crime. Bapori also pleaded his innocence and if they were each given some legal representation, I dare say that Bapori could have proved an alibi by calling his wife or any other person in the house as a defence witness.

The case lasted only two days, and on December 13, 1912, Gandah was found guilty and sentenced to about three years imprisonment with hard labour. Bapori was acquitted as there was no evidence on which to convict him. Gandah was sent to Tamale, the regional headquarters of the Northern Territories to serve his term of sentence. This entailed his walking on foot from Lawra to Wa, through Bulenga to Dusie, Konkore, Daboya to Tamale, with his warders marching behind him with their guns—a journey which the author followed twenty-eight years later as a school boy. When Gandah arrived at Tamale he made a charge against his uncle, Birifu Naa Derkota. He claimed that his uncle had taken some property from him and agreed to support him in his case against Deri which he never did. The district commissioner was asked to verify the veracity of this accusation. Although the case came up and Gandah’s father supported his allegations, it was found there was insufficient evidence against the chief. So Gandah had to serve his prison term without any further ado although he later got a remission for good conduct.

Prison life was nothing more than menial tasks, such as going round European bungalows very early in the mornings, collecting their lavatory buckets, emptying them and cleaning them for the next use, supplying their steward boys and cooks with enough firewood and water, keeping the lawns and the play grounds and parade grounds of the constabulary low of growth. Gandah condescended and decided to make a good job of it. Not very long afterwards he became a trustworthy friend of all the prison officers, especially one Sergeant Major Egala, the father of Imoro Egala, who was later to hold a ministerial post in the regime of Dr Kwame Nkrumah. Sgt Major Egala was in charge of the Northern Territories constabulary force stationed in Tamale and was perhaps in charge of the prison administration too. Since the civil administration was in its infancy in the Northern Region, it is most likely that there was no difference between the police and the prison forces, and in fact as late as 1935, at any rate in Lawra, prison officers and the police had the same drill exercises on the same parade ground.

On one sunny afternoon when the prisoners had finished their lunch, they were marched out to perform their afternoon duties. They were divided into gangs. Gandah’s gang was asked to chop wood for the cooks of the administrative officers, that is the Chief Commissioner, the Police Commissioner, the doctors and so on. While they were chopping the wood, the prison officer, sitting under a tree, soon fell asleep. It occurred to the prisoners that the officer who was guarding them had fallen into a deep slumber, and they plotted to escape, but Gandah did not want to be a part of it. Nevertheless, the others started making their escape in all directions. Gandah woke the officer up and asked him to call for help while he tried to track them down. While the officer went away to call for help, Gandah saw one of the police horses that was tethered in a near-by grazing field. He released the horse from its tether, rode upon it and pursued the runaways. He caught up with one of them, knocked him down with the horse, tied a rope round his waist and brought him back. By the evening the others were recaptured. Gandah was praised for his quick thinking and was recommended for remission. For by his quick thinking the prison escape was averted. It could have been through this that the friendship between Egala and Gandah which lasted all through their lives was born. When Sgt Major Egala retired and lived in Tamale, and when Gandah later became chief in Birifu and visited Tamale at the Chief Commissioner’s palavers, he always sent his emissaries to go and greet him and he would follow up to return his greetings.

It is not known how much remission Gandah was given, but if Gandah had served only half his original sentence, then he would have been released in the last part of 1914 or early 1915. Anyway, when the news came to the village that Gandah had been released from prison and was on his way back home, the whole Wura Deri family including Gandah’s friends, not forgetting his wives, were in a very joyous mood and made all sorts of preparations pending his arrival. 

Deri, however, for whose attempted murder Gandah had been sent to prison, and Derkota, the Birifu Naa, were very apprehensive of the outcome and aftermath of Gandah’s release. They thought that on arrival Gandah might take revenge against them. To their amazement and relief, however, when Gandah arrived, he was a changed Gandah and settled down peacefully and went about his every day’s jobs without remorse of any kind against them.

By 1915 or 1916, Gandah was taking a leading part in the administration of his village and was a very obedient servant. He was appointed—no doubt by his uncle, the chief—as the headman of the Naayiile sector of the village. When the government rest house which later housed Princess Mary-Louise was being built, the district commissioner who supervised the construction, remarked that Gandah was a very hard working man, unlike his uncle the chief who was very lazy. Gandah had scarcely been appointed a headman when he excelled his uncle, and by his fair deeds, he won the admiration and confidence of all and sundry. Even the district commissioner of the day could not help but admire this promising young leader—Gandah was about forty-five by now. For in one of his entries in his daily record book, the district commissioner praised Gandah and denounced Derkota’s unfairness towards his subjects, noticing that members of Derkota’s household were often exempted from government forced labour.

People who did not know Gandah during his childhood and his long-standing aversion for injustice, would have thought that he acquired such fairness from prison. It is most probable that prison life might have influenced some aspects of his life but not necessarily so, for not everybody who served a prison sentence became a good citizen. I believe it would all depend upon the individual concerned.

Chapter Four

By 1916 and 1917 Birifu Naa I was finding it hard to command the respect of the people and hence difficult to rule them, and he was forced to abdicate. I am not sure whether this was forced upon him by the district commissioner of the day or he abdicated on his own accord. Oral history has it that he was sacked, and I have not yet come across any documentary evidence to prove the contrary. Anyway, when Derkota resigned, Gandah was enstooled by popular acclamation as chief of Birifu, Birifu Naa II and Gandah I in 1917. It was in the native authority records in the late 1940s that Gandah and Tang, the then Eremon Naa, were both enstooled as chiefs in their respective villages in 1917. Nuonatuo Gandah, who was later to succeed Gandah and who was employed as a native authority clerk in 1944, discovered this information and told Gandah about this historical fact. As I write I can still see the angry face of Gandah ranting and raving how historical facts could so be distorted. According to him, he was enstooled long before Tang was enstooled as the Eremon Naa, and he should know since the chiefs went to the enstoolment of other chiefs. Anyway, this is left for future historians to pursue.

The enstoolment of chiefs in the Lawra District often drew other chiefs from the district to the ceremony. In order to provide drinks for the guests, every household in the village had to brew pito for the occasion. Thus with communal effort, the villagers provided drinks, foodstuff, meat, fowls, milk and eggs for their guests, including the district commissioner and his entourage. The enstoolment crystallised when the district commissioner put the medallion over the head of Gandah. This solemn moment was followed by an outburst of shouts of joy and ululations made by the women folk, intermingled with the firing of muskets. Thus the villagers burst into great excitement and joy. There was music and dancing, and here the young chief showed his skill on the xylophone. He played almost incessantly so that everyone danced and sang to their hearts’ content. There was drink and food galore for both villagers and guests alike. It took everyone time to recover from the excitement.

When Gandah became chief he made it a point that certain rules which he had laid down had to be obeyed. These included inter alia:
1. Any marriage that took place in the village had to be reported to him as soon as was practicable. He therefore had a working knowledge of whose daughter was married to whom.

2. All illnesses—epidemic or not—had to be reported to him immediately. This applied to animal epidemics as well. For he would need to notify the medical officer or the veterinary officer according to whether the epidemic was human or animal. Where he himself could provide cure he offered it to his subjects free of charge, particularly human ailments like diarrhoea and dysentery or anthrax in animals.

3. All immigration or emigration from the village had to be reported. Thus if any youth travelled outside the village especially to the south—notably the Ashanti Region—the head of the house had to report this migration immediately. Similarly if they returned to the village their presence had to be reported as soon as possible.

4. All new arrivals into the family as well as deaths had to be reported to him immediately, be it night or day.

5. All village markets, and there were three prominent ones for which he was responsible which fell on every six days, had to disperse before dusk.

These rules which were strictly observed in the village showed the great interest which Birifu Naa II took in his subjects. It also showed his great foresight, for if he was educated or had a clerk, these rules would have provided the basis of the first recorded demographic and medical statistics in his village. Unfortunately his toils could not be used in the future as there were no records to fall back on. The last rule was perhaps to promote peace and harmony in the village. The Birifu Naa believed that if he allowed the villagers to enjoy the market days until after dark, one of several social evils might be committed. A rival could slip poison into his or her opponents drink—a deed that could be more easily executed in the dark than in the broad daylight. Moreover, it was an age when family feuds were still rife, and it was these feuds that the Birifu Naa wanted to stamp out. It is also conceivable that if the market period was allowed to extend into the dark, unscrupulous persons might induce the young to drink local beer to the excess, and in their drunken stupor, they could commit rape or adultery. As a believer in moral justice, Gandah had very little patience with immorality. He was therefore strictly biased with regard to the adherence of this rule.

I grew up to find my mother, Wule, as head of the women folk (poonaa, i.e. the queen) in the village, with her own head woman in each patriclan. I also noticed that Wule was married before and had three children by her previous husband whom she brought along when she married Gandah. It puzzled me as I grew older why Gandah should marry my mother when she was already married to his nephew or son, in the Dagara parlance. In 1992, when I was at home I asked my last uterine brother, Gyiripuo, who was still alive, why my mother left his father and came to marry my father. It turned out that because my mother was a good brewer of pito, my father and his friends went to her pito house to drink, and Gandah and Wule became platonic lovers or friends. So any time she brewed she reserved a special pot for her boyfriend, Gandah, where his followers drank till late before returning home which was a stone’s throw from her own home.

Anyway, on one of these occasions when they were drinking, Wule wanted to retire to bed but Gandah tried to restrain or detain her so that they could continue with their drinking. But in doing so Gandah’s hand slipped down the rear of Wule. She immediately took that as having committed adultery with Gandah, for in Birifu, apart from actually penetrating the woman, one could also be charged with adultery if the man merely put his hand at the rear of the woman or in between the woman’s thighs. It must be understood that during that age superstition was rife, and it was believed that if a woman committed adultery and slept with her husband, she would die. So that night and consequently every night she refused to share her bed with her husband, Batier. She also refused to move into Gandah’s house unless certain sacrifices were made. According to Gyiripuo, Wule stressed that until she was cleansed, she was not going to the husband nor to Gandah. The elders met and Gandah was asked to produce a cow for the cleansing of Wule before the ancestral shrine. This he had to do, but Batier still refused to take Wule back, and so Gandah then married Wule as his wife. I was not able to verify this story of my uterine brother before his death in March 1993. But this shows how an innocent act could be claimed as adultery and heavy penalty inflicted on the innocent. I am not sure whether Gandah had become a chief by then but this must have accounted for his strict rules on morality, so that no innocent person was caught in the same predicament as he was.

Before the advent of the white man, the Dagara people had a system whereby farming labour was acquired. There was, and still is, the labour that is provided by the son-in-law on his father-in-law’s farm (dien kob). The son-in-law brings a number of farmers to the land of his father-in-law on a number of times in the farming year, and the father-in-law provides food and drinks for the occasion. Then there was the reciprocal farming (ko taa). In this, the farmer invites a number of his friends to his farm to do the hoeing. He may or may not provide drink and food for them. However, in the course of the farming season he would have to reciprocate their services on each of the farms of those who came to farm for him.

With the advent of British rule in the Northern Territories all lands in the region were taken as Crown lands but vested in the hands of the chiefs. So even in Birifu, where lands belong to individual families, the chief held these lands for the Crown.
 The British administrators introduced this manorial system based on the British feudal system which was also introduced into Britain by William the Conqueror after the battle of Hastings in 1066. All chiefs were allowed to have free labour from their subjects on their farms a number of days a week called the chief’s farming days (na’kob bibir). With these methods of obtaining farm labour at his disposal, Gandah could get labour for his farms by one of these ways. Thus in return for his services, the villagers came to plough his lands, and again during harvest times their help was solicited. However, during harvest, in order not to interfere with the harvests of his subjects, the Birifu Naa was always the last to harvest his crops or the first to do so. He saw to it that his harvest did not coincide with the peak periods of harvesting in the village, for he hated to deprive the villagers of their livelihood.

The Birifu Naa could have got his sons-in-law to provide labour on his farm. But as a small boy I did not see any farming done by them. This may have been because he himself had married daughters of some of his sons-in-law. Or maybe they had paid the final bride wealth and he, too, in the form of cows. It was only later that through those of his daughters who married outside the village farmers were provided, for instance the late Lawra Naa J. A. Karbo or his son Debra.

Farmers provided by the manorial system introduced in the North were of a special kind in Birifu, for the Birifu Naa believed that farmers would give their best if they were well catered for. So any time the farmers came on chief’s farm days (na’kob bibir), they were well provided with food and the local beer. But this was not the same with other chiefs. When the Birifu Naa was no longer head chief in his own domain, but brought under Lawra Naa Bini after the introduction of the 1933 Native Authority Act, he had to provide manorial service for the Lawra Naa by providing land in Birifu for Naa Bini and sending farmers to plough, care for and harvest the crops for the Lawra Naa. None of his subjects were entertained while farming for the Lawra Naa. 

The Lawra Naa visited each village in his division once every year, and I can remember Naa Bini’s first and last visit to Birifu before his death. This was a memorable occasion when there was mirth and jollity with music and dancing. The Birifu Naa and Naa Bini were on the xylophones providing the music for the dancers, each showing their expertise on the instruments. If Bini died in June 1934, then his manorial visit to Birifu must have been in September or October 1933 when most harvest was finished and the K’obine festival was in progress. 

With Naa Gandah’s special farm labour system and generosity, certain subjects who would otherwise not have had feeding in their own homes made it a point to be present on all chief’s farming days, knowing that they would be provided with plenty of food and drink. Indeed, such people won the attention of the Birifu Naa, and often he gave them preferential treatment after the general drinking and feasting was over. This was often in the form of money (the cowries, libir pla) so that they could hire labour for their own farms. The women folk were not forgotten either; they were supplied with a measure of salt, usually a calabash full.

As a zealous farmer, the Birifu Naa often took part in the ploughing of his fields when there were no administrative duties to perform. The villagers helped with his harvest, when the time arrived. It is customary in Birifu for every farmer to give to their helpers a portion of the harvest that they have done. In this respect, the Birifu Naa was particularly generous to boys and girls who accompanied their parents to the farm. These youngsters often went to the harvests of groundnuts, ate as much as they could while they were harvesting and at the close of day were given their whole day’s effort to take home. Gandah was also generous to the old and the poor and those whose farms had failed or given poor yields.

The Birifu Naa was known far and wide for his generosity. Perhaps he believed in the philosophy that God could turn into a mortal being in the guise of a poor or an infirm person and then tempt the rich by coming to beg from their households and therefore was generous to the poor, the beggar or the passing stranger. It was the cardinal rule in his household that no visitor was turned away without something to drink or take away, whether he, Gandah, was present or not.
Before the native authorities were instituted, the Lawra-Tumu District was divided into autonomous areas, each ruled by a head chief. The area under the Birifu head chief included Babile, Goziel and Gbetuor, and Birifu itself. Each of the head chiefs had their own flag or colour, and Birifu was one of those areas with its own flag or colour. These flags were presented to the head chiefs of the Lawra District on July 12, 1920 by the Acting Provincial Commissioner. When the Birifu Naa was given his own flag, this meant that Birifu was a paramountcy. Under Duncan-Johnstone as the district commissioner, it was customary to hold itinerant gatherings of chiefs, and the head chief of the area in which the gathering took place was responsible for the entertainment of all the guests. It would seem that such a meeting took place in Lawra on January 8th and 9th, 1919, where a total of 180 chiefs and head men attended. On January 9th there was an excursion by the chiefs to Birifu and Tugu where they were entertained by Gandah and Kayaan of Tugu. I believe the purpose of this excursion was to let the other chiefs examine the good construction of the roads, the N.T. 22 from the Birifu rest house to Tugu which continued on to Jirapa, and the excellent rest houses which the two chiefs had produced.

It happened that one year, the chiefs’ gathering was at Tumu. According to Chief Gandah, the Tumu Koro did not treat his guests very well. Duncan-Johnstone must have enquired from the chiefs what sort of hospitality they received from the Tumu Koro. Gandah’s report must have been scathing of the Tumu Koro. But Duncan-Johnstone advised the Birifu Naa that he should be patient until the durbar came to his area and he could treat the Tumu Koro with all hospitality within his power so as to put him in shame. The Birifu Naa waited for that day to arrive and one day the gathering was indeed scheduled to take place in Birifu—an occasion which the Birifu Naa had been waiting for. The Birifu Naa tried to show that he and his people could cater for all the guests and make them happy. Local beer was brewed in every compound for the occasion. Cattle and sheep were slaughtered, and each head chief with his entourage was given sufficient meat, food and drink. At such occasions, there was always mirth and jollity for the three or more days when the palaver was on. Food and drink was in abundance. In fact his hospitality indeed surprised Duncan Johnstone. For although he expected the Birifu Naa to satisfy the needs of his guests, he did not expect him to do so much. Everyone dispersed after the deliberations well satisfied and happy. As a matter of fact some chiefs with entourage took home their share of the meat and the foodstuff that was left over. As for Gandah’s relation with the Tumu Koro, their friendship grew into a lasting one until they both died in the 1950s.

By the late 1920s, the Birifu Naa had passed his half century in age and was raising a large family. He had sixteen wives whose existence I am aware of, not including those who died without leaving any children behind. The number of children at the time was about thirty-three. Gandah’s senior son, Nminsobah, was in his thirties and was married to one of his cousins, his aunt’s daughter. The Birifu Naa was a good father, very kind and loving. But he hated to see his children brought up very soft, and was therefore very strict. Despite his strictness in bringing up his many children, Gandah was surrounded by them. Any time he was at home, all the children, the toddlers, milled around him, each trying hard to get a seat on his lap before any other did. Those who were unfortunate not to get on his lap, surrounded him on both sides as he lay on his lazy chair. The young ones were a troublesome lot, for when it was bed time, there always ensued streams of shrieks and screams because they hated to go to bed before their father. One by one, as they fell victim to sleep, their respective mothers carried them off to bed.

Despite the fact that they were all from different mothers, Gandah brought them up as if they were children of one parent—a relationship which some of his children still maintain. For instance, I am much closer to Tiisip, the present Birifu Naa, than Bizoola who is of the same mother as me. Anyway, Gandah was able to build a spirit of unity in the household. If there were any of his children that were brought up on the distaff side, it is most likely they were born a few years before his death and therefore could not have benefited from his influence. What was the secret of his success in running such a large family with such unified solidarity?

His success was partly due to good management and partly due to the fact that one of his wives was unselfish and saw to it that the children and men folk were well fed and well cared for. This woman was Wule, whom he married after cleansing of his supposed adultery with her. Wule was popularly known as Poonaa (the queen). I did not know her real name until I was getting my passport to come to Britain and my uterine brother, Gyiripuo, told me. Wule had three children from her first marriage whom she brought with her to the house. The eldest was married to my father’s linguist, Sakpi, the youngest, Gyiripuo, was born in 1913, the year Gandah was being sent to Tamale. So he must have been over five years when Wule came to marry my father.

Anyway, Wule had another three children by Gandah: Yizoola (Yuur, lit. twins), then Bizoola (Biz) and Kumboono (Kum), the youngest, that is myself. Wule did not treat her own children differently from the other children in the house. She divided the men folk and the children into age groups, and they were provided with their meals in these groups. Although some of the men had one or two wives, they were all placed into these groups. For example, two of his brothers, Gaziere and Yinku, and three of his nephews, called the lads, formed one group; the adult children formed another group, and so on, to the five year olds, while the toddlers were fed by their mothers. The preparation of the food rotated from compound (davura) to compound—there were eight in the 1920s. And Wule was there to see to the distribution of the dishes to the respective groups. She also saw to it that children whose mothers had died were well fed. For if the other children were not satisfied they could go down to their mothers who could feed them again, but the orphaned ones would have nowhere to go if they were still hungry. Poonaa was responsible for Gandah’s meals until her death, assisted by other women in her compound, notably Tinyine, Maar, Iernuri and Daayel. Since there were a lot of orphans in the house Poona was also responsible for providing them straw mats. No wonder she was called the mother of all orphans (bi’kpiibe zaa kpo ma).

It has been stated earlier that during the time Gandah was hounded by the authorities in connection with the attempted murder charge, he had a faithful dog which helped take away the scent from his pursuers and thus delayed his arrest for quite a while. Because of this, Gandah became a great dog lover and kept as many dogs in the house as there were children. Here again, Poonaa was responsible for their food. In any case, with the help of Poonaa who was greatly assisted by other wives, the house was run in peace and harmony. It was Gandah’s desire to bring up all his children as honest and truthful citizens. Whether he has succeeded is another matter, and all the world can judge them now and in the future. However, what is certain is that his children did try to emulate whatever he did during their childhood days. 

As a xylophonist, the Birifu Naa gained fame all over Lawra District. He played with great expertise on all the types of xylophones, at funerals and other occasions. Gandah also played at social functions and festivals—notably the bagre festivals at which he was responsible for playing all the bagre special tunes both inside and outside. There was no one to relieve him as he grew older and although he had trained his nephew, Nikara, to be a good player, Nikara was not initiated into the bagre myth until after the Second World War. So it was not until after 1946 that Nikara started to play in the bagre room, thus gradually relieving Gandah from the stage.

Besides the qualities of a good father and a good musician, Gandah was also a good craftsman and a good archer. In the late 1930s and even early 1940s, Gandah believed that the white man would soon return to his native country and consequently he started training the youth of the Naayiile clan in the art of archery in case the inevitable happened. As a man of faith, Gandah believed in the powers of the supernatural and hence the gods he worshipped. He was known to be one of the greatest juju men in the North of Ghana. Among his jujus were those that protected his person against any eventual attack from his enemies or opponents. This is presumably why the early district commissioners thought that many chiefs who had jujus were cowards. But they only followed the golden rule that prevention is better than cure. 

Gandah acquired most of these bodily protections through Muslim priests who came from as far away as the Sudan, Senegal, Morocco, and even Egypt. Such powers were in the form of talismans, lotions or medicated rubs, which he would put on whenever he was attending a gathering of chiefs. For instance, he had among his clothes a gown which he believed would protect him against gun shots. It sounds incredible to a non-believer how such a light cotton material could withstand pellets from guns or muskets, but Gandah believed it. He wore his protective smock at one of the gatherings of the chiefs when one of the musketeers, or perhaps one of the chiefs, was instructing his disciples to shoot at him. He had hidden and put some pellets in his musket, and mingling with the crowd, he was able to aim and fired at the Birifu Naa. The pellets, however, were unable to penetrate into the smock but only left dark scarred marks on it. Another example of the power of jujus often cited by Gandah was a big funeral outside Birifu: while he was on the xylophone playing, one of his enemies turned into a bumble bee and flew directly towards him, trying to enter his mouth. He managed to catch it before it reached him and gave this to one of his nephews who was a member of his entourage in order to return home with it and put it in one of his juju pots. A few weeks later, the culprit died. It must be stressed that xylophonists were often jealous of one another and tried either to poison one another or to harm one another by jujus or black magic.

Chapter Five

It must have been in July or August 1934, the months in which the torrential rains sometimes continuously pour for three to four days. My mother, Poonaa, was on her sick bed—or should I say death bed as she never recovered from that illness. Anyway, the clouds began to gather beneath the rising sun. In less than half an hour the whole place was covered with thick nimbus clouds almost turning the morning into pitch darkness. As the clouds began to rise, there roared a series of thunder bolts rolling across and above the clouds with incessant wrath as if the gods were angry with all and sundry in the village. I flung away the corn which my mother had ordered to be roasted for me on the log fire in the room and which I was then munching. I then clang to my sick mother tenaciously, trembling with fear. The mere thought that she was going to die from her illness and leave me at such a tender age—for she knew she was going to die from the illness, the cause of which we shall return to later—made her go white and pale with grief. At that moment my father entered the room, and when he saw her pensive pale face revealed by the flash of the lightning, must have thought she was dying and wishing to die with her tried to commit suicide. He seized his famous sabre that hung on the wall, pulled it out its sheath and stabbed himself. My mother, seeing what he was doing, screamed aloud for help. However, this great dagger curled helpless under my father’s bosom like an overfed viper. My mother’s alarm alerted the other women who were in her attendance. They immediately grappled with my father in order to seize the dagger from him while yelling for help. His brothers and grown-up sons came to their aid, and after great persuasion he gave the cursed steel away. 

After this incident, my father always remarked that had it not been for his supernatural powers, he would have succeeded in his suicide attempt. Besides the jujus for the protection of his own person, there was the juju for the protection of the family as well as the village people. As a chief he was interested in the welfare of both his family and the village at large. So whenever he learned of the existence of any powerful juju that was capable of protecting the family and the village at large, he did not hesitate to acquire it. Among his notable jujus can be mentioned Lompo, the fetish against petty theft as well as evil. Hence during the farming season, when the crops were about to seed, most villagers came to him for the Lompo bow-stick to guard against wilful destruction of their crops by enemies, children excepted of course; for Lompo never inflicted any punishment on children. Lompo never killed outright but would let the guilty suffer with acute pain which could move from one part of the body to another, until he or she confessed his or her guilt; it would only kill at the last resort if confession was not forthcoming. Then there was the Kukpenibie (lit. ‘I shall not co-habit with the evil doer’). Kukpenibie is supposed to be a god against evil, a god which brings riches to whoever so desires that and asks for it, a god that gives fertility to barren women and hence a god for the protection of children. Kukpenibie thus embraces the powers of Lompo and much more. It did wonders in its inception in the village, and its period of sacrifice was normally a great event in the village. Furthermore, my father attended the ancestral shrines such as the main ancestral shrine (kpiin) where all the statues of the dead are kept together from time immemorial to date, but also objects for the rain god, the river god and many more. 

Gandah was also a great clairvoyant—a power he believed he was born with and also given to him by his three little fairies (kontome or kotobil), namely the power to see into the future while in his sleep. Turning to the more scientific qualities of my father, I would say that he could forecast the weather very accurately. In fact, he was a great asset to Mr J. H. Hinds, the then agricultural officer in the district. For Mr Hinds relied on and used his weather forecast to determine when to plough or sow his crops in the demonstration farm at the agricultural station in Babile. Lastly, my father was a physician and an herbalist in his own right. He could look at the sick and was able to diagnose the symptoms of his or her illness and then decide which herb was suitable for his patient. My father believed in both European and his own medicines and used both when it was appropriate. He saved many lives including my own with his herbal treatment. For example, his drugs for dysentery and diarrhoea, two different herbs, were more effective than those the hospitals provided at that time such as ‘mist alba’ and the like. Indeed cases which doctors considered as hopeless were often cured by him. But for him, the toll of infant mortality due to dysentery or diarrhoea would have been very great indeed. Night or day parents approached him for these two drugs which he supplied freely. Similarly, he had drugs for small pox and anthrax and tape worms in humans. Obviously as owner of a large herd, he needed to have drugs against such epidemics.

The cure for jaundice was hardly known until comparatively recently, but my father long before was able to detect the symptoms among any member of his family and cured it in less than two weeks. One of my senior brothers, John Deri Gandah (now deceased), had jaundice while he was at the Agricultural Training School in Tamale. He was admitted at the Tamale general hospital and would have died there since at this hospital he was given no medication but only asked to drink a lot of water or liquid. When my father learnt of John’s illness and the serious condition he was in, he demanded the discharge of his son from the hospital so that he could cure him at home. At first both the school and the hospital authorities were reluctant to grant his request. But because of his threat that he would hold the authorities responsible and Mr Hinds’s strong backing, John was immediately discharged from the hospital and allowed by the school to return home for urgent treatment, and was indeed cured. Again, when the Lawra school was first opened in 1919, my brother Zoi was the first child my father sent to that school. Zoi was to acquaint himself with the late J. A. Karbo, the Lawra Naa, who was also a pupil of that school, and because Karbo was very small and often bullied by older boys, Zoi became his guardian angel against the bullies. Anyway, this school friendship was not to last for long, for Zoi, known to his school mates as Wononuo, was struck low with anthrax (naatir kpoolo) and since the medical treatment was either ineffective or there was none available, he was sent home and my father had to cure him. 

My father did not only treat illnesses but he also treated fractures, dislocations and sprains. Indeed fractures such as compound or multiple fractures, in those days that they were only amputated by doctors, were treated by him and one Bill of Kotowura-yir in Tanziir. Unfortunately, none of us children grew up to acquire any of the profundity of knowledge which our father himself acquired through the years. This was partly his fault and partly ours. For there was a time when two European doctors, one Dr Morris, who was an entomologist stationed in Lawra for the North-West District and responsible for the eradication of the tsetse fly, the carrier of sleeping sickness (trypanosomiasis), and his French counterpart in the Upper Volta, wanted to get the secrets of my father’s cures and incorporate these into a book. Backed by the ill-advice of some of us, my father refused to disclose his knowledge to these doctors. He would have contributed to the knowledge of the cures of certain ailments which were lacking in Western medicine and thus helping the universal knowledge of these cures. But due to our selfishness we have deprived the community and ourselves of the benefit of his knowledge.

We have seen earlier that with the advent of the white man, Birifu was divided into sectors, the French and the English sector. This was the pattern all over Africa and in some cases one tribal area would be divided into more than two colonial areas. In trying to map out areas belonging to each colonial empire, there arose disputes between these great powers—disputes about the encroachment of one power into another’s territory. Such disputes occurred also in the two Birifu sectors and far beyond. The District Commissioner at Lawra was ordered from above to settle these disputes with his counterpart in Gao, the French commandant there. 

Duncan-Johnstone (later nicknamed ‘Muryi’) was then the DC in Lawra.
 There is incidentally two or more explanation why Mr Johnstone was called Muryi, and to one of the reasons we must proceed. Muryi in the Birifuole dialect means ‘sudden appearance to surprise another’ or ‘coming out of the blue from no where’. During those days, Chief Commissioners, Governors and distinguished visitors were often welcomed with the traditional pomp and pageantry of the area they were visiting, particularly during durbars or palavers of the Chief Commissioner or the Governor of the Gold Coast. My father and his people had a distinct pomp and pageantry of their own which they displayed before their visitors as a welcome. Whenever the district commissioner was bringing a visitor to Birifu, all able-bodied adult males or females were required to be present and welcome him. The men were dressed in their war gear, armed with bows and arrows or muskets and painting themselves with white clay, in order to look fierce, just as the leopard looks fierce in its black and white spots. They wore calabashes on their heads, also painted with white clay, and horns of wild animals were sewn on these calabashes to give them that fierce look in the eyes of those who were not native to the place. It normally took two to three days dress rehearsal at the chief’s palace to get every thing perfect.

The Birifu rest house stands on a plateau looking down on the Kya valley to the Black Volta, a sight indeed touching to the eye and bringing in the morning or evening a cool breeze, especially if one stood on the raised five foot platform of the rest house. No wonder that people like Duncan-Johnstone and Captain Armstrong spent most of their weekend sojourns at this rest house in Birifu. Sloping down the plateau from the rest house northwards to Lawra lays a bridge traversing the Fofei stream which divides the area of Birifu from the area of Kunyukuo. It is at this bridge, about two or one and a half miles from the rest house, that the gunners or musketeers were lined on both sides of the road and about five yards apart of each other up to the brow of the plateau to await the arrival of their distinguished visitors. They took their post concealing themselves under the bushes. The lined route was then taken over by the archers who paced themselves out about two feet apart on both sides of the road, also camouflaging themselves with little branches of leaves or under little shrubs. Then nearer to the rest house came the women, also lined on both sides of the road and almost shoulder to shoulder until they reached the wide gates of the magnificent rest house.

As the visitors’ cars approached, the gunners’ salvoes would herald his or their arrival; for these guns were shot into the air as the cars passed between their ranks. As their procession approached the archers, they also would emerge from their hideouts blowing their wooden whistles and animal horns, chanting war cries and pretending to shoot into the passing car in which the distinguished visitor was seated—a spectacle terrifying to the unaccustomed or the squeamish, but greatly enjoyed by those who knew it to be a display of history and for fun. Thus the visitors’ cars would meander through this whirlpool of archers and gunners only to be confronted by the rows of women clapping and ululating with joy. 
The evening was often rounded off by dancing to the tunes of the xylophone and the drum, with a speech of thanks by the visitor and sometimes presentation of money to the dancers. This presentation took the form of throwing coins into the air to the multitude of dancers and those who were lucky to pick them from the ground or catch them in the air got what mother luck gave them. On the other hand, if you were a good dancer and were in the forefront nearer to the raised platform where the visitors sat, you could be called up the stage and presented with a prize. It was at one of these occasions that I was at the front with my mother dancing when a finger was beckoning to me to be raised to the platform for a prize. But before the district commissioner’s interpreter J. A. Karbo could interpret what was wanted, my brother Derpur, who was in his teens and also dancing by my side, scrambled to the top and got the prize. Of course, Derpur was a much better dancer than me but maybe this visitor pitied this child who was no older than a toddler, putting all his energy to please him and therefore wanted to reward him with something. Anyway, the prize went to Derpur who, filled with glee, jumped back into the crowd and continued dancing.

Such was the welcome my father and his people often gave to their distinguished visitors. So it may be that such welcome was at first frightening to Mr Johnstone, hence he sometimes concealed himself in the luggage truck to the rest house whilst his car followed a few minutes later. Or at times he lay between the seats of his car whilst he was being driven in order to avoid seeing the terrifying demonstration or to avoid being seen, for perhaps he thought he could be shot. Anyway, whether this avoidance of the tumultuous welcome was due to fright or a deliberate action on the part of Mr Johnstone can only but be a conjecture. However, whatever were his reasons, it was such actions as this that soon earned him the name Muryi.

Muryi was one of those early administrators who were greatly loved by all and sundry. Incidentally, it was the same welcome that was accorded to Her Highness Princess Marie-Louise, Governor Guggisberg and their entourage in May 1925 which the Princess later described in her letters to her sister. The Princess seemed frightened with the welcome but seemed to have fallen deep in love with Birifu and its beautiful scenery. But to that we shall return later.

After this digression as to why Duncan Johnstone was called Muryi we now return to the settling of boundary disputes. Muryi and my father, with a detachment of the constabulary force then stationed in Lawra, went across the Black Volta from Birifu. The constables and Muryi were presumably armed with rifles and pistols, while my father was armed with bow and arrow with two or more quivers and his famous long sabre (the one he later tried to commit suicide with during my mother’s illness). They rode far into the interior and met their French counterpart. During these travels my father had impressed and established his name firmly for bravery among these strange and wild tribes across the hinterland of French Birifu, for they were in territories where their language was not understandable. In these territories he was known as ‘Birifu Gandah’ which could be translated as ‘Gandah of Birifu’ or ‘the hero of Birifu’. Maybe the latter interpretation could be right since the tribesmen in these areas did not know his name was Gandah. The campaign to settle border disputes took a long time before any agreement could be reached, but this was eventually settled in Gao.

Since the 1910s there were epidemics of cerebral spinal meningitis caused by meningococcus, commonly known as C.S.M. The disease is supposed to be more widespread during hot seasons than cold seasons. Thus in the Gold Coast it always occurred more frequently in the North than in the South and more frequently in the dry season than in the rainy season when the weather is much cooler. The disease starts first with a headache and then moves on from the cerebrum into the spinal cord. The patient then develops a stiff neck and dies. The disease is very contagious. The last time that I witnessed an epidemic of C.S.M. in Birifu and the Lawra District was about 1949.

Once C.S.M broke out, I believe in 1918, the only way it could be controlled was by quarantine. So quarantine stations for the victims were set up, but alas! many chiefs failed to contain the disease in their areas, maybe for not following the instructions given. Only two chiefs were able to do so, and even played an important part in its eradication: Nandom Naa Boro, and my father, the Birifu Naa. After the C.S.M. epidemic was brought under control, a recommendation was made through the Governor to His Majesty for commendations to the two chiefs, and indeed very high commendations were sent through the Governor to the district commissioner in Lawra to these two chiefs, and given to them in the presence of their fellow chiefs and people. The occasion was perhaps one of the most memorable moments of my father’s life since he had not been chief of his village for very long. The government presented them with two specially designed sceptres or maces with round silver heads and ordered that the presentation of these be made in public, in the presence of all the chiefs and people of the Lawra-Tumu District. After a long citation of their role in containing and controlling the disease, the district commissioner said he had been authorised to thank these two chiefs warmly for their part in saving lives in the district. He asked each of them when his name was called to walk to the rostrum and receive his award. He also implored all the other chiefs and people present to applaud warmly as each of these two chiefs went forward to receive the award.

At this juncture none of the chiefs present knew who the two chiefs were, since the district commissioner was keeping this as a surprise both to the recipients and the other chiefs and people. Everyone was on tenterhooks, and suddenly my father’s name was called. He was a little surprised at first but he knew, however, that no one in the crowd deserved the award more than he did. However, he collected himself together, stepped forward and walked proudly and majestically to the district commissioner, shook him warmly by the hand and received his award amid the ululations and the applause of the men and the women present. He then returned to his seat while the district commissioner waited patiently for the applause and the ululations to die down. When this buzz had sufficiently abated, Boro, the Nandom Naa, was also called. He, too, was a little surprised, but composed himself and stepped forward to receive his award amid the same applause and ululations. It was a historic day for these two chiefs. Incidentally, Boro and Gandah are blood relations, not matrilineally but patrilineally.

It is understood that the presentation ceremony had bred a seed of discontent among the other chiefs. A petition, it had been understood, was sent through the District Commissioner and the C.C.N.Ts. to the Governor of the Gold Coast asking why they, the other chiefs, were so much humiliated. It was probably found that no explanation could bring reason to bear on them. Consequently it was decided that they, too, should be presented with sceptres of a smaller and different design in order to abate this discontent that had been brooding.

A few years later, the Lawra District was engulfed in an epidemic of small pox which spread like a contagion of wild fire. It has been stated earlier that during the infancy of the British administration in Lawra, the medical officers administered their sanitary regulations through the chiefs. This was partly because at this early stage there were few or no trained sanitary overseers and partly because the chief’s word was law to his people. So at the outbreak of this disease every chief was ordered to try and contain the disease in his area. With the experience gained from the quarantine work during the spread of the C.S.M., my father was able to apply the same techniques during the epidemics of small pox, rinderpest, anthrax, and the bubonic plague. Besides, my father had his own cure for some of these diseases, and most of the villages came to him for assistance in addition to the medical and veterinary treatment.

Chapter Six

Her Highness Princess Marie-Louise visited the Gold Coast in 1925. Her visit was preceded by that of the Prince of Wales (later King Edward VIII, and Duke of Windsor after he abdicated). She arrived in the Gold Coast on April 15, and after visiting many parts of the country including a journey to Ouagadougou, the French administrative capital of Upper Volta, she arrived at Lawra on May 17. The chiefs and people of the Lawra District gathered to welcome their royal visitor who was accompanied by the Governor of the Colony and no doubt by the Chief Commissioner of the Northern Territories.

As usual my father and his bowmen went to Lawra to welcome their distinguished visitors. So did the other chiefs. But owing to the fact that every subject obeyed the instructions given by his chief there was bound to be some confusion during the gathering. It was little wonder that Princess Marie-Louise was a little frightened when she found she ‘had descended into a whirlpool of human beings’. Anyway, she thought Lawra was an ideal place for her and that she enjoyed every moment there.

After their gathering in Lawra, my father was asked by Captain Eyre-Smith, the then District Commissioner for Lawra, to return home with his bowmen to Birifu, since the royal visitor with her entourage would be visiting his village and staying at the rest house to go hippopotamus shooting at the Black Volta. At this time of the year in Birifu the early rains bring out new and lush growth of vegetation and the farms are often covered with green shoots of young crops. It is at this time of the year and later during harvest time that the hippopotami come out to destroy the crops in the farms along the banks of the river. When my father returned home, he posted watchers along the bank during the night to report the movement of these destructive creatures which normally appeared just before midnight or at dawn. I suppose the District Commissioner must have told the royal visitor that every year my father would pay levy to the government for killing these otherwise protected creatures for destroying his crops. The next morning Princess Marie-Louise, with Captain Eyre-Smith and Mr Patridge, the Aide de Camp to the Princess, arrived at the Birifu rest house. The Birifu rest house, as already described, stands on a ridge of a plateau overlooking the Kya valley, beyond which one can see a marvellous view, extending to the river that meanders around Birifu. The visitors arrived when the sun was just rising, bathing everything with its soft rosy light. Putting it in the Princess’s own words in one of her letters to her sister, each blade of grass, each tiny leaf was glistening with dew-drops as if powdered with millions of diamonds, the air was pure and fresh and full of delicious scents, deep mauve shadows lay on the mountains, and as the sun rose higher in the heavens, all seemed slowly to turn to gold.
 Such was the impact of the scenery of Birifu on Princess Marie-Louise that she immediately fell in love with it. On arrival, the Princess and her entourage rode further for another mile and half to the river to have a shoot at the hippos. Although they had been sighted during the night and the early morning, unfortunately, when the Princess arrived with her party, the hippos did not show their ugly heads for the distinguished guests to have a shoot. They had arrived too late, and returned to the rest house where they enjoyed their ‘breakfast of eggs and bacon’. Both Captain Eyre-Smith and my father were disappointed about the disappearance of the hippos, but the Princess was so much in love with Birifu and its scenery that she was not altogether disappointed. They returned to Lawra in time to have their lunch.

In his book Great Things Happen, Father McCoy
 seems to put the blame on my father for the failure of Catholicism or Christianity to take a hold in Birifu. The Reverend Father devotes a complete chapter on Birifu (Birofo); I shall devote a few paragraphs to defend my late father. The failure of the White Fathers to establish Christianity in Birifu had nothing to do with my father. They first came to the Lawra District in 1929 when I was probably under three years old. Father McCoy and his disciples, I believe, initially sought the assistance of the administration, for at the onset, they never went out to the villages on their own steam. If they came to Birifu, they came there almost invariably only to coincide with a gathering ordered by the administrators.

Father McCoy describes my father as an ex-police officer and a powerful medicine man who was greatly feared by his people and others far and wide. Unfortunately, my father had never enlisted in the police force, and therefore that information is incorrect. Much also depends on how the Reverend Father defines ‘religion’. If by religion he means only the Catholic religion or Christianity, then his definition differs widely from what my father or any Dagara person would define as religion. To the Dagara, or my father, religion is having faith in the supernatural, be it a demi-god or the supreme God, Naanmin. In the Birfuole as in all Dagara beliefs, God, Naanmin, is omnipotent, and from him all the other demi-gods derive their powers. In the Catholic religion, God is worshipped in the church whereas in the Dagara religion God is worshipped through the demi-gods. God is supreme, revered, and distant, and could not be approached directly but through his messengers, the demi-gods. 

The Christian faith teaches morality, but so does the Dagara faith to which Gandah belonged. For in the Birifuole faith ‘thou shalt not commit adultery’ is a maxim that is strictly obeyed and very narrowly defined, more so than the Christian maxim which has a looser definition. The latter confines itself to physical fornication or penetration of a married woman whereas the Dagara definition would include as adultery any indecent assault. Thus punishment or forgiveness of adultery by the Dagara is through his demi-god to God Almighty, Naanmin. The Dagara had been aware of all these Christian commandments long before the advent of Christianity in their area. What Gandah did not believe in is demonism which he tried to prevent to be brought into the village, in other words jujus which were used to kill each other and not for the enhancement and advancement of mankind. 
I shall now try to explain why Catholicism failed to establish itself in Birifu. In the early part of the 1930s there were mass inoculations in the villages by the medical personnel to eradicate smallpox. A day was earmarked for the visit of these medical men to the village of Birifu. About nine in the morning on that day all the villagers were congregating around the Birifu Naa’s palace. About three o’clock in the afternoon the medical team arrived and started inoculating every body. We, the little ones, were proud to be inoculated, for after the incision on the arm, the vaccine was smeared over the incisions and these were covered with cotton wool. Some had two or three or four incisions on their arms. Those of us who had four on the arm were proud of ourselves and boasted that we were given the greatest number of medals, but little did we know what was going to befall us the following few days.

Coming to about five in the afternoon, when the medics were completing their inoculation, there arrived Father McCoy and his retinue who wore long beards and were riding on motor cycles. In fact, one of them wore a very long beard which he wound round his waist before riding his motorcycle. After the vaccination and after dispatching the medics off, my father ordered the villagers to congregate and listen to what Father McCoy and his colleagues had to say. My mother was seated besides my father and I sat on her lap. The visitors began reciting ‘Saa, Na bie, Na vuurong sung’ which stood for ‘God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost’. After that incantation they began to preach the Christian message to the congregation. The latter listened very intently to the message and would then presumably have digested the message and would have come to their own conclusion. Maybe because of their intent listening to their sermon, these White Fathers thought they had won the audience over, and immediately advised them that when they got home they should uproot their idols from their rooms, take them to gulleys or ravines and throw them there. To Birfuole it was blaspheming; so they laughed at them and boohooed their ridiculous advice as they saw it. Unfortunately, these White Fathers did not realise that the people of Birifu were conservative in outlook and always took a long time to adapt to change. It was the first and the last time that there was ever a mass congregation in Birifu for them to address.

Nevertheless, the White Fathers tried to entice the children to join the religion by coming to the village especially during the dry season to organise sports with children from Jirapa or Nandom to compete with children in the village. But the only children they normally got were children from the Birifu Naa’s household and perhaps one or two from the Kya valley where the rest house stands, for these sports were normally conducted in the open yard of the rest house. As usual, my father was always present to give his moral support and to encourage his children, both illiterate and literate, to partake in these sports. As I was never an athlete I did not take part but stood by my father’s side to enjoy what the others were doing. This continued annually until the Birifu Day School was opened in 1946.

It would seem that the White Fathers realised their earlier mistake and no longer tried to preach their godliness in the way they did earlier. Nevertheless their new method did not find them any recruits either. But what the Reverend Father apparently did not know was that the eight sons of Chief Gandah I were converted to Christianity in the Lawra Primary Boarding School as early as 1937-38 by their head teacher, Wilhelm H. Henkel, including the present writer who later converted to the Islamic religion. 

In another chapter of his book, Father McCoy narrates how he converted unbelievers to Catholicism by praying for rain.
 Maybe if he had done the same thing at his first congregational meeting in Birifu, that would have drawn his audience to his faith rather than telling them to throw away their demi-gods. Chief Gandah I was very liberal in his outlook. He accepted every faith although he himself may not have practised them. Invariably every year, the Muslim community in Babile would come to him to tell him they had come to pray for rain to fall in Birifu when they suspected there was going to be a short spell of drought. Although my father had his own rain god to turn to, he usually accepted their request and often paid them for their prayers. But the Muslims never insisted that unless the villagers accepted the Muslim religion, they would not pray for the rain to fall in Birifu.

The Reverend Father blamed my father’s strict rule as preventing his subjects from joining the Catholic faith. However, when I joined the Ahmadyia movement in Tamale in 1941, my other brothers reported to our father that I had become a Muslim, and they were surprised that my father said he would pay the Imam to baptise me if that was what I wanted. Long after my father died, the Mission stationed a catechist in Birifu to convince the people of the Catholic doctrine, but he failed and was removed from Birifu and stationed in Babile.

In conclusion, it would seem to me that the failure of Catholicism to take root in Birifu was not due to Gandah’s strict rule over his subjects but the wrong approach used by the early White Fathers. Gandah died in 1950, but there was no mass exodus of Birifuole into the Catholic faith after his death, and thus it does not seem that his presence hindered his subjects joining the Christian faith. Catholicism failed because the people of Birifu are of a very conservative nature and impervious to a sudden or immediate change to new ideas. The Birifuole are like the ancient Greeks. They are inquisitive and want to know the why of things and not to take things for granted. To throw away the images of their gods was a thing they did not comprehend.

I mentioned earlier on that my father had many fetishes and that one of them was called Kukpenibie. About the first half of the 1920s, two brothers called Kwodzo (Kojo) and Kwame Nti set out from Kwapra, a small village near Kumasi, to the Northern Territories in search of a fetish that was powerful enough to grant them their wishes: to be prosperous in material wealth, to be virile enough to have many wives and children, and to have a very long life. They set off northwards without knowing their destination, but were directed from town to town and village to village until they arrived at Birifu. They did not even know what fetish they were looking for except any fetish which could let them realise their three wishes. They could neither speak a word of Birfuoli nor could anybody from Wura Deri’s house, that is Gandah’s house, speak any Ashanti. Anyway, an interpreter was soon found and the young visitors told my father the purpose of their mission, the search for the power to give them prosperity, virility and long life. At first my father tried to dissuade them, but these two young lads would not take no for an answer. They stayed in the house for nearly a month, being provided with food, drink and accommodation, since it was the custom that guests do not have to provide or pay for their food or accommodation, however long they stayed in a place.

Knowing that he could hardly dissuade these young lads, my father told them that he had no fetish that could do such instant wonders, but if they wanted, they could go down to the temple of one of his fetishes, the Kukpenibie, and ask it for their wish to be granted. They did not have to give the fetish anything but just a calabash of pure cold water for libations, asking for their wish to be granted in their own tongue since the fetish could understand any language on earth. However, in demanding, they should set a time limit to the fetish when they wanted their promise granted, for only then would they be able to identify whether their wish had been granted or not. These young lads were very happy to learn that they did not have to pay anything to the fetish until their wishes were granted. Even then what they would pay would be what they had promised. The two brothers went into the temple and asked the fetish to grant their wishes within three years and if this was done, they would return and sacrifice some sheep and fowls. 

No sooner had the three years elapsed than all their wishes were realised. So the two brothers returned to Birifu, this time with their wives, and fulfilled their pledge to the fetish. However, impressed by the achievement of Kukpenibie, the two brothers wanted to be initiated into it (de iil, lit. to take the horn). This involved the sacrifice of many fowls and animals, including cows. The brothers were by now relatively richer than before and could afford to pay for the cost of these things. Cows at that time cost about two pounds, sheep and goats about ten to fifteen shilling whilst fowls and guinea fowls cost about four pence or less in Birifu. Even by the 1950s, a bull in Birifu cost only about seven to eight pounds, and in Tumu a sheep was about two pounds in the mid 1950s. Before returning to Kwapra, Kumasi, the two brothers made a second promise to Kukpenibie for more wealth and prosperity. If this was realised they would bring a brand new car, one of those which were in those days called ‘touring cars’, presumably because they were mainly used by Europeans for trekking purposes.

Kojo and his younger brother Kwame wanted the Kukpenibie temple erected in Kwapra but they could not persuade my father to leave Birifu and travel down to Kumasi to install the fetish there. They asked the Lawra District Commissioner to grant my father leave of absence but failed in that direction also. Hence they elicited the help of the Asantehene, Nana Prempeh I. By 1931 the powers of Kukpenibie had impressed Nana Prempeh I, who was related to these two lads. What he had heard from them of the powers of this powerful fetish was that it was able to stamp out theft and witchcraft. At that time, burglary and witchcraft were rife in Kumasi, and the Asantehene wanted this potent fetish in his kingdom to get rid of these two evils spreading like wild fire in the big towns. To the Ashantis this fetish was as potent as the then illicit drink, akpeteshi, and it was given the nickname kakamia, a distorted pronunciation of Kukpenibie by the Ashantis, and was later even put in a song ‘Kakamia bo me ka’.
 

It is believed that the Asantehene wrote to the Chief Commissioner of Ashanti to apply to the Chief Commissioner of the Northern Territories for a leave of absence for my father and his retinue to visit Kumasi and install the fetish Kukpenibie for them. Before my father was granted leave of absence, Nana Prempeh I was asked to give assurances to the Chief Commission that the lives and persons of my father and his followers would not be in danger if they visited Kumasi, that a special transport would be provided to and from Kumasi for my father and his people, and that they would not be delayed more than the time necessary for the installation of the fetish. These assurances were readily and quickly acquiesced to, and Gandah was allowed to leave his district for Kumasi. In about 1932, Kojo and Kwame therefore came with their transport to take my father and his contingent away, back to Kumasi. My father left with his team to Kwapra and installed the fetish for them and met Nana Prempeh I at the Amanhia, that is the Asantehene’s palace. When all the ceremonies were completed, Kojo and Kwame brought my father back to Birifu, within three weeks or a month after he had left Birifu. 

As the two lads returned to Ashanti, a few months later, the powers of Kukpenibie were let loose. It is understood people were pouring into the village of Kwapra confessing to the fetish of their evil deeds. Those who failed to confess, it is said, died of their sins. Thieves, burglars, witches and wizards were all victims of Kukpenibie in Ashanti. It has been said that the arrival of the fetish saw the decline of burglary, witchcraft, and theft in the capital and far around. Not only did the two brothers take down Kukpenibie to Ashanti, they also acquired the Lompo shrine which were all erected in Kwapra at the same time, each performing its own powers separately. Within a few years, the wishes of Kojo and his brother were realised, for they had risen from abject poverty to men of great substance. They had erected many houses in the village of Kwapra, presumably one for each of their many wives and their children and two mighty ones in Kumasi town which were let out as shops and dwellings.

These sudden riches brought about jealousy and petty quarrels between the two brothers, as the story went. It was said that Kojo was jealous of his younger brother and wanted to get rid of him by evil means. Unfortunately, however, as Kukpenibie would not tolerate an evil doer, it was believed that Kojo’s life was cut short by Kukpenibie, leaving Kwame to inherit all the fortune. 

The achievement of Kojo and Kwame in so short a time brought a flood of Ashanti visitors to our house and to the village of Birifu during the 1930s and early 1940s, including barristers, civil servants of all ranks, headmasters and teachers, traders and drivers. All came asking the fetish to grant their wishes, and made promises. Some returned to fulfil their pledges while others were never seen, for reasons best known to them.

In the early 1930s and perhaps earlier, infant mortality had been rampant in the village. The mortality rate was phenomenally high; but for my father, it would certainly have been much higher still. However, by 1932 this rise in the rate was arrested.

Owing to the high rate of infant mortality, there had evolved a certain philosophy concerning the death of young children. Like the ancient Greeks, the Birifu people have a way of explaining phenomena around them not scientifically but philosophically. They assume that there exists in an unknown sphere an ideal infant kingdom where life is more honey than life on this earth, a kingdom of dead infants (kyekuteu). It is believed that the king of this unknown infant kingdom sends his subjects as emissaries to this universe to lure other infants, who would otherwise have been content in staying on this earth, back to this kingdom. So an infant who arrived on this earth and was constantly ill was then identified as a kyekuo, i.e. an infant who had arrived on this earth without any intention of staying. Thus the high toll of infant mortality was explained away by the fact that these emissaries from the unknown kingdom were successful in luring the other infants back to their kingdom.

In order not to lose his children my father hit upon an idea which he put into practice. He believed that since this unknown kingdom would not tolerate any of its subjects bearing earthly marks or possessions, the only way his children could be made to stay on this earth was for him to give them facial marks. This he indeed did to many of his children who were identified as kyekuur (pl. of kyekuo). It seemed he succeeded in his effort even though it might have been coincidental. Anyway, it seemed to work, and in no time all parents in the village and elsewhere followed his example in order not to lose their children. It should be stressed that the people of Birifu had never before given facial marks to their children until my father started to do so. However, these marks were only meant for the minority of the infants that were identified as kyekuur.

Chapter Seven

By the year 1932 the strength of my father’s household stood at about one hundred and twenty people, but death began to erode this number, making victims of many of them—for death was laying its icy hands on adults, youths, and infants alike. During this time, my father obtained a permit from the authorities to import his cattle from Bapla in Upper Volta, where they had been before the advent of the colonial powers. In order to see that they were well cared for en route to Birifu, and also to comply properly with the quarantine regulations of both powers, he himself decided to go and supervise their drive.

However, prior to my father’s departure for Bapla, his eldest son, Nminsoba, was stricken ill with a boil (naatir kpoolo). There are two types of boils identifiable by the Dagara—the ordinary boil which is not fatal, and the bubonic boil, which is a killer and endemic in both animals and humans. It was the latter that attacked Nminsoba, but because my father had a cure for it, Nminsoba’s illness did not seem to worry my father unduly. Besides, Nminsoba was responding to treatment and recovering rapidly. So my father decided to go on this cattle drive expedition himself. Scarcely had my father left the village for a fortnight when Nminsoba’s illness turned for the worse and resulted in his death a few days later. So funeral messengers (k’oyele) were sent after my father. But being a clairvoyant, he had already known that something had gone wrong in the house, and was hurrying back home when the messengers met him by the river side. There, they discreetly disclosed the sad news to him. With all haste he and his followers returned home to meet the last days of the funeral before it was dispersed.

Nminsoba was a mature adult, over twenty-one years, with a young wife of his own. He was not only a good xylophonist but a fine drummer as well as a good farmer. So his death was not only a loss to my father but to the whole household and the community at large. It was believed that Nminsoba’s death was partly due to his own fault and partly to negligence, and therefore there was very little that my father or anyone could have done to save his life. After the final obsequies of Nminsoba were completed, the widow was allowed to re-marry. She married into the family, and as Door-iere was the only adult in the house qualified to marry her, she became his wife. 

A few months later, Welpuo, another promising son between five and six years old, and a younger brother of Tiisip Gandah of the same mother, passed away. He, too, was mourned for three days before his body was interred. As the death of Welpuo was supposed to have been caused by witches, it was my father’s desire to find out who the suspects were and to deal with them. But he was unable to find out and hence could not do anything to avenge his son’s death. The death of these two sons greatly affected my father’s whole outlook. For in them he saw immense potential qualities in life but which had been cut short by their deaths. 

The rest of the year then passed away in relative peace and tranquillity, with no major loss to the family. However, the year 1933 brought more sorrow to the family. There were more deaths that year than in any other year I could remember. Derkpele, one of my father’s nephews, was the first to go that year. He was not only useful to the house, he was also of great asset to the society especially to the Naayiile patriclan. He was a great composer of all the songs for the k’obine dance for the Naayiile and the Nmangbiile patriclans. For Derkpele, although a Naayiile, was staying with his matriclan in his mother’s house, a Nmangbiile house. This is because his father, that is our family, did not dowry his mother before his father made the mother pregnant. So according to our customary law, he therefore belonged to the mother’s house.

K’obine is a dance performed to the tunes of several drums of varying sizes and tones to the accompaniment of vocals. The songs comprise two parts—the solo part and the chorus part. The composer normally sings the solo whilst the dancers sing the chorus part. K’obine is derived from two words: kuor which means drum and bine which means dance. So kuor bine means literally the ‘drum dance’ or ‘dancing to the drum music’. It was usually danced in the market square on market days. In Birifu, during Derkpele’s time, there used to be about four sections bringing their dancers to the Birifu market, and two other sections from the Birifuole across the Volta. This dance was normally performed when all ploughing and weeding was complete. Because it usually took place during this season when most farmers have finished harvesting their maize or groundnuts, it is sometimes mistaken as the harvest festival dance. Anyway, the death of Derkpele, the collapse of the Birifu market as an effective trading centre because it was superseded by the growth of the Babile market, and perhaps the advent of the Second World War caused the end of k’obine in Birifu, until it was revived in the 1950s.

Derkpele’s death was followed by that of two of my father’s wives and a few more of his children. But one that shocked the family was the sudden death of Muo, the mother of Lt Gyubunu, and her two year old daughter who died a few months after she had gone. Thus all through 1933 we continually buried the dead, and it made one to wonder whether the gods were not actually angry with us. My father tried in vain to seek for the cause. He sent people outside Birifu to look for diviners or soothsayers who prescribed remedies in the form of sacrifices to the various gods. Sacrifice upon sacrifice was made to these gods but it seemed they were never appeased, for we still mourned and buried the dead until the beginning of 1934 when there was a short lull.

It was on a cool morning of the early rainy season, the sun was just rising from the eastern horizon. We, the children, were up early and went down to the compound farm where the older ones were already there clearing away the stubbles, for the sowing of the next season’s crops. While we were down there, playing at hunting and war games, there approached from the direction of Lawra and our rest house three cyclist. I immediately recognised two of them to be Kpol and Kpure, the Lawra Naa’s followers. This must have been between eight and nine in the morning. We immediately rushed upstairs, throwing our toy bows and arrows aside, knowing that we would get something to drink as we expected our guests by custom to be offered some pots of pito. As the Dagara proverb goes saan ma wa ka yir sob nye kuo nyu, ‘It is when the visitor comes that the house owner gets water to drink’. Our expectations came true, they were offered some pots of pito, and we all took part to empty the pots. After the drink the visitors formally announced the sad news of the death of Bini, the Lawra Naa.

Bini must have died on or after midnight on June 30, 1934. What was certain, my father was aware before the formal announcement was made to him, for during the night he and the elders in the house had heard salvos of guns or muskets bellowing from the direction of Lawra, nine miles away. So before the arrival of these funeral announcers (kuo’ yele) he was aware that someone important had died in that direction, but who he could not say until Kpol and others arrived.

Bini was not only a personal friend of the Birifu Naa, but my father was also second in command to the Lawra Naa in the newly set up native authority system. Apart from that Bini was married to his niece, Vieldem, a beautiful lass of fair complexion who was given the nickname ‘Vielu’, the beauty. Vielu used to pamper my niece and myself any time she came home from Lawra. Bini’s Poonaa (Hausa: makazia), female ‘chief’, hailed from the house of the chief of Kunyukuo, and it was certain the latter would be sending a large contingent of mourners to their in-laws’ funeral. My father immediately sent word to all sections of Birifu so that those who were willing and available to go to the funeral could go with him. Obviously, the Naayiile section went en mass as they were going not only to mourn a chief but most importantly an in-law. Within a few hours, sufficient people gathered in the house, ready to form the funeral party to go with my father. By mid-day, the first contingent of people left with my father and mother for Lawra, and others followed in the evening and the next day. I was not there but I presume the funeral must have been a very great one. My father and mother stayed for more than the three days which a funeral normally lasted, to mourn a good and dear friend, an in-law and a fellow chief at that.

The death of Bini left the responsibility of the entire Lawra Division in the hands of my father. Obviously, the people in Lawra would be ruled by a caretaker chief or a regent, but the jurisdiction of the Lawra Division was the responsibility of my father. Hence he was asked by District Commissioner Captain Armstrong to take up that responsibility. In this position, my father spent most of his time in Lawra, seeing to traditional court cases and complaints from the whole division. At important gatherings, such as the district commissioner’s or the Governor’s palavers, he would represent the Lawra Division.

As soon as the funeral of Bini was over, there were many claimants to the Lawra chieftaincy. There were persons from the old chief’s household, Yikpee, who wanted the chieftaincy to return to their gate, and others from Bini’s gate who wanted to retain the chieftaincy in their gate. They all approached my father and put their case vehemently before him. It must be stressed that all the people in the Yikpee and Bini gates are Kusiele and belong to one ancestor. But just as in the bagre performance, the Bini gate people perform their own bagre to which Yikpee gate people come to help to perform. 

However, my father had a shrewd idea whom he would recommend for the chieftaincy both to the district commissioner and to his fellow chiefs—a person who would, in his opinion, command the respect of the Lawra people and all the chiefs in the division, but above all a person who would unite the family of both gates. C. K. Bini and his cousin Toyie were still school boys in their penultimate year in the primary school at Wa and were not candidates for the chieftaincy. But there were at this time two running mates for the chieftaincy—the young J. A. Karbo, who was then the interpreter to the district commissioner, and Nyaanyaa from the Yikpee gate who was, I believe, the son of Naamwin, the chief before Bini. As for the future occupant of the stool, my father had no other person in mind but the young Karbo. But he had to make sure to persuade the other contestant to step down in the name of the unity of the family. In this he succeeded at long last.

I mentioned earlier that my father tried to commit suicide when he thought my mother, Poonaa, was dying. My mother’s illness from which she did not recover was supposed to have been caused by witchcraft while she was harvesting my father’s maize farm. In August 1934 my father was harvesting his maize crop in Goble, near the Volta river. Goble is about four and half to five miles south from our house, and the conveying of the harvest to the house was the responsibility of the womenfolk in the village. But since my mother, Wule, was the head of all the women, it was her responsibility to see that all the harvest was conveyed home. It was during this harvest that she was supposed to have been trapped by witches. She lay critically ill for over a month. It is believed that my mother died from whitlow (gbe pla), an abscess which normally occurs beneath the sole of the foot. This was easily treatable by heat treatment which was known all over the Dagara area and my mother would have this treatment done on her by one of her ladies-in-waiting. But others say she died from the prick of the black thorn (guo’soola), and that this was done by one of the witches turning into the thorn and pricking my mother under the sole. This is a thorn whose needles are often as long as three to four inches, and before needles were invented and imported into Ghana, some villagers used thorn needles for sewing. All these theories are plausible, but I do not believe in any of them. It is true that she was pricked by a thorn, for she herself said it when she returned home from the farm and wanted the short piece that was still buried in her flesh removed. I believe this was not properly done and the short piece or fragments of it still remained inside which became septic. This no doubt caused septicaemia which flowed back into her blood stream, thus poisoning her whole blood and causing her death. For no theory of witchcraft will stand the test of time in this day and age. Nevertheless, as an oral historian, I have only to recount what has been told me and let the readers judge for themselves.

It might be argued by other historians why my father, who was an intelligent man, did not consider taking my mother to the hospital for medical treatment. However, at that time the doctors who were sent to the colonies knew very little of tropical medicine or diseases, and the herbalists of the day were better equipped to treat the sick than these foreign doctors. Perhaps an example of treatment given to us, the school children, in the mid 1930s would illustrate this. The Lawra Hospital had two or three doctors then, Dr Saunders, Dr Morris and the young Dr. B. B. Waddy who was with us for a short while before being enlisted for the war in 1939. I believe the school children had two medical inspections in a year. Any child who was found to have some cracks under the sole of his foot or feet, the doctors diagnosed that as yaws, and the poor child was sent to the hospital to undertake a course of injections from between twelve to thirty-six, depending on the condition of these cracks. These doctors should have known that yaws do not attack the sole of feet but the bodies of the victim which turn into ulcers. It is little wonder that the locals still believed in the herbalists and not the doctors.

During my mother’s illness, my father had warned all the Birifu people that those responsible for her death would have to pay heavily for the consequences, and that those witches and wizards holding my mother’s soul should release it instantly and let her get well. But this stern warning did not seem to have shifted the nerve of the so-called witches in the village, and mother’s health deteriorated still further. Thus on an October night 1934, just as the dying moon was descending into its fleecy bed, my mother gave up the ghost. She had lost all the power to fight for her life. We the children were fast asleep only to be awakened by the wailing and crying of the men and women in the house. We all joined in, in the wailing and the crying, without knowing who the victim was. After half an hour’s weeping and wailing, the xylophones (kuo’ gyile) and the long drum (gagaa) were brought to the edge of my mother’s compound (dav’ra). It was not until some hours later that I realised that I was mourning the death of my mother. Her funeral drew a large crowd from all corners of the district and far beyond. For four days she was mourned before being interred.

My father took up the gauntlet, his warning to deal with the killers and tried to hunt the supposed killers down. In doing so a special method was used to find them out—a sort of witch-hunting. In Birifu, as well as all over the Lawra District and perhaps in some other parts of the Northern Territories, there was a method of hunting down the supposed killers of a deceased—the so-called carrying of the deceased’s bedding or mat (tuo seu). The bedding of the deceased was usually a straw mat of about six feet length, made from wild stalks or reeds which normally grew to over ten feet tall and were fetched from the bush mostly by women. The mat of the deceased was folded, tied and carried by two strong persons who were capable of running for hours without getting tired. It was believed that the force of this bedding impelled the carriers to run anywhere it directed them, whether through fire, hail or water or over hills or vales—until the killer was pointed out. The trouble with this method of detection was that in every village or town, there were known suspected witches and wizards. So what was the guarantee that these carriers of the mat were not feigning and pointing to the home of the suspected? Was this therefore a trick or the spirit of the deceased, actually picking his or her killers out? That was the rub.

It so happened that this was one of the methods used to detect the killers of my mother. Unfortunately, several persons were hunted as wizards and witches but only three confessed to have anything to do with the death of my mother. Anyway, these three were known in the community as notorious witches, and whether they admitted or not they would still have been suspected and a finger of guilt pointed at them. Whether their confession was extracted from them by duress is another matter, for we, the children, were not allowed anywhere near the courtyard of my father’s court where the interrogation was taking place over three days. The other suspects who did not own up included my uterine brother and my mother’s younger sister or niece, whom my mother had brought into the house as a maid to look after me. My father returned my uterine brother, Den, to Daboo-yir, and my mother’s maid, Yora, to her parents in Batan, my mother’s parental home. However, the three who confessed, were sent to Lawra where they appeared before the district commissioner’s court charged with sorcery. They were found guilty and sentenced to three months imprisonment with hard labour. When they were released after serving their sentences, one of them, I understand, died only a mile away from Lawra town, on Sobaal Too, the hill that features prominently in the myth of the Lawra bagre. The second one, Poyi-teo, I believe, died half way between Lawra and Birifu whilst the third, Suonaa, died only a mile from his home. It will possibly amaze readers today that such charges were allowed in the courts of the district commissioners, and under what law they were charged and sentenced. It should be remembered, however, that sorcery was a criminal offence in Britain. So as a British colony, these laws were imported into the Gold Coast and interpreted by the district commissioners who were hardly trained in law.

Chapter Eight

We have seen that with the advent of the English came civil administration in the region. This in turn brought with it the problem of hospital administration, road and building construction and the provision of public services. In order to get the personnel to run these services locally, schools had to be built and opened. The first school opened in Lawra was built in 1919, situated at the present site of the Lawra hospital. 

During that time my father’s eldest son must have been an adult, too old to go to school, and those following either too young or also in their adolescent age and too old to go. However, my father did seize the opportunity to send his nephew, Zoi, to school at the same time when young J. A. Karbo was also being sent to the same school. Zoi (Wono-ieru being his real name) must have been over nine years old by then, for he was the one quizzed in the trial of Gandah in 1912 when he was Gandah’s cowherd or shepherd. Anyway, Wono-ieru or Zoi as he was popularly known in the house became young Karbo’s protector and guardian angel. It was believed that because Zoi was a very clever pupil in the school and possibly a bully as well, his fellow pupils made him very ill with juju. He was attacked by the bubonic boil (naatir kpoolo), and as he could not be cured in the hospital, he was sent home to be cured by my father. In the school, Zoi was replaced by my uncle, Miiru, my father’s youngest brother. Another theory of his illness was that when Zoi was selected to go to school he had the evil intention to go to the school and learn boxing so that he could return home with boxing skills and thrash his uncle Gaziere well.

The school in Lawra could have continued to grow and would perhaps have turned out many scholars in the district, had not a mishap taken place. For rumours had it that a boy was caned to death by the then headmaster of the school. With the collaboration of the staff and the pupils the case was treated as a misadventure. The rumours seemed too incredulous to be true. But it certainly was highly probable because headmasters in those days were a law to themselves as far as school discipline was concerned. If one was to use the yardstick of Mr Henkel’s discipline, who was headmaster of the Lawra Primary Boarding School which he opened in 1935, one would come to the same conclusion, since he even used the cricket bat to punish his pupils. On one occasion, he tried to give a house prefect, one Kele Gyiele, the Nandom Compound Naa
, punishment with the cricket bat, and in doing so broke his wrist. The boy was rushed to the hospital but the case was treated as an accident on the football ground.

Anyway, the rumours of the death of the school boy in 1919 must have leaked out somewhere, for I heard that some of the parents were thirsting for the headmaster’s blood, and the school was eventually closed down and the pupils were sent to the trade school in Yendi and later to Tamale, about 255 miles from Lawra. There, they learnt such trades as carpentry, masonry, and blacksmithing. The distance of the school did not prevent my father from allowing Miiru to go to Tamale, though perhaps Miiru might have been happy to stay at home. Miiru went to Tamale and was trained as a carpenter. After his training he returned to the district with his other colleagues such as Soonee, Donwie, and Wovee (Ward) who later became an interpreter to the district commissioner in Tumu and helped in the early constructional work in the Lawra District.

Prior to 1933 Birifu was a division of its own, comprising the present Birifu and Babile together with Gbetuor, Goziel and other parishes now under the Jirapa Division. However, the introduction of the native authority system in the Northern Territories between the years 1933 and 1935 saw the formation of the Lawra-Tumu Confederacy Native Authority. Essentially there were four big divisions as soon as the native authority system was introduced, namely the Tumu, Nandom, Jirapa and the Lawra Divisions.
 Birifu was incorporated with the Lawra Division. Thus any major decision about the district needed the consent of these divisional chiefs. In 1934, the Education Authority in the North had considered the possibility of rebuilding a new school in the Lawra District, and the district commissioner was therefore asked to get the consensus of the chiefs and people on this project, and indeed the consensus of the chiefs was considered to be the consensus of the people. During one of their conferences, the question of the building of the school was put to the chiefs. They would have gladly consented, but owing to the previous incident that led to the closing of the first school, they were very reluctant to give their approval.

As my father was now the acting divisional chief for Lawra, he waited for the senior divisional chiefs to give their consent to the scheme before he did so. But as neither Gana, the Jirapa Naa, nor Konkuu, the Nandom Naa, were in the position to give their consent, my father got up and told the district commissioner that he and his sub-chiefs in his division would welcome the building of the new school. He then went forward to the district commissioner’s table and touched the commissioner’s pen, as an authorisation for his name to be put down, for this was the method used in those days by government officers for illiterates to certify their consent on official documents. At this juncture, Gana and Konkuu decided to give their consent on behalf of their sub-chiefs and people too. So they also went forward, touched the commissioner’s pen, and authorised their names to be written down. All documents were signed and returned to Tamale in order that the necessary government grant could be assigned to the building of the Lawra school.

The building of the school must have started about November 1934, in order that the school could be opened in 1935. In fact, the school was officially opened April 15, 1935, with Wilhelm Henkel as the first teacher. It was his duty to go round from village to village and select the right pupils for the school. This he did from about November 1934 to January 1935. As my father took the initiative to give the consent to the building of the school, the district commissioner implored him to send as many children as possible to the school. With his tongue in his cheek, the district commissioner added that this might reduce the death rate of his children. Had Captain Armstrong not advised, my father would still have sent some children to the school, for he was a man of great foresight. Anyway, when Mr Henkel went round the villages and came to Birifu, four of my brothers, namely Nuonatuo, Bizoola, Gyubunu and Debomo, and one girl, Konzol, were selected. With the exception of Debomo, the other children had lost their mothers. My father was at first reluctant to let Nuonatuo go to school because he was a promising young xylophonist in the house, and his playing of the xylophone was far more advanced than usual for his age. Mr Henkel, learning of this, was more bent on making use of him at the school. So at last my father relented to Mr Henkel’s persuasions. While at school Konzol was not attending classes but acted as Mr Henkel’s house maid. So when she had the chance of returning to the house a year or so later, she refused to go back to school to Mr Henkel, for I understand Mr Henkel was grooming for his future wife. Anyway, these children had scarcely been in school for a few months, when Debomo (called David in later life) was stricken low with guinea worm. So he had to return home for treatment.

At that time the maximum number of children that could be enrolled in a class was forty-five. It did not seem that Mr Henkel was able to enrol the maximum number—possibly because many parents still distrusted formal education for reasons best known to them. It was perhaps during this period that Captain Armstrong must have told my father that since he was the founder of the school he could send any number of his children he wanted there to study. It happened that one day my father was going to Lawra for a conference with his faithful linguist, Sakpi, and a few others. Ito and I, who were great pests to my father, wanted to go to Lawra, too. We cried and tried to follow, and no threat of my father could dissuade us. So he asked the older boys around to hold us firmly whilst they rode off on their bicycles. When these older boys knew that they had gone a long way and thought that they were out of our reach and we could not catch up with them, they let us go. So we cried and ran after them, hoping that they would stop to give us a ride, but alas! that was not to be so—at least not in my case. Ito, who was far older than me and a better runner as well, managed to catch up with them. So he was given a lift to Lawra. As for me, I was left miles behind. Nevertheless, I pursued my journey at my own pace, following the main road that led to the direction of Lawra until I came to a T-junction. This was about four and a half to five miles—halfway between Lawra and the house. I was now between the devil and the blue deep sea. I did not know whether to take the left, which led to Volta River on which the French town Dapla stood, or the straight road that led to Lawra. I stood there for more than thirty minutes, sobbing my eyes out and at last decided to return home in the hope that I might get a lift from father if he met me on his return. Of course this was a forlorn hope.

On returning home, I told some tall stories about my day’s adventure only to be sorry for it later, when it was discovered to be lies. I told my listeners, who were mostly my mother’s ladies-in-waiting, how I went to Lawra to the school, saw my three brothers and my sister and how she entertained me with food and drink—all these were of course the figments of my own imagination. However, I allowed my imagination to run wild. For when I was asked about my father, I told them that he had branched from the Kunyukuo bridge on his way from Lawra, about two and half to three miles from home, to the Kunyukuo Zongo (a settlement for settlers and traders not native of the area) to see his Moslem friend, Malam Sissi. It must be stressed that, until the native authority built their own caravanserai for passing aliens who might need a shelter for a day or two, the Zongo was used by such travellers. Anyway, up to this point I was still believed, women were sent to pito houses to buy pots of pito in readiness for my father’s arrival, while a guinea-fowl was slaughtered for the preparation of his meal. For I was sure of myself that he would return home that day and my fairy tale would not be discovered. Evening came and my father had not yet arrived. Then night fell and the full moon was shining brightly in the sky and there was still no sign of my father. It was then they had discovered my tall stories. Oh dear, I was in hot soup with my uncle! For my uncle, Dootaa, but called Gaziere by the Hausas because of his short height, hardly spared the cane if any of us was mischievous. I was positive I would get some lashing from him but as good luck would have it I only had the lashing of his tongue.

Anyway, when my father returned three days later and was told of my little escapade, and of my fantastic imagination, he laughed his head off. He drew me close to him and asked me if I wanted to go to school and join my other brothers then, to which of course I answered in the affirmative with a nod and a broad beam in my face. I suppose he had made up his mind while he was away to send many more of his children to school perhaps through the persuasion of the district commissioner. He told my uncle that he would again be leaving for Nandom for a chiefs’ conference and that my uncle should meet him in Lawra on a certain day with four of his children, me inclusive. The inclusion of my name by my father was certainly made with his tongue in cheek only to please me. But Gaziere took his senior brother’s word as a gospel. And so on the said day, Gaziere with the four of us, Sorkumo, Tiisip, Deri and I, accompanied by three or more elder brothers together with four other women carrying pito that was specially brewed in the house, set off to meet my father in Lawra. On arrival, my father pleaded with me to return home with him but I would not listen to his plea. He knew that if he forced me to return home with him, he would break my heart; so he relented to my wish and allowed me to go to the school. He took us to the district commissioner’s office who was pleased to see that my father had consented and had increased the number of his children to be registered in the school. From the district commissioner’s office we set off to the school with our father and his retinue in an August or September rain. We arrived at the school all drenched and amid staring eyes from the other pupils, as our names were entered in the school register. A few months later, David returned from home after fully recovering from the guinea-worm attack. So there we were now eight Gandah brothers in one school.

Since my father took the leading part in approving the building of the school, he was determined to see to it that it became a success, and so did all the chiefs who supported it. Thus in a way, Mr Henkel, the first headmaster of the school, was indeed very lucky to get the cooperation and enthusiasm of all the chiefs in the district. No wonder he had excellent reports from the provincial inspectors of schools during all his time in Lawra. Although the school was the last to be opened then, it was reckoned to be one of the best schools in the whole of the Northern Territories.

As the native authority system had only begun about a year or two earlier, there were not enough funds to devote to all aspects of school activities. In fact, all the funds required were provided by the central government, but the chiefs were urged to help in keeping and maintaining the school farm at least for the first year. Thus for the first year, so many acres were brought under the hoe—chiefs from each division providing farm labour at specific periods. In this, my father played his part, too, and farmers were sent from Birifu to Lawra to till and weed the school farms. Within a couple of years the children tilled and weeded their own farms. My father also gave personal assistance to the school in the form of fresh crops such as maize and groundnuts. Owing to small scale irrigation of the Kya Valley, the Birifu people normally had earlier than any other area in the district harvests of crops and vegetables such as maize, groundnuts, a variety of tomatoes and bean leaves. Thus as soon as new crops were harvested in Birifu, my father would normally send about twelve to fifteen large baskets full to the school, a basket full of fresh groundnuts or maize weighing between sixty and hundred pounds. Sometimes four baskets were meant for us, his children, three baskets for Mr Henkel and his family and the rest for the school children. My father’s generous offer was repeated about two to three times a year, until the last of his children left the school at the end of 1941 for the senior school in Tamale in 1942. My father believed that children must be well fed in order to study properly. When the school was opened in 1935, every parent was asked to pay ten shillings each for their child. So my father had to pay four pounds for the eight of us. By 1938, during the native authority financial estimates, it was decided to raise the school fees to one and a half pounds per pupil. It was however decided that to minimise the impact of fees on parents, all parents must provide a sheep and five shillings for each child per year. The sheep was to provide meat for the children’s meals, and the five shillings were to be used to buy soup ingredients. It was also decided as early as 1937 that non-paying scholarships be awarded to the brighter pupils of the school who were thus exempted from paying school fees. How the scholarships were awarded is still a puzzle to me. Anyway, my father was lucky to have three of his sons awarded these scholarships, namely Bizoola, Gyubunu in standard I and myself in class III. Thus from 1937, my father was paying fees for only five of his sons at school. The inclusion of my name in the scholarship award surprised my father very much. Because of my baby face then and being the youngest among the eight, my father had always mistaken me as a dullard who would not understand what the teacher was talking about—hence his resistance at first to let me go to school. But Mr Henkel soon put him at ease when he told him that I was one of his best boys in the school.

The payment of sheep for school fees was problematic in that there was no standard measure for a sheep or a ram, and so whether small or big the animal qualified as a sheep. Thus many parents brought young rams or ewes and even goats to the school as payment of their fees. On the other hand, parents like my father would send rams or ewes which were worth twice or thrice the price of the animals sent by other parents. This illogical policy persisted until the latter part of the 1940s or early 1950s when school fees were abolished in the primary schools in the Gold Coast. 
We have seen that late Lawra Naa Bini’s brother J. A. Karbo, then an interpreter to the district commissioner, was a close contender to the Lawra stool. We have also seen how my father favoured the young Karbo, partly because he had been to school and partly because he wanted to unite the Lawra chiefly family as one and not see it divided by a contest. It happened, however, that during the interval between the obsequies of the late Bini and the enstoolment of the next chief District Commissioner Captain Armstrong went on leave back to the United Kingdom and entrusted the care of the Lawra Division in the hands of my father according to the hierarchy of chiefs of the day. He entreated my father to get in touch with him in case something important cropped up in the division that was beyond my father’s jurisdiction.

It was about this period that my father lost his first wife Poonaa. This loss may have placed great mental strain on him, but he was the sort of person that could weather any type of storm. He was capable of managing the division until the return of Captain Armstrong. Without the knowledge of my father, however, a strongly worded cablegram or letter was sent to Captain Armstrong in the U.K. that was purported to have been authorised by my father. The letter purportedly told Captain Armstrong that the Lawra Division was in a chaotic state and that he should interrupt his leave and return quickly, otherwise the consequences would be his and his solely if he delayed. Of course, any person knowing how forthright my father was, would immediately believe the authenticity of the message, for my father would call a spade a spade. Captain Armstrong, knowing my father that well, therefore interrupted his leave and returned immediately to his post in Lawra.

As my father was unaware of this message, he was surprised to find Captain Armstrong return before the end of his leave was due. Not only that, but his personal relationship with my father changed and my father could not understand why. Later, however, my father learnt that the cause of Captain Armstrong’s displeasure with him was the message he was purported to have sent. He also learnt that the message was jointly sent by the young Karbo and J. K. Nitori who was then a clerk in the office. As far as I know, Mr J. K. Nitori, when confronted by my father and when he was no longer in the good books of J. A. Karbo, admitted that he was the guilty party and apologised. I cannot, however, understand what motivated them to take such a dangerous step. My father, in any case, was unable to find a reason for it other than that of sheer malice or of two former school mates conniving to disrupt a plan that Captain Armstrong presumably had for the reorganisation of the district and the division. It could have been that the young Karbo was impatient and wanted to be made chief as soon as possible, and therefore in collaboration with his school mate, J. K. Nitori, sent the message in my father’s name in such a strong vein, that Captain Armstrong had to interrupt his leave and return. They knew that only the district commissioner could hang the medallion over the candidate’s neck, thus proclaiming him chief. It is also possible that the district commissioner had in mind to transfer the divisional head and district capital from Lawra to Birifu, and since the young Karbo was the interpreter at the time, he might have known of these intentions. It was perhaps in order to test my father’s ability to become a divisional chief, that the district commissioner decided to leave the division in my father’s charge while he left for the U. K. on leave. Thus if he returned and found that my father was doing an excellent job, he could recommend the transfer to his superiors. After all, both Captain Armstrong and Mr E. W. Ellison were so fond of Birifu that they spent most of their leisure time in the Birifu rest house. Even in the days of Captain Eyre-Smith they were planning, according to my father, to transfer the district capital to either Lambussie or Birifu because of the beautiful vegetation and abundance of water there. Finally, it could also have been that the young Karbo and J. K. Nitori sincerely believed that the death of Poonaa put great physical and mental strain on my father and that in order to relieve him, the district commissioner should be recalled so that a Lawra Naa could be enstooled and my father relieved of the burden of administration. I am afraid, however, that this third deduction is not as plausible as the first two, for if this was in the minds of Karbo and Nitori, they should have first put my father in the picture.

In any case, Captain Armstrong hurried back from leave, and in January 1935, J. A. Karbo was proclaimed the new Lawra Naa. Scarcely was he made chief than petty disputes arose between him and my father. This is understandable since the seed of discontent had already been sown. What caused these disputes is hard to deduce. But it could be that the young Lawra Naa wanted to exercise his authority unduly over my father or it may be that my father did not want to subdue himself to Karbo’s authority. What is certain, these disputes often went before Captain Armstrong, who usually blamed my father for not taking the chance when it was offered to him. However, these disputes declined as the Lawra Naa became older and matured in the art of government. But although my father and the Lawra Naa were by this time on friendly terms again, their friendship was not as close as it was when Karbo was not yet chief. Even though three daughters of my father were married into the Karbo family, it is not certain if the Lawra Naa completely regained the confidence of my father. What is certain, however, is that some of the Lawra Naa’s children and relations had won the warmth of my father’s heart—especially Debra, the Lawra Naa’s most faithful nephew. My father trusted Debra as his own son, and it is little wonder that Debra later became my father’s son in law.

Chapter Nine

Human trypanosomiasis or sleeping sickness, a disease carried by the tsetse fly, was first reported by the Lawra-Tumu District Commissioner in 1924, and briefly investigated by one Dr Mackay from 1925 to 1926. Although the sleeping sickness was supposed to be very menacing and endemic in this part of the country, it seemed to have left Birifu alone. This may be why the Birifu people never had a name for it. However, the Dagaba called it kuuguo (lit. the sleeping dead) while the people north of Birifu to Nandom and beyond called it duduu (lit. drowsiness or dullard). All these names describe the later stage of the disease, when the patient usually sleeps a lot. The patient also becomes overweight with fluid and walks lazily and drowsily—hence the name duduu.

Further research was hindered by financial constraints, but after economic recovery, funds were again made available for scientific investigation, starting in 1936. Dr Saunders and his team began the work in the South Mamprusi area. Here, four groups and villages were selected for survey purposes without any preventative or remedial measures taken. The idea was to resurvey the area a year later and perhaps find out the incidence of the disease. Although this method could be defended on entomological and statistical grounds, it hardly won the confidence of the villagers who suffered from this dreadful disease. Dr Saunders and his unit therefore transferred themselves to the Lawra District, making sure not to repeat the same tactical mistake as they did in South Mamprusi.

We have seen earlier how my father had been puzzled by the high rate of infant mortality in his household and how he had been tantalised by his friend, the district commissioner, to send eight of his children to school. In 1937 the district commissioner again asked my father if his children were still dying after having sent so many of us to school. To this my father answered in the affirmative. The district commissioner then spoke to Dr Saunders about my father’s plight. Dr Saunders therefore decided to survey the household and the village at large, if my father was willing, and combine this with a treatment of both malaria and trypanosomiasis. There could have been no more willing a person than my father.

Dr Saunders and his team thus moved into Birifu. My father’s children together with the children of the village were examined, but ‘no undue incidence of malaria nor any reason for the deaths of his children’ was found. The unit got the most perfect collaboration in the trypanosomiasis work from my father. As Birifu was not one of the epidemic areas, the only thing the unit could do was to see to the clearing of the tsetse fly-infested areas around swamps and rivers where the fly bred. It must be remembered that the fly itself is not infectious until it has contracted the trypanosomes from an infected person, just as the mosquito is harmless until it is infested with the malarial parasite. So the only way of getting rid of the epidemic was to stamp out the fly and destroy its breeding places.

No one understood this problem better than my father. Besides, the health of his people was paramount to him. Thus he was quite prepared to go to any length to see to the success of the campaign. When all the harvesting was over and the boor (bagre) ceremony was all completed, the campaign started with the clearing of the banks of the Goble river, a continuation of the Volta around the parish of Goble, and continued to the groves along the banks of the streams that separate Tugu from Baapar, a parish of Birifu on the east—that is the Maarb’le swamp. Next the tributary that runs from Babile through Kumasaal to Fofoi came under the axe and cutlass of the campaigners; then through to Gbateri, Batan and into the Volta on the west. Having cleared all these places which were supposed to be the likely breeding places of the tsetse fly, there was only one place left in Birifu that was earmarked to be cleared, namely the Baa grove, the sacred grove and spring of the Birifu people. When my father was approached on the possibility of pruning the branches of this sacred grove, he was confronted with the greatest dilemma of his life so far, namely his faith in medical science versus his faith in his metaphysical beliefs. Which faith was he to give in to?

The Baa spring forbids the use of the hoe or the axe for digging around its surroundings and the use of the cutlass for cutting any of its trees or pruning its branches. It forbids the killing of its water creatures such as the crocodiles or fishes. The belief goes that if a hoe or an axe were used to dig near it, the spring would dry up, and a large section of Birifu would be without pure drinking water. For the spring supplied water for the Naayiile, Nmangbiile, Tanziile and Kyaale parishes, and the people of the parishes of Kya and Batan used its water to irrigate their farms during the dry season and provide early crops and vegetables for the markets of Birifu, Babile, and Lawra. Similarly, it was believed that the death of a fish from this grove would result in the death of a person from the village. This sacred grove had its own inhabitants, the baa bibiir (lit. the Baa children) or the baa kotomotomo (lit. Baa fairies). These creatures, although they resembled human beings, were less than two to three feet high, dwelt in the grove, and normally came out towards the evening and early morning—when they did not expect an influx of humans. When everything was quiet and serene, they would smoke their long pipes and repose on the branches of the trees of this little thicket through which the spring flows into the Volta on the west. The clearing of this sacred grove saw the disappearance of these little creatures from the grove, and the spring which used to produce very pure clean water eventually deteriorated.

Was my father going to abandon his faith in his metaphysics and please the authorities or was he to abandon his faith in medical science in favour of his metaphysical beliefs? At last a happy medium was struck. He decided to make sacrifices to the Baa deity as a pacification ceremony before any trees could be felled or roots dug out. He took this decision after consultation with the best diviners in the village and around and with the chief priest of the grove concerned. Initially, in all these clearing operations, my father was always present to see that the work was well done, even though Dr Saunders had his own team of field supervisors present, such as Messrs Vo-kum-mwin and Ribero. However, as years went by and his people understood what they were supposed to do and many more field assistants were trained, my father left his supervision to his headmen and the field assistants. The consent and support of my father gave the authorities greater confidence and some evidence to cite as example to other chiefs. Chiefs in those days did not want to be outdone by others and the authorities were aware of this and used it effectively to their advantage. Within a short time clearing activities were extended to other parts of the district—especially the worst infested areas such as the Kambaa valley. Lawra soon became the headquarters of the Trypanosomiasis Campaign Unit, later renamed the Medical Field Unit (M.F.U.) in the Northern Territories. With the collaboration of my father, the unit was firmly established in the district, and by 1947 the disease as well as its carrier was almost wiped out. According to Dr K. R. Morris, Ulu, for instance, with a population of 1,120 in 1938 had 93 cases of sleeping sickness reported for this period, but by 1947 no single case was found in that village. Similarly, Jirapa with a population of 2,479 had 117 cases of the disease reported in 1938, and in 1947 only a single case.

We have seen that with the encouragement of Captain Armstrong and Mr E. W. Ellison my father sent eight of his children to school. It seemed that he gave much more attention to the eight of us than he did to the rest of the children. His argument was that as we were boarders at the school and spent only two months in the year with him, we deserved such preferential treatment. Of course, anybody who saw the condition in which we returned home from school would certainly agree with him, for we often returned home from school like skeletons, with hardly any flesh on our bodies, and he would spend the two months trying to fatten us up. In his attempt to safe-guard our lives, he refused us the pleasure of riding his horses because he was afraid that we might be injured if we tried to race with them. He also refused us the pleasure of swimming in rivers or in rapids for fear we might be drowned or carried away by strong currents. Thus those of us who neither learnt to swim nor to ride before we went to school were hopelessly at a disadvantage. On the other hand, we were privileged to be initiated into many of his myths which otherwise only children of advanced age would have been allowed to know.

As the years progressed, the number of my father’s children increased, despite the toll of infant mortality. The children’s age groups varied considerably, and each group had certain functions in the house to perform. Children between the ages of seven and fourteen years looked after my father’s sheep and cattle, although sometimes children of five or six went to herd the sheep or cattle voluntarily and not as a duty. In the early years, when there were more girls than boys, the girls, too, tendered the sheep and cattle, and grew up to be tomboys able to wrestle with boys of their age and older. But as the boys’ population grew larger, the girls between five and fourteen acted as nursemaids, looking after their younger brothers and sisters whilst their mothers did other pressing jobs in the family. Those between twelve and fifteen or older sometimes followed their mothers to the bush to fetch firewood for cooking or reeds for the making of straw mats or for weaving baskets. The males who were over fourteen and seventeen, looked after my father’s horses, and during the rains or farming season were responsible also for the weeding of the compound farms. The girls helped their mothers in the domestic chores, but during the farming season went to the farms at dawn to drive away fowls, crows, monkeys and wild birds from the crops and seedlings, only to return home at dusk. Those above seventeen joined the adult folk to do adult work.

The number of horses in my father’s stables had risen to seventeen by 1945, and another three in the stables of one of his headmen in Goble. As for his cows, they always numbered about 240 at any one time, with many of his subjects begging to keep and care for them for the sake of the manure they would produce for them to use to fertilise their farms. The sheep and goats were as many as the cattle in his kraal, and many more with his subjects who asked to help keep them. It is no wonder that after my father’s death, some of those who offered to help him with keeping his cattle retained some of the animals as their own. It is said that one of those farmers whom he gave cattle tried to cheat the family by taking the cattle as his own, but the rain god came down as lightning and struck him dead. His family immediately brought the five cattle to my father’s house and added fowls and animals to pacify the rain god.

With such division of labour, the line of responsibility was easily traceable if something broke down, and the individual responsible severely reprimanded. As the children grew older they tried emulating us who had been sent to school, and most of them soon picked up the English language quite easily from our every-day conversations. This met with the greatest disapproval from many of the elders who thought that these youngsters did not know their station and were neglecting their line of duty, and sometimes false accusations against them were made to my father. But the women folk were the worst gossips on this score. For example, on one of our vacations some of the boys were blamed for neglecting to drive the cattle and the sheep from the swamp to the kraal during the evenings, and we were supposed to have aided and abetted their gross negligence. During the dry season, the sheep, cattle and goats were left on a free range system to find their way to the swamp when they were let out in the mornings; then in the evenings the cowherds went to the swamp to drive them back into the kraal. In order to avoid being blamed a second time, the next day we went out with the boys to the stream with the herd of cattle and saw that they were all well grazed—a thing unusual in the dry season. While the cattle grazed, we fished and enjoyed ourselves there in the bush, little knowing that we had upset our father and what trouble was brewing for us back at home. For during breakfast time we were nowhere to be seen; then lunch hour passed and we still did not return home. By six in the afternoon, when we had not returned home, my father was a little apprehensive and hence decided to follow us to the bush and look for us himself. But scarcely had he gone far from the house than we appeared on the plateau, covered in a cloud of dust made by the hundreds of cattle driven before us. As soon as we drew near to him, he roared like a lion and ranted at us and forbade us driving the cattle the rest of the distance home; and he and the elders who followed him drove the cattle as he cursed us all the way home. We knew what we were in for that evening, for my father considered our act as an act of rebellion against his authority. However, from then onwards my father did not take for granted the gossip of the women or the elders.

Of all my father’s children, Zumoka, Ito (who died earlier) and Kum, that is myself, were the most problematic children who gave him headaches and worry. In 1937 during the coronation of George VI, the chiefs and people of the Lawra-Tumu District had gathered in Lawra to celebrate the occasion which lasted over a period of one week. During this period, when the day’s event was over, we the school children were allowed time off to visit our parents in town. As soon as the celebrations were over and our parents had gone home, school did not seem the same to me. It was I who had forced my father to send me to school. Now that I was only a few years in school, I was already fed up and wanted to leave school and return home. Thus on one wet morning, when I was asked to march some boys to the bush to fetch firewood for our cooks and the headmaster’s wife, I decided to escape. I sneaked in between the bushes and when I was out of the boy’s sight, legged it across the swamps and reached home, having walked nine miles.

The next day I was brought back to school. The following morning after the roll call, Mr Henkel decided to use me as an example for runaway boys and gave me one hundred and fifty hard strokes on my bare buttocks, despite the fact that I had also received some good hiding from my father. One would have thought that receiving one hundred and fifty hard stokes would have been enough to deter any boy from running away from school again. But alas! not at all for me. I was bent all the more to leave school and was only bidding for the right opportunity to do so.

In February 1939, when we were about to return to school, my father had bought some shorts and shirts from the tolls collected from his boats for ferrying folks across the Volta (gbor duuru yar). The Birfuor and the Lobi from French territory on the west bank returning from Kumasi, who did not have any money, normally paid their ferry tolls in kind. So my father usually bought these objects from his ferry men and kept the money in a separate chest to be used later for sacrifices for the river god.

Anyway, among these migrants’ payments was a brightly coloured yellow shirt which both Gyub and Tiisip wanted. In order to settle the quarrel, my father decided not to give either of us that particular shirt and instead, gave each of us a different one. But neither Gyub nor Tiisip would accept the substituted ones. When all parental persuasions failed and his patience was taxed beyond all endurance, my father took back all the shirts and shorts from us, refused us our pocket money and sent us packing empty-handed to school. He instructed the other brothers and cousins carrying our foodstuff to report our insolence to Mr Henkel who should deal with us accordingly. We had hardly left the house for more than half an hour, when he gave the shorts and the shirts back together with our pocket money so that some of the senior brothers could catch up with us and give us the things.

The mere fact that my father had instructed the other brothers to report us to Mr Henkel and that if that were done we would be collectively punished for something I did not do, made me decide not to go to school. For a few years earlier, when our father had reported our misbehaviour at home to Mr Henkel, we were collectively punished in school even though some of us had not been mischievous. So this time I took a different route from my other brothers, and I suppose I was angry with them for making me lose my pocket money as well as my pair of shorts. I thought the route I took would eventually lead me on to the route they followed then, but it led me to Kunyukuo Zongo. Had I turned left then, it would have taken me to the Kunyukuo bridge where the routes would have met. But I turned right and took the main road that would lead me to Babile Zongo—without yet deciding where I was aiming to go. When I arrived at Babile, the signpost in the middle of the road junction pointed east to Jirapa, west to Birifu, north to Lawra and south to Wa. For sure, I did not want to go to Lawra and meet with Mr Henkel’s punishment. I did not want to return home lest I was returned to school to meet an even harsher punishment, and I did not know of any person in Jirapa to whom I could go to either. So I decided to take the road to Wa and continued to walk on. After having walked seventeen miles, I did the rest of the twenty-eight miles by lorry to Wa, little knowing what anxiety I had left the family in. The other brothers had reached the school at Lawra without me, and when towards evening I had still not arrived, the most senior of my brothers, Sorkumo, was asked to return home and alert the family and see if I had returned home.

When my father was told of my absence from school a large scale search was mounted; every adult male in the village took part. Every grove, every gulley or river bank and swamp was watched in case I had fallen into any of the streams. Night and day, the search went on, with the other villages joining in. For a whole week the search went on, covering nine miles of radius from the school, the bigger boys from the school taking part as well. As the days prolonged, all hopes of finding me alive began to fade. My father gave up all hopes and was going to call off the search after the following day’s search. I would then have been presumed dead, and my funeral and the funeral rites performed.

However, as good luck would have it, my father received an advance message from Sgt. Beri Lobi, from Dikpe, his son-in-law, who was in charge of the Wa police station, that I had been found safe and well in Wa, and that I would be put on the next available passenger truck the following day. The next day was Babile market day where many lorries to and from Kumasi arrived at Babile. I came to Babile with Sakpi whose initiative of travelling to Wa led to my discovery, even though he put this premonition to his fairies who alerted him in his sleep that he should go to Wa and that I would be found there. Waiting in the lorry park was my father, surrounded by a multitude of hunters, their faces black with gloom and sorrow. My father’s eyes were red as fire with suppressed tears. It must have been a terrible agony and heartache for him. Seeing him in such a state, I promised solemnly to myself never to inflict such an agony on him again. Anyway, as I descended from the lorry, his eyes glazed with tears of joy and with his outstretched hand, he took mine into his and pulled me towards the shade of a big achie-appie (kyira) tree where pito pots were commandeered from pito women in the market and paid for, for his searchers had suffered days of thirst without sufficient pito to drink. After quenching our thirst, my father put me on his horse and rode home with me, leaving the villagers to enjoy themselves and the market. It was in the search for me that my father lost one of his personal jujus (zuur lit. the tail)—a loss very dear to him which he often recalled.

After staying in the house for three or more days, I was packed off to school where I thought I would meet with the severest of punishment or discipline. But no one seemed to take any notice of me at all. I did not know that it had already been decided that during the financial year estimates of the Native Authority by the chiefs and people—which usually took place in April—that I would be given six lashes before all the chiefs and people and the school children present, for children in the standard classes normally attended these sessions each year. In 1933 therefore, there were three classes, i.e. standards I to III that attended the sessions that year. It was also decided that after I had been caned I should be removed from the school. Both my father and I were in the dark. After the estimates meeting which was presided over by District Commissioner E. W. Ellison, the discussion over my punishment cropped up, and the proposal was then communicated to my father. It was like tempting providence to make such a suggestion to my father. He blew his top and dared anybody in the congregation to use the cane on me and he would certainly die with that person. And that if I was to be dismissed from the school, all his other children in the school would be removed too. Seeing how he had personally helped the school since its inception in 1935, it would have been like killing the goose that laid the golden egg. So Jirapa Naa Gana, Nandom Naa Konkuu and Lawra Naa J. A. Karbo who had earlier supported Mr Ellison on this line of action, withdrew their stand on the grounds that I was not responsible for my actions due to my tender age. This was a victory for my father’s stand, even though he would have attributed my actions not to my tender age but believed I was being troubled by the fairies. 

Chapter Ten

I mentioned earlier on that the prosperity of Kodzo and Kwame Nti, attributed to the powers of Kukpenibie, had brought an influx of Ashantis to Birifu. This influx continued incessantly until towards the end of the year 1940 when a tragic incident occurred to one of the visitors. The news of the powers of Kukpenibie had reached as far as the coastal plains of present Ghana, and reached the ears of a successful business man in the Nkawkaw and Nsawam area. He was determined to acquire Kukpenibie for himself and the local people, and since he had never been beyond the boundary of his district towards the north and did not know how to get to Birifu, he acquired the services of a guide, who knew the area thoroughly well. He was fortunate, or should I say unfortunate, to acquire the services of one Sidiki Wala.

The businessman and his son, nicknamed Dapla because he was fair skinned, and Sidiki Wala set off for Birifu. They arrived there on one burning hot December afternoon and told my father the purpose of their visit. My father tried to dissuade them by telling them that since Kwame Nti of Kwapra had acquired the fetish who ever wanted it should go to him, for the rule was those seeking the fetish had to go to the last person who had acquired it. Thus Zugu Naa acquired it from Nmankur Naa, and so when my father wanted it, he had to go to Zugu Naa to acquire it. However, none of these explanations satisfied the old man and his son, partly because they had travelled over five hundred miles to come to Birifu and would not take no for an answer. There was, however, something odd about these present visitors; while previous visitors had stayed at the palace as our guests, Dapla and his father with Sidiki decided to get lodging at the Babile Zongo where a few Wala were resident. The Zongo was about one and a half miles from our house, yet the visitors preferred to do their journey of three miles a day to and from the house even though Dapla’s father was a frail old man. Besides, our house is separated from the Zongo by a high plateau and it is a long climb from the Zongo to the plateau. Anyway, my father saw the oddity in their choice of accommodation, and the only tangible reason he could find was that Sidiki, being a Wala, wanted to stay in the Zongo and be near his kith and kin. There was no doubt that their choice of lodgings must have been Sidiki’s influence, for reasons that should soon become apparent.

Dapla and his father stayed in the Zongo for several weeks and visited our house daily, without any reluctance on my father’s part to let them enter Kukpenibie’s temple, even to make a wish. Dapla was dispatched by his father to get more rations and cash to replenish their funds that were running low. When Dapla was absent during the next visit to our house, my father enquired to know if he was ill, and Sidiki said he had been sent home by his father on an errand. It would seem that all along Sidiki had worked out a master plan, for he believed that the old man was carrying a considerable sum of money on his person, and having got Dapla out of the way, it was easy to get the money from this frail old man by sheer brute force. When Sidiki knew that Dapla was halfway between Birifu and Nkawkaw, he decided that this was the time to put his devilish plot into execution. One afternoon, when they were returning from one of their many visits to the house, Sidiki told the old man that my father wanted to see them promptly before dawn the next day as my father had to visit Lawra later during the day. So the next morning at dawn at about 4:00 am when the Muslim faithfuls were being called to prayer, Sidiki and this old man set out for Birifu to honour their supposed meeting with my father. As they had travelled and got nearer to the plateau, the devil unleashed itself and presumably entered the soul of Sidiki and changed him into a demon. Sidiki, who was some paces behind the man, removed his axe which he had hung on his shoulder and, using the blunt but heavy part of the axe, knocked his victim down. Not satisfied with this brutal deed, Sidiki drew his sabre from its sheath and mercilessly slaughtered the old man, like an animal, in sheer cold blood—the cruellest and bloodiest murder ever witnessed in the area. Sidiki’s clothes were all smeared and soiled with the blood of his victim. He quickly undressed and hid the messy clothes under one of the big boulders scattered about on the plateau. He searched the deceased for his cash and hid that in a different place than the one where he hid his devilish weapons. Then in only his underpants, he ran back breathlessly to the Zongo on the pretext that he and the old man had been attacked by some French Lobis, and that he managed to escape after he had been stripped off his clothes.

Hearing this dreadful news, the Zongo chief with his deputy, armed with spears raised above their heads and ready to attack, rode fiercely on their horses and sped towards our house to report the news to my father, their immediate superior. It was about 5:30 am on this cold harmattan morning when the house was just rousing from sleep. I had gone down with my little brothers to clean the surroundings of our house—a habitual duty instilled into us by Mr Henkel which we automatically carried out any time we were on holidays. My father was normally out of bed and washed down before this time, so he was already up on this occasion, too. Seeing the ferocity in which the riders approached the house, my father was petrified and bellowed down to us to hurry upstairs while he called for his double barrelled gun. We had hardly left the spot where we were cleaning when the riders also halted at that spot. Moytele Moshi and Mahama Wala, the Zongo chief, descended from their horses, came upstairs and greeted my father. He was at first very angry at the way they rode to the house and chastised them for that reckless riding. But when he heard the tragic news they brought, he quietened down. Dapla’s father was supposed to have been murdered by five French Lobis, and my father could hardly believe what he was hearing. He immediately alerted the whole village to go out and hunt down these killers and bring them before him, and gave orders that if any of them resisted arrest, they should be shot down. He also asked the Zongo chief and his deputy to return and detain Sidiki until the arrival of the police, and ordered that any French Lobi catching passenger trucks at Babile for Kumasi must be detained to await the arrival of the police.

Meanwhile my father sent Sakpi, his faithful linguist, to go to Lawra and report to the Lawra Naa, the police and the district commissioner. Sakpi had hardly left for Lawra, when we saw Sidiki still in his underpants running towards the house. As soon as he arrived, he climbed upstairs and after greeting my father repeated the same story as he had earlier told the Zongo chief. My father ordered him to return to the Zongo and await the arrival of the police. In no time the police were on the scene and Sidiki was taken under custody. Before the body could be removed from the spot, Dr Saunders took a careful examination of the scene—a sort of forensic examination, I presume. The search for the killers was concentrated along the banks of the Volta. No grove was left unturned until about lunch hour when everybody returned to the palace for refreshment and a rest; and luckily no French Lobi crossed the river into Birifu that day which might have caused further blood shed.

After some rest, the search was resumed for the weapons rather than for those who committed the dreadful deed, for the police by this time had a shrewd idea who the murderer was. So every grove as well as under every boulder was searched almost without luck. Sidiki at this time was brought in to help in the search. It was not until the search was turned away from the murder scene towards our house that the clothes and the weapons together with the cash were found. All along Sidiki had maintained that the murder was committed by the so called Lobis, but when the weapons were found with his soiled clothes and the cash of £ 2.14 in the dead man’s money belt he decided to change his story. He then told the police that my father had asked him to kill the old man, so that he could use the throat of the deceased to perform his juju, and that my father had detailed five of his subjects to assist him in the murder. The police knew that this was a tall story but they had to investigate every allegation made by Sidiki. So the police asked him to point out his accomplices from among the villagers who included some of the would-be witnesses who discovered his weapons, clothes and the cash. Zuun and Sakpi from our house together with three others were identified. It turned out that apart from Sakpi, the other four whom he pointed out were also the four who discovered his weapons, the soiled clothes and the cash. He had seen people giving their statements at the police station. The Kukpenibie temple was searched for the part of the human throat, all the containers turned upside down, but no human throat was found, fresh or otherwise. Many of my father’s juju rooms were also invaded and searched, but no human flesh was found. But Sakpi and the four others were detained at the police station in Lawra for several weeks before being released after the preliminary hearing.

My father was greatly upset and disturbed by this case and the handling of it by the police. The police sergeant handling this case was one Sgt Mahama Grunshi from Walewale who was a great friend of my father. But during and after the handling of this case, their relationship and relations with the police as a whole were greatly strained. After careful investigation, all the persons incriminated by Sidiki were released, and some of them later became crown witnesses for the prosecution in the actual trial during the assizes.

Until about the latter part of the 1940s, all Northern Territories criminal cases were usually tried at the place where the crime had been committed. The judge in charge of the Ashanti Protectorate was also in charge of all criminal cases in the North. There was also no jury service in this part of the country but three assessors were chosen from among the people for the assizes. Unlike in Britain where the defence can reject any panel member of the jury, here the assessors were selected without any regard to the defence. The assizes took place once a year, and so cases had to wait for the arrival of the trial charge whose itinerary would take him and his entourage round the entire province where crimes had been committed.

On the 1st of February, 1941, or there about, the assizes came to Lawra and Sidiki’s trial began. The trial judge was one Justice Smith who, I believe, came from the West Indies, with his two barristers—one for the prosecution and one for the defence. The three assessors were selected from among the educated class in the district and ordered to attend. For Sidiki’s case, the only one in the district, there were J. K. Nitori, a Native Authority Clerk, C. K. Bini, a teacher at the Lawra Primary Boarding School, and Bayoo, a trained blacksmith working for the district administration. After the mediaeval pomp and pageantry which normally preceded the assizes both inside and outside the court room, the trial began in earnest. This specific trial took three days, and Sidiki’s lawyer tried very hard to save his client’s neck even though the odds weighed heavily against him. Two witnesses were lengthily cross-examined by the defence counsel—my father and Dr Saunders. The defence counsel tried very hard to discredit Dr Saunders, who in his expert evidence told the court that he believed that the murder was committed by no more than one person, not by six people as the defence alleged. The defence lawyer tried to prove beyond doubt that Dr Saunders was not trained in forensic medicine and could not therefore say whether the murder was done by one person or not. But the doctor countered that although not trained in forensic medicine, he was an experienced hunter and knew when there was a struggle of more than two people. That ended the cross-examination of the doctor. The defence lawyer Mr Benjamin Hayfron also tried to get my father to admit that he practised human sacrifices. As a layman I could not see the point of this cross-examination since my father was not charged with aiding and abetting murder but appeared as crown witness doing his duty as a chief. Anyway, the cross-examination by the defence counsel proved very irritating to my father, and he began to lose his temper in the witness box in front of the trial judge. In effect, he was warned severally by the trial judge, Mr Justice Smith, that losing his temper in the court was not doing him any good at all. Surely, even though Sidiki stated in his affidavit that my father authorised him to kill the old man, there was no evidence to substantiate this. After all, the doctor who performed the post mortem or the autopsy could not find any missing throat from the deceased nor was any human throat found in my father’s house or among his fetishes. No wonder my father found the defence lawyers line of questioning very irritating and offensive.

After three days of legal wrangling, Sidiki was found guilty and sentenced to death by hanging, subject to an appeal within the next ten days, that is before February 13, 1941. Six out of the eight Gandah brothers who were to go to the Tamale Middle Boarding School—three of us being newcomers to the school—all stayed behind with our father in Lawra listening to the trial. This was our first experience of witnessing an assize trial, and as school children we were very much intrigued with the whole procedure. We returned home with our father in order to get our pocket money and also to prepare for Tamale within the next few days. Hardly had we arrived home, when we saw a ‘touring’ car—as private cars were called in those days—approaching the house with a cloud of dust trailing behind it. At first we thought it was the district commissioner coming to visit my father but as the car approached we noticed it was not. When it stopped, there alighted from it some Africans and to my father’s amazement, it was his antagonist, the defence lawyer. My father must have been in a fit when he saw who it was, with his family coming to his house, for he never expected or dreamt of seeing him again. Anyhow, he was accorded the civility that any ordinary visitor would have been accorded in a Dagara house. He apologised to my father for letting him lose his temper in court, but added that since he was paid to defend his client, it was his duty to use every legal means to save his client’s neck. Furthermore, that it was not that he doubted the veracity of my father’s evidence, but that he was trying to get things put on record. When my father had accepted his apology, he then entreated him if he and his family could be allowed to go into the Kukpenibie temple and make some promises to it. Permission was given by my father, and Door-iere with some elders took him and his family down into the temple where they made their promises, after which they set off for Wa, the next assize town.

In 1940, the Government had decided to open an agricultural station in the Lawra District to encourage people to take up modern techniques of farming. In order to choose a suitable site, the senior agricultural officers at Tamale and Zuarungu, Messrs Leach and Broach, paid a visit to the Lawra District, and on one hot December afternoon while my father was busy repairing and returning his xylophones under the shade of a big neem tree for the boor ceremony, he had a surprise visit from these gentlemen.

Messrs Leach and Broach told my father the purpose of their visit and asked if he would allow them to sample the yield of his crops—yams, maize and guinea-corn. They felt that if they asked my father to order the sampling, an unrepresentative sample might have been produced; so they themselves supervised the sampling. This was brought to the shade and weighed, and to their amazement a tuber of the yam they chose to be sampled weighed about fourteen pounds. After sampling the crops the visitors left for Lawra, perhaps sampling crops from village to village.

In 1941 Mr J. H. Hinds, a young botanist, was commissioned to Birifu to open the new agricultural station there. His arrival raised the hopes of my father of seeing his village develop. Thus his first objective was to make his young guest feel at home, and in no time my father and Mr Hinds became great friends. Indeed, my father used to call him o bi bawono, his ‘strong headed’ or ‘daring’ son, because Mr Hinds used to drive recklessly and at top speed with his 15cwt. dodge motor pick-up truck from Babile to the rest house on the ridge. After staying in Birifu for a year at this rest house, funds were made available for the building of a permanent demonstration station. Mr Hinds was in favour of siting the station in Babile whereas my father wanted it situated in Birifu. It is understandable why my father should be so concerned about the station being sited at Babile, for administratively, Babile was under Birifu, and he felt that any government station in his area should be in Birifu and not in a sub-area. In his effort to dissuade Mr Hinds from siting the station in Babile, my father offered his fertile land, in Bola or in Fofoi.

However, Mr Hinds countered my father’s arguments by saying that siting the station in Babile was still siting it in Birifu. Secondly, a station in Babile would not only serve Birifu, but also Tankyera and Kunyukuo and their surrounding areas. Thirdly, he did not want fertile land but land which was not fertile so that he could demonstrate how to improve upon that. Finally, the areas my father had offered were each too small for his requirement—one square mile of relatively barren land—and too far apart to be combined into one.

In the end my father succumbed to Mr Hinds’ arguments and asked him to choose the area he would like to site his station. Consequently the site was soon acquired and ear-marked for the government. To compensate for the loss of this land, the government decided to pay my father the sum of £ 750. This money was part of the vote for the construction of the new station and it was the responsibility of the officer in charge to pay this amount to my father. My father refused to accept this money on the grounds that land was never sold in the Dagara area lest the earth shrine should be annoyed. Nevertheless, year after year the same amount was revoted, and year after year my father refused to accept it. It was eventually put on a special vote and remained in the treasury books as late as 1956, and what has become of the money now is anyone’s guess.

The station was built in 1942 whence Mr Hinds moved from Birifu to the new site and his new home. But although a bit further away, my father and he were still very close friends. He was not only loved by my father and our entire family but by all and sundry, for he was one of those rare colonial officers who hardly showed any air of superiority over local inhabitants. Mr Hinds and later his colleagues introduced the use of the plough and the ox. Through Mr Hinds’ influence and during Mr Lessley’s time, my father was able to build a very large kraal in 1947, capable of holding over five hundred cattle. My father sent three of his young sons, Wanizama, Kpaar and Bavubaa, with six teams of bullocks to the station for training. Others influenced by Mr Hind were Fanyie, Dii Der, Dire and Naabiel in Birifu, the Tankyera Naa and the Lawra Naa, and indeed the Lawra Naa took the lead. However, my father’s fears that Birifu would lose its importance if the station was not sited inside Birifu proved right. For before the opening of the station all commercial trucks passed through Birifu via Kunyukuo to Lawra, but with the opening of the station the importance of that motor road dwindled. Eventually it was no longer used because all the bridges broke.

September 1939 saw the beginning of the Second World War, initially confined to Europe. However, in 1940, when France fell, the zone of the war changed. As most British East and West African colonies were surrounded by French and Italian colonies, these colonies were threatened by German and Italian invasions. By 1941 and 1942 the Gold Coast and its protectorates were threatened with outside invasion along the northern boundary of the country. Indeed one day, while we were in school at the Tamale Middle Boarding School, there came a false alarm that the Gold Coast was being invaded, that Navrongo had already fallen to the Germans or the Vichy French, and that they were marching towards Tamale. Such was the alarm that Mr Spafford, the Provincial Inspector of Schools, came to the school and ordered our immediate evacuation at about 3:00 am. We were evacuated miles into the bush but when it was realised that the alarm was false, we returned to the school and resumed our classes the following day at noon.

In the Gold Coast mass mobilisation was taking place in every town and village. Most able-bodied persons were forcefully conscripted for the army and those who for some reason could not be conscripted were enlisted as Home Guards to defend the home front in case of sudden attack either by air or by land. School teachers and school children of fifteen and over, civil servants and all able-bodied men who did not enlist for the army had to enrol as members of the Home Guard. Each town had its own contingent. To get the men for the regular army, army officers went from village to village enlisting all the able-bodied lads they could lay hands on. In many instances military brass bands were used to entice the youth.

In Birifu, over three hundred young men were enlisted out of a population of about three thousand five hundred, that is nearly 8.3% of the total population of the village joined the army. I believe the officer heading this recruitment was one Major Howard, who after demobilisation was posted to Adisadel College as its Principal. During this enlistment my father, who was always present, insisted that no more than two persons were recruited from one household, because otherwise some households would be left only with the elderly to fend for the entire family. If there was only one able-bodied lad in the household, my father saw to it that he was not recruited. I suppose Mr Howard saw the logic in his argument and went along with it. The people of Birifu were lucky that my father allowed them to make the choice of whom they preferred to be enlisted when there was a choice to be made.

When the recruits were about to be posted for training at the training depots in Kumasi and Tamale, my father assembled all of them before the earth shrine, the river god and many other of his shrines and pleaded with these shrines to guard them against the perils of war. Should all of them return safely, he would offer some sacrifices of cattle, sheep and fowls. My father believed that he was responsible for the young men’s enlistment, and therefore any ills that befell them were also his responsibility. While they were serving in East Africa and later in Burma and other parts of the war frontier, my father went before the earth shrine and the river god (man) to repeat his pleas and pledges, year in and year out, until they were all demobilised and returned home. There was only one fatality (maar) among the soldiers; one man presumably drowned on his way to the Far East. While they were away and their close relations were being paid part of their monthly emoluments through the district commissioners, my father advised all those recipients to keep their monies intact until their relations, the soldiers, returned safely home to collect their pay. Immediately after the war, when all had been demobilised and returned home, my father deemed it necessary to fulfil his pledges to the gods, assembled all of them before these gods and fulfilled his promises for granting his wishes.

In order to show their appreciation for my father’s concern during the war and after, these ex-soldiers often congregated at the palace. On each Birifu market day, they held a parade and a march past in front of the palace. The parade was often commanded by one Sgt Major Buyaan from the old chief’s house, while my brother, R. S. M. Bole, looked on and took the salute on behalf of my father. After this pomp and pageantry they were served with many pots of pito. Pito was never lacking in the palace because the chief was normally presented with a free pot as a gift from any brewer. So on certain days there were as many as ten free pots in the palace besides what my father would buy in addition. The free pots were not offered to chiefs alone but to all of the brewer’s regular customers for them to sample (da lena, lit. pito sample). After the pito had been served to the ex-soldiers, my father usually presented them with a big boar for them to slaughter and share among themselves to round off the day. Sometimes, if it pleased him, he would throw small coins into the air for them to pick, and whatever amount was gathered by anyone was his own. Thus every Birifu market was a sort of military tattoo for these ex-servicemen still wanted to remind themselves of military life.

Chapter Eleven

We have seen how my father insisted to the military authorities that no two persons from the same family or household should be enlisted into the army. A year or so later there occurred a very acute famine in the Lawra District, and actually this was the first time in their lifetime that the people of Birifu suffered such a famine. The cause of this famine could not be explained, but it was possibly due to the lack of able hands to till the soil and tend the crops. If this was the case, then my father’s insistence not to recruit more than two persons from the same household was justified. In some villages people were dying of this terrible famine, and children and women as well as the very old suffered most. People’s bodies resembled bamboo sticks that could hardly support their big heads; their stomachs were sunk in, showing only their ribs; hence the Birfuole name hempere for the great famine to describe the condition of the people. They even composed a xylophone tune to chastise this evil famine.

My father would not entertain such a deplorable situation in his village. Every day, women with children came to his house begging for foodstuff to feed their children. He could not turn a blind eye to their suffering, nor could he turn them away without giving them something, however small, to take home. It was no use giving them money since there was no foodstuff to buy with the money. The roads in the Northern Territories were atrocious, there was little inter-communication between districts, and during rainy seasons roads were seldom passable. Transport, too, was scarce. To go from Lawra to Tamale by commercial transport, one had to go down to Kumasi and up through Yeji to Tamale. So even if foodstuff was abundant in that part of the North, there would have been no way to transport it across to the suffering areas. Besides, food was being bought for the consumption of the army. Even in Tamale the army bought the better grade and the school authorities then bought the inferior grade. My father was a man of sufficient means and had made friends with many drivers and transport owners who at that time were mostly Southerners. Knowing that maize was in abundance in Wenchi and the Techiman area, my father pleaded with driver and lorry owner friends to bring him some loads of maize for which he paid the cost and the freight. He distributed some of this maize to the very needy families and perhaps sold some in the markets to those from other parts of the district who could afford it. He knew every adult member of his village and their economic stand and knew who could afford to pay and who could not. Rumours of his generosity spread to neighbouring villages and many came with begging calabashes for grains to support the lives of their children.

By his acts of mercy, he was able to stave off the ravages of tempers at least in his village, pending the next harvest when food would be abundant again and life returned to normal. It has been noted earlier that my father was a regular martinet who might be considered a dictator as most chiefs were considered to be. But you can see from the above that he was benevolent as well. So if anyone should put a label to him at all, he should not simply be called a dictator but a benevolent dictator.

In the early 1940s the Gold Coast government decided to accelerate the education of the people of the Northern Territories. In order to meet their objective a two-year teacher training college was opened in 1944 in Tamale. By 1948 a ten-year development plan was mapped out for the Northern Territories. A series of day schools were to be opened each year in each of the administrative districts by the students passing out from this college. The Lawra-Tumu District had five teachers passing out from the college, and the Lawra Native Authority was lucky to have four new day schools ear-marked to be opened in 1946. Birifu was fortunate enough to be among the first villages to be considered for a new day school. So in 1946 the school was opened by Gyubunu Gandah (Gyub for short). Gyub was one of my father’s sons to be sent to the Teacher Training College straight from passing his Standard VII examination at the end of 1943. We have seen earlier how much interest my father took in the opening of the first Native Authority Primary Boarding School in the Lawra District in 1935 and also after it was opened. He approached the opening of the Birifu school with the same vein of enthusiasm, and had an eagle eye on the labourers and artisans that came to build the school so that it could be opened on time. It was his ambition to see at last the villagers be given the opportunity of sending their children to a school which was not far away from their homes. He summoned his subjects and entreated every parent with children of school-going age to bring them to the palace for their selection into the school. However, the Birifu people are very conservative, and although he cited his own children as an example par excellence of what school education can do for the child, very few parents paid heed to what he told them.

There were many children of school going age from our house that could have filled the school’s first intake, but my father restricted the number of students from our house to only four or five, so as to allow other parents to send their children to school. Initially some enlightened parents sent their children, but within a couple of years that enthusiasm petered out. Even the demobilised soldiers could not be convinced to send their children. Anyway, Gyub was fortunate to open a school in his own village and to have a father who was both the head of the village and also an enthusiast in education. So the school had good reports initially from the education officers, who came round to inspect and report on the schools.

My father wanted the school to be run as if it was a boarding school, not realising that it was meant to be a day school. So he provided accommodation for the children in his house and saw to it they were well fed at least twice a day. He instructed one of his wives, Maar, the mother of Tiisip, the present Birifu Naa, to be the special cook for these children. At that time no food allowance was made available by the authorities for the provision of these children’s lunches; only a few years later the district councils had to make provisions for school lunches.

The school was ran smoothly for the first few months, but there soon arose some friction between my father and Gyub who thought that his authority before the children was hampered by the intrusion of some of my father’s wives whose sons were in the school. My father, on the other hand, thought that Gyub left him in the cold, as far as the running of the school was concerned. When the school opened, the school building was not ready for occupation, so Gyub used one of my father’s court rooms where I had earlier made a blackboard for teaching my brothers the three Rs. This courtroom was adjacent to the eastern gate of the palace where the women in the house pass to and from the well that was about two hundred yards from the house. One day Biro, one of my father’s wives responsible for preparing his meals, went to fetch some water when she saw his son, Wiedem, a pupil of Gyub, being mercilessly beaten by him. Biro could not bear watching her son being brutally beaten by his own elder brother, so she rushed into this improvised classroom and intervened, and Gyub instantly dismissed the boy there and then from the school without even consulting my father. Gyub felt that when he was a school child he suffered worse treatment from the hands of Mr Henkel and therefore he was doing nothing worse than he himself had gone through as a school child. My father felt he was not being consulted for advice as a father and as a chief as regards the school management, especially when Gyub refused to comply with my father’s request to reinstate Wiedem into the school. Indeed, had Gyub not been his son, he would have seen to his dismissal from the teaching field. 

As the years went by, my father’s interest in the running of the school dwindled. It was not until Biz succeeded Gyub in 1948 that his interest revived, but not completely. Biz would often consult my father when consultation was necessary. The villagers themselves were reluctant to send their children to school. Some children from Tankyera, Kunyukuo, Tugu and Babile were enrolled, but the school never filled its quota. Hence younger brothers and sisters from our house began to enrol. Some of them were forced in when I came home from Tumu and found them not in school. It was little wonder that in the later years, the Birifu school had a population of over thirty-five Gandah brothers and sisters.
We saw earlier that the introduction of British colonial rule into the Northern Territories meant the introduction of forced labour for the construction of roads as well as government officers’ quarters. The roads became more important with the importation of motor vehicles and their introduction into the region. Each chief was responsible for the construction and maintenance of roads and bridges from his village up to where thy met. It would not be difficult to find that for a stretch of motor road of about twelve miles, there could be five or six different standards of road building and maintenance. Indeed, this made road transport slow and hazardous. Every year when the rains had almost stopped and before the farmers engaged in the last harvest of their crops—guinea-corn millet and bambara beans—the villagers were ordered by their chiefs to start the repair and maintenance of the roads and bridges. The men dug the gravel which was carried over onto the roads and spread out by the women. This was then evenly levelled by the men with their hoes, to cover any corrugations and erosions made by both the vehicles and the rains. After that it was the women’s job to water down the gravel and use their hand rammers to ram down the gravel solidly into the road. Then they covered the surface with plastering mortar (ziure) and rammed that again. Afterwards cow dung was mashed and spread over the surface of the road and rammed in again. As the women did this they burst into song to enliven their spirits. Indeed, to travel by road transport when these roads were well maintained was like travelling on a coal tar surfaced road. No wonder the Nandom women had this song to praise their chief Boro and the orders he gave as to how he wanted the roads done:
Nandomle Boro yela, e be maali, maali, maali
Nandomle Boro yela, e be maali, maali, maali
Nandomle Boro yela, e be maali, maali, maali
Be maale kaa viele zaa be so naabine kpul kpul.

The Nandom Boro says they should make it, make it, make it
The Nandom Boro says they should make it, make it, make it
The Nandom Boro says they should make it, make it, make it
When they have made it and it is nice, they should polish with cow dung.

This was how the roads were maintained in the Lawra District when road transport arrived. The roads must have been constructed before the second half of the 1920s, for the first motor car to travel in the Lawra District must have arrived in 1923. It is possible that the roads were prepared for the visit of the Prince of Wales and Princess Marie-Louise. At that time the best roads in the Lawra District were those constructed by the Tugu people under Kayaan Naa, the chief of Tugu, and those by the Birifu people under the Birifu Naa, my father. Their stretches of the road, the N.T. 22, were of the macadamised type, with a surface invented by a Scottish road builder, John Loudon MacAdam (1756-1836). It consisted of rocks interspersed with small chips bound together by gravel and raised to facilitate drainage. His method was adopted by the British government in 1823, and in 1827 MacAdam became general surveyor of roads. I believe this was thus introduced in the Gold Coast and then in the Northern Territories with the advent of the motor vehicle. Macadamised surfaces withstood heavy traffic and rains with little wear and tear. It is little wonder that when the chiefs held their annual meeting in Lawra in 1919, with 180 chiefs and headmen in attendance, they were asked to make an excursion to Birifu and Tugu.

When the native authority took over in the latter part of the 1930s, those parts of the Tugu and Birifu roads still weathered the storm without any maintenance until they were taken over again by the district council in the early 1950s. In 1945, T. A. Mead, the then Lawra District Commissioner, appointed my father and Tugu Naa Kayaan as road overseers for the stretch of road from Kulpawn to Lawra. The services of the government station foreman, one Zing Naa, a Dagomba, and his staff were put under their charge whenever needed. It was during this period that my father supervised the reconstruction and widening of the Kunyukuo Bridge. A few years later, Dramani Dakura was appointed the native authority foreman of works. Dramani had gone from the Lawra Primary Boarding School to the Tamale Middle School and was sent to the Mampong Trade School to be trained as an artisan, later joined the army during the war, and then returned to Lawra after his demobilisation and was appointed. By this time, however, my father had ceased to be a road overseer.
We have learned that earlier in his life time my father was sent to prison on manslaughter charge. While serving as a road overseer he was also appointed a prison visitor to the Lawra prison. Prison officers were normally appointed by the Chief Commissioner of the Northern Territories on the recommendation of the district commissioner. The duty of the prison visitor was to enquire into prison complaints and to recommend any improvements that were necessary. Being an ex-prisoner, my father was no doubt very suited to this new appointment which he relished very much.
With the inception of the native authority system came the introduction of the local taxes. Initially, every chief was responsible for the collection of the local taxes in his village, for at that time there was not enough staff to carry out such tasks. By the time the Lawra Native Authority imposed the poll tax in the Lawra District, it was already being levied in the French colonies and known as l’impot, but the Dagara in the Ivory Coast and the Upper Volta corrupted its pronunciation and called it lampo. In the Northern Territories, in order to have a proper count of heads of those who would be liable to pay the tax, each divisional chief went round from village to village to count the heads of those he believed were of adult age—that is twenty-one years of age—and liable to pay the new tax. It must be remembered that death or birth certificates were not available in almost the whole of the Northern Territories, so these head counts often included teenagers who were still under the legal adult age. Even when some of the young lads left for the South to work in the mines or the cocoa farms before the counting period in September and October, they were always included for tax purposes at home, thus making them liable to pay tax twice—that is at home and in the South. This anomaly was rectified when tax discs were introduced. So if you paid your tax in the North which was normally cheaper than the tax bill in the South, and you wore your tax disc, you were exempt from their local tax. 

In Birifu, the young people were blessed with the stand the Birifu Naa often took regarding the inclusion of teenagers in the head count. When the Lawra Naa came round for his head count to Birifu, my father would argue that some of those being included were still under age. Of course he should know because every birth and death was reported to him since he became chief. So if a younger person was being included in one family and another was left out then he would argue against it. After the Lawra Naa and his entourage and clerk had come and made their count, it was the duty of the village chief to collect the tax from each head of the family and pay it into the native authority treasury. Each tax payer got a tax disc which represented his receipt for paying and made it very hard for the clerk or any chief to cheat. For their troubles, the chiefs were supposed to get a five or ten per cent commission on each pound collected.

The market tolls were the next revenue for the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority, and in the Lawra Division, Babile, Birifu and Lawra were the three markets that brought in much revenue into the native authority sub-treasury in Lawra. Again, the chiefs in each village were responsible for the collection of the market tolls. Initially tickets were ordered and printed in the South in bundles of one pound and issued to the market toll collectors. However, Mr Henkel soon solved the problem of ordering these tickets from the South. Dr Saunders bought a small table-top printing press and donated it to the school, and Mr Henkel taught Dakura Nono (the late Gbari Naa), one of the pupils in his school, how to print the tickets for the native authority. In effect, when he was too old to go to the middle school in Tamale, with Mr Henkel’s influence he was employed by the native authority to print these tickets.

In Birifu my father appointed two persons responsible for the collection of the tolls in the Babile market, as this was a bigger market, and one to collect the tolls from the Birifu market. However, the Birifu market soon fell into disuse and was superseded by the Babile market. The market toll collectors were responsible for going to Lawra to collect the toll tickets from the clerk in the treasury which was housed in the court house where the chiefs tried their cases 

The pito tax, finally, was introduced because the authority felt they could get more revenue if this was collected from source. Again, the chiefs in each area were responsible for the collection of this tax. In Birifu, my father had to delegate this function to the headman of each parish who in turn appointed persons to collect the tax from the pito brewer whenever she brewed the pito for sale. Initially, every pot was taxed—I believe a penny per pot—but as time went on, it was felt that the tax was a bit steep and therefore a single tax for a brew was introduced. Later this was abolished because pito brewers paid their toll at home and when they carried their brew to the market they were again taxed. So thereafter pito brewers were taxed at the market as any other commodity seller.

Chapter Twelve

Up until 1946 my father was very active and healthy and looked more than twenty years younger than his actual age. He was both physically and sexually active and still married girls much younger than I was. However, towards the end of 1947 he began to feel some stiffness in the joints of his knees, especially his left one. So every morning and before dusk he took a stroll around the perimeter of the triangle made by two roads leading from the palace, one leading to the rest house and the other leading to Babile. But these walks did not rid him of the pains nor the stiffness in his joints, so he consulted his best friend, Dr Palmer, the medical officer of health in charge of the Wa, Lawra and Tumu Districts. Dr Palmer normally visited the Lawra hospital twice weekly and often called on my father for a drink and a chat on hunting, for Dr Palmer was a great hunter and indeed lost his life through an elephant attack. It was during one of these visits that my father mentioned to his friend the plight of his worries. Dr Palmer presumably took this condition as due to old age rather than any serious ailment, but he prescribed some injections for him. By the beginning of 1948, Dr Palmer was to go on leave to the U.K., prior to his transfer to Prestea. He was to be succeeded by one Dr Dunnett, and before Dr Palmer left the district he brought Dr Dunnett to Birifu especially to introduce him to my father. My father, on his part, made the women brew his special pito (dapla) of very high original gravity and high potency, which Dr Palmer and most European friends of his enjoyed very much. This pito was brewed to bid his best friend farewell and to welcome a new friend, and the village gathered to dance to the tunes of the xylophone for the visitors. 

After Dr Palmer had left the district, Dr Dunnett continued to visit our house any time he was passing to Lawra from Wa on duty. However, unlike Dr Palmer who was treating my father free with the hospital drugs, Dr Dunnett charged for every drug administered on my father even though there was no charge for treatment in hospitals in the North. Secondly, while Dr Palmer often supervised the administration of this drug on my father, Dr Dunnett left the injections of my father to a person whom I understand was not very well trained. So the health of my father went from bad to worse. His sight was suddenly deteriorating, and Dr Dunnett recommended that my father saw Dr Houpenbauer, the eye specialist, in the Kumasi hospital. When the time came for my father to visit Kumasi, Dr Dunnett told my father that he himself was going to Kumasi and he could offer him a lift provided he paid him seventy-five pounds for the lift. My father accepted his offer provided two or three persons were allowed to accompany him. Dr Dunnett of course would not have that, he would only allow one person to accompany my father. So after some heated arguments my father decided not to go by Dr Dunnett’s car, but rather chartered his own transport. It would seem that Dr Dunnett was unreasonable, for he was travelling down South on government business and therefore was entitled to mileage allowance that would amount to the sum he wanted my father to pay. But he was not satisfied. I later learnt from a senior officer, that that had been his way of earning extra money wherever he was stationed. In the Navrongo area, he was selling false spectacles to chiefs who really needed the spectacles. He must have been the breed of colonial civil servants employed after the war whose aim of joining the colonial service was to bleed dry the people whom they had gone to serve and to extort from them every penny they could get hold of. In any case, my father chartered a five-ton lorry for only forty pounds and was able to take with him four followers—two of his wives, Tiisip, who was an agricultural instructor under the native authority, and Sakpi, his linguist—with as much foodstuff as they would need. 

At the beginning of 1948 I had resigned from the teaching service and gone down to the South to learn a trade. Eventually, I decided to learn driving and motor mechanics. One Owusu Ansah of Obuasi offered to train me. I kept his shop for him without any payment and in return, one of his drivers was to teach me driving until I pass my driving test; thereupon I was to pay him ten pounds. When my father and his party arrived at Kumasi, a telegram was sent to my boss at Obuasi to come up with me to Kumasi. The next morning when I was about to open my shop for the day’s business, Owusu Ansah pulled up in one of his taxi cars and told me to hop in as we were travelling to Kumasi. It was not until we were virtually in Kumasi that Owusu Ansah told me that my father was in Kumasi and that we were going to see him. Owusu might have thought that if he told me the news in Obuasi and where we were heading to, I probably would have packed bag and baggage and left him.

In Kumasi, my father went to see the specialist at the hospital, but Dr Houpenbauer refused to attend him. Dr Dunnett had arrived in Kumasi before my father and his retinue arrived. The family suspected that Dr Dunnett had something to do with Dr Houpenbauer’s refusal to treat my father. In any case, my father had made a fruitless journey only to be rebuffed by Dr Houpenbauer. Being refused attention at the hospital, my father returned to the house, Kukpenibie House No 2, in Odum which overlooked the Kejetia. My father and his entourage occupied the whole of the top floor in this storey building. My father then sought an alternative, and called on a doctor of great repute, the elder Dr Asafo Adjei. After preliminary examination of his patient Dr Asafo Adjei told my father he could do nothing for him once Dr Houpenbauer himself could not do anything. Was it because he learnt that Dr Houpenbauer refused us the treatment that he also refused, presumably bound by some etiquette of practice? Or was it that my father’s case was a hopeless case for any doctor to treat? Only the two doctors knew those answers. This could have been a genuine case because there was no treatment available in the Gold Coast at that time; my father was over seventy years of age and probably suffered from cataract or glaucoma in both eyes. Even in Ghana today only few hospitals operate on patients suffering from cataracts. Anyway, the family thought that Dr Asafo Adjei refused to treat my father because Dr Houpenbauer did so, and my hopes of my father regaining his dim eye sight were shattered. Nevertheless, Kwame Nti, the Kukpenibie adept and our host, was less daunted by such decisions and was prepared to look for any physician capable of restoring my father’s sight. Surely, if trained doctors gave up all hope of restoring his eye sight, I personally would not want to rely on quack physicians who would only be there to fleece him of his money with their fake medicines. But alas, this is not what the others thought.

At about 9 pm the following evening, a young man was brought to the house. By his age, I would have taken him for a nurse rather than a specialist. However, we were told that he was a specialist and that he could cure our father’s ailment. After giving my father some injections that night, he demanded the sum of twenty-five pounds to travel to the border of the French colony of Côte d’Ivoire that same night to buy some drugs for the cure. My father eagerly authorised this payment and we did so without any qualms. At 10 am the next day this young man arrived again, gave some more injections and demanded a further fifty pounds. After receiving this money, we never saw him again for two good days, and when he did arrive, he gave some lame excuses about his car breaking down and an encounter with the police in the Gold Coast and the gendarmerie and the douane in the Ivory Coast. We were, however, uneasy when he demanded further amounts and when this was not met, that was the last we ever saw of him and of his treatment.

Having stayed in Kumasi for about a week or more, it was decided we moved to Kwapra village where it was quieter and where the Kukpenibie temple had been built. Anyway, while my father was staying in this place, the residents paid him respect as if a demi-god had descended upon their midst. While in Kwapra, the search for specialists went on. Kwame had learnt that there was a Muslim priest in the Zongo in Kumasi who could restore the sight of a totally blind man and as my father was only partially blind it was thought his case was not a difficult one to deal with. Anyway, when the news of this man’s feat came to the ears of my father, it more than cheered him up. For he had dealt with Muslims who came from as far as Djibouti, Egypt and Morocco to Birifu to meet his quest for supernatural powers. So my father demanded that this man be invited to Kwapra to have an audience with him. When the priest arrived he told my father that he could restore his sight within three days, but before he treated him my father would have to pay down one hundred pounds. This malam presumably thought that if he restored the eye sight of my father, he would refuse to pay this exorbitant fee. On the other hand we, too, were very sceptical about his claims and did not want to pay such an amount in case he was unable to give back my father’s sight as claimed. For this money could not be retrieved as we had already learnt from bitter experience in the not distant past. This idea of a physician accepting his fees before treating his patient ran contrary to what my father knew and practised. Besides, the ethos of the Birifu people and all Dagara areas around does not believe in receiving a charge before the cure; their belief is that a good cure often costs less or nothing at all. After three hours of hard persuasion, the malam still refused to shift his position and finally left.

We stayed in Kwapra for a further month and a half, hoping that the right physician might turn up. While there, my father’s friends all over the South who had learnt of his presence in Kwapra called on him and paid him their respect. Our long stay in Kwapra seemed to be like an overstay in the eyes of Kwame Nti, who was very itchy and irritable, not towards my father, but towards members of his entourage. He became especially irritable and aggressive when he was drunk. In that condition Kwame would level insults at everyone regardless of what was said to him. My father did not want to be a witness to such bickering, so he decided to return home. However, one of his friends at Wenchi, also a Kukpenibie busumtwi, had invited him to convalesce for a while at his home in Wenchi before preceding home to Birifu. So one evening we left Kwapra for Wenchi, 95 miles from Kumasi. Our accommodation had already been prepared for us. Here more members from the house trooped in every day to swell our number. With so many mouths now to feed, our limited amount of money was dwindling fast, but it was also risky to ask for a large sum of money to be brought from home to Wenchi lest it was stolen on the way. My father therefore decided to ask Kwame Nti to redeem his long standing obligation to Kukpenibie in cash rather than in kind.

We have seen earlier that when Kwame and his senior brother Kojo first went to Birifu, they promised to the Kukpenibie that if they were made rich they would give to the fetish a brand new car. So in December 1947, Kwame in order to fulfil his promise came to Birifu on one of his annual visits with a second-hand 15cwt. pick-up. Because Gyub was still in charge of the Birifu day school and because he was the only educated son at home, he was being taught how to drive the car, so that when the car papers were exchanged, he could always drive my father to Lawra and elsewhere. However, when the car was taken to Lawra for the papers to be legally exchanged, the then District Commissioner, Mr T. A. Mead, strongly advised my father against accepting it and refused to sanction the transfer of the papers. Kwame thus returned to Kumasi with his car.

So in Wenchi my father decided to send two persons to Kwapra with a message to Kwame, asking him for four hundred pounds cash in lieu of the brand new car. This was a reasonable figure to ask considering that the cheapest car then did not cost less than five hundred pounds. However, Kwame sent these emissaries back empty handed with a message that he did not owe my father any money or any car since my father was given a car in 1947 but had refused to accept it. For that reason, he, Kwame, was offering nothing in lieu of any car. This insult and rebuff stung my father deeply to the heart. My father, before leaving for home, sent back to Kwame one humble message—that in the very near future, he, Kwame, would come to him for help but at which time, he, my father, would be unable to utter a word of advice or help. And what a prophecy that was! It did really come to pass.

Having been rebuffed by Kwame, my father decided to go home before the roads became bad and impassable. So he ordered us to charter a passenger truck that could take his entire party home. As good luck would have it, as soon as we went out to the lorry park, we met a friend of my father, a Mr Donkor, who was a driver, driving his own transport. Donkor had also promised to Kukpenibie to let him be rich and buy himself a lorry; for prior to this he was a humble government transport driver. When Donkor learnt of my father’s presence in Wenchi and his desire to return to Birifu, Donkor offered his truck free of charge to my father, provided we waited for him for his return trip from Kumasi where he would discharge his present load and passengers. We were delighted with Donkor’s kind gesture and waited for him. Within three days Donkor was back to Wenchi with practically no load or passengers. We left Wenchi in the morning and by the evening, long before dusk, we were in Birifu, about 227 miles from Wenchi, despite the bad road at this time of the year. For this was about the middle of August when roads were often in their worst conditions.

Scarcely had we arrived home when Kwame Nti sent his younger brother Kojo, nicknamed in Birifu Dabnyuo (lit. ‘the man with the navel’), on an errand to my father. He knew that my father had greater confidence in Kojo than in him and hoped he would appease my father’s anger and get the help he wanted. The purpose of Kojo’s visit was to get the last mysticism of Kukpenibie, should my father not recover from his illness and pass away. But this could not be done until the last payments had been carried out (tiib doi), similar to the last payment of the bride wealth in Birifu (poo doi) after which the woman becomes a full member of her husband’s family. When such payments are made then the wife and all her personal effects belong to the husband or her children or his family, should either of them survive her; otherwise the property would go to her father’s family. However, Kwame was too late in sending his emissary to my father. By the time Kojo arrived in Birifu, my father had lost his voice completely and could hardly utter a word. There were times he did want to say something to Kojo, but any time he opened his mouth there was no sound. 

Not only did my father’s prophecy come true, but Kwame began losing his property to other persons. I understand he lost his Odum mansion to one Kwaku Mokazel, as well as his luxurious car which I believe was a Ford Mercury that cost about fifteen hundred pounds at that time. On top of all this was his legal bill between him and Kwaku Mokazel. Kwame hired one of the eminent barristers in Kumasi, one Mr Asafo Adjei, a relation of the doctor who examined my father. He later became the Minister of Local Government in the Nkrumah regime. In 1956 or so he was made High Commissioner of Ghana to Britain. Kwame’s riches began to ebb very low, and most of his wives and some of his relations who were more parasitic than faithful began deserting him. By 1956 Kwame’s riches had sunk to rock bottom even though he still wanted to live like a lord. By the 1960s he was so broke that he had to go to Bolgatanga where my brother had established his own building construction and hotel business and borrowed the sum of two hundred pounds. It is said that because of my brother’s generosity towards Kwame, he lost his life because the gods were angry with him. Those who believe in the gods would say that the Kukpenibie god had avenged my father, as the old adage goes the hand that can build can destroy.

Chapter Thirteen

While I was in Obuasi trying to learn my trade in driving and transport mechanics, I was in constant communication with Tiisip and discussing how we wanted the family business to be run. A broad scheme was mapped out between us which was later communicated to Bizoola, Biz for short. At that time, Tiisip was the agricultural instructor stationed in Birifu, and Biz had taken over from Gyub as the head teacher of the school, with Dibaar Kuuyele as his assistant. After going home with my father, I returned to Kumasi and to Obuasi where I collected my few things and returned to pursue my driving course, this time with Donkor, my father’s friend, who drove us home from Wenchi. Debomo, called David in later years, resigned his post with the Lawra Native Authority, where he had been employed after finishing a course at the trade school in Tamale, and sought employment as a time-keeper with the Public Works Department under an expatriate foreman of works in Wa. So with Tiisip and Biz in Birifu and David in Wa, the plan to run a commercially viable enterprise was at last unfolded. Three projects were to be carried out simultaneously—a transport enterprise, which my father had already approved when he was not ill; a village shop which I believed would pay and also help the villagers with their needs; and a corn mill which was presumably the brain child of either Biz or David.

In about June 1949, I returned home to see how my father’s health was getting on and also to mourn the death of David’s first wife, Lariba, who died in child birth. I stayed at home until August. When I was about to return to Kumasi, there was a conference with Tiisip, Biz and myself and the illiterate brothers in the house, at which a decision was taken to purchase a truck for our transport business. I presume that the other brothers not at home were informed by letter of the decision taken. I had a shrewd idea of the capital outlay for a vehicle in Kumasi and also what vehicle I preferred. I told my brothers what an Austin vehicle would cost at that time, i.e. £ 830. But when the chassis of the truck was bought, including the building of its body and the licensing of it, I found the capital outlay came up to between £ 950 and £ 1,000. This extra amount of was due to the fact that I bought the vehicle through a middleman instead of from the authorised dealer in Kumasi, the S.C.O.A., where the waiting list then was between three to six months. In my estimate I never took into account the profit of the middleman and the tips to all those working on the vehicle so that it could be ready for the road at a reasonable time.

While in Kumasi, I was introduced to a young man, Tang Yakubu, an ex-pupil of the Lawra Primary Boarding School. He was too old to be selected for the Tamale Middle Boarding School. Anyway, Mr T. A. Mead whom he served as a steward boy was able to get him his driving licence; he was then employed by a Syrian or Lebanese company, the Ashanti Mineral Water Company. It was Tang who introduced me to the middleman when he heard I was urgently looking for an Austin truck to buy. So when I took delivery of this vehicle, we drove it around from the house to the body building place in Suame. Before the vehicle was ready for the road, Tang convinced me of his interest in being my driver. Even though he had never driven any vehicle bigger than a one and a half tonner, I agreed to employ him. For I had not yet got my driving licence and even if I did, I would need some driving experience to cope with a five tonner for such long distance haulage. So when I was about to take the vehicle on the road, I employed Tang temporarily until the other brothers confirmed his appointment and salary.

Our first trip to the North was in September and by the end of December, the transport undertaking alone had brought in a net income of £ 385. This was very promising, even though I was not that impressed with my achievements. For it had been my ambition to increase the number of my fleet to five vehicles within five years time. I was determined to work selflessly for the family. I took on one of my younger brothers, Sunkuol, who was given the name of his great-great-grandfather, to be my driver’s mate. Sunkuol also worked selflessly for the family. He kept the engine and the body work of the vehicle spotlessly clean any time we returned from our journey to Kumasi. Indeed, nobody who saw us on the road and by our appearance would know that Sunkuol and I owned the vehicle. For more often than not we were covered in grease and filth.

There was a family re-union in 1949 at Christmas, and on Boxing Day we had a meeting. At this meeting we decided that Gyubunu, Gyub for short, was to be the family treasurer. This was because Biz was returning in 1950 to the Teacher Training College in Tamale to do his certificate A course. Tiisip was being transferred from Birifu to Sabule as an agricultural instructor, and John Deri was to replace him in Birifu. Nuonatuo, Nana for short, and later Birifu Naa Gandah II, was being posted to Samoa in the Lambussie Division as a village dresser, known at that time officially as Native Authority Dispenser, while Debomo was at Wa in the Public Works Department. Consequently, Gyub was the obvious choice. Collecting all the small amounts given by my father to individual brothers for safe-keeping, we had over one thousand five hundred pounds that day, perhaps even near to two thousand pounds. Before I left for the South, my father had given me three hundred and eighty-five pounds for safe-keeping. This was the proceeds of his groundnut sales to one Babile Imoro, a Wala trader and a friend of the family. So when I was leaving, I gave the keys to my box to one of my favourite younger brothers, Nyimedire, Nyime for short, to keep; and should my father ask for the cash, to open the box and give it to him. Then there were the proceeds of the transport earnings of £ 385 which I again gave to Nyime for safe-keeping. So altogether I handed over £ 770 to Gyub, the family treasurer.

I was not only responsible for the running of Gandah Transport but also for the running of the village shop. We sold beer and wine as well as other articles that the village community needed such as paraffin, known then in the Gold Coast as kerosine, soap, hoe blades, cloths, cutlasses, etc. As I could not run both the shop and Gandah Transport single handedly, I put another younger but bright brother, Wanizama, to be the shopkeeper. To assist him, I issued passbooks to persons I believed to be credit worthy. In any case, no person was allowed to have his or her credit limit exceed the £ 2 limit per month. The shop was replenished with new stock every month, with goods from Kumasi. For this reason I took up credit facilities with the United Africa Company, U.A.C., a subsidiary of Uniliver N.V. Ltd and John Holt in Kumasi. In case I was not in Kumasi and my driver Tang needed some petrol, I introduced him to one Mr Nkansah, the manager of the U.A.C shop, from where I did most of my bulk buying. This was always on credit basis, repayable on my next trip from the North. The shop in Birifu was opened in temporary premises pending the completion of a permanent structure that was under construction. We had very ambitious plans and these would have been efficiently run, had there not been too many cooks spoiling the broth.

The building of a permanent structure for our shop necessitated the transporting of building materials such as sand and pebbles from the riverside to the building site. It also necessitated the purchase of cement, iron rods, timber etc. from Kumasi. Since I was the only brother with great commercial contacts in the South and also with good business acumen, it was my responsibility to carry out these tasks. Anyway, by the end of January 1950 we had returned to Kumasi via Tamale. After maintaining the vehicle, I bought one hundred bags of cement and about forty-five cases of beer and some cases of wine and other provisions such as biscuits, coffee, ovaltine, etc. We loaded these onto the vehicle and travelled to Wenchi where we hoped to get some fee-paying passengers. The next day when the vehicle was ready to leave, I allowed my driver and Sunkuol to take the lead to Birifu with the load whilst I returned to Kumasi to buy some extra gallons of petrol so that we could do some carting of sand and stones for at least a day or two in Birifu before returning to Kumasi.

I had arrived back from Wenchi the previous night. The next day, after breakfast, I left to the town centre to purchase the extra petrol I needed for work in Birifu. I returned to the house for lunch and to get ready for my return journey in the evening to Birifu only to be confronted with a telegram announcing the sad news of the death of my father, Gandah I and Birifu Naa II. He died on February 8, 1950.

As mentioned earlier, in Birifu and elsewhere in the Dagara area the gods must be consulted to see whether the deceased person should be mourned or not. This rule also applies to chiefs. Besides, my father, having been initiated into the warrior class (zie sob), had to undergo certain performances before anybody not in that class could touch his body. So the gods were consulted, and they agreed that he should be mourned, but this consultation took hours and hours. The whole village was aware that my father had passed away. Within hours they all gathered around our house and although the multitude could be counted in their thousands, there was dead silence everywhere as the consultation still went on. Then the warrior class (zie dem) had also to perform their rituals. It would seem that my father had great foresight, for as soon as we finished our schooling, the seven of us that were still alive were initiated into the warrior class. Had he not done so, none of my brothers who were present when he died would have been able to touch his body. The rituals normally take the following form: the initiates gather on top at the edge of the compound (davura), some of them inside the compound where the deceased is laid. The deceased is then charged with bow sticks whilst the warriors blow their wooden whistles. After this performance, my other brothers were then able to wash him, sort of embalmed him to preserve the body, and then dressed him in his attire. I understand that by the time that all the rituals had been completed it was past 10 pm.

All the guns in the house, and they numbered over ten, were loaded; the xylophones, the k’ogyil, the gbin and the dagaar, and the drums had all been adjusted and tuned waiting for the right moment. As soon as everything was finished and the chief mourners started to wail, the entire village burst into deep mourning. The gunners were at the top of the house and fired salvos upon salvos all through the night. The villagers with guns also brought their own as is customary in the Dagara area. My father had always stocked cases of gunpowder for such eventualities. The guns were fired continuously, and I understand the sounds of these guns were heard as far as Nandom and beyond, a distance of over twenty-seven miles.

Because my father’s body was specially preserved, it was able to withstand the heat for several days without mortifying. Indeed, he was mourned for over seven days before his body was interred. This was unusual but the family was expecting my arrival home, with some of my brothers, before the corpse was buried. On receiving the telegram in Kumasi, I set off that evening with my wife, Katule, my junior brother, Zumaka, and Tang’s wife and child for Birifu. At least I had hoped we would arrive home before my father was interred. But alas! it was our ill luck that we took a truck that plagued us with break downs upon break downs. A journey that usually took at most three days took us over eight days. Having waited for our arrival in vain, the family decided to inter the body and leave the funeral parlour or pyre awaiting our arrival. The very day my father was interred and the funeral brought to a close and everyone dispersed to their houses, this very day we also arrived at Birifu, but only half an hour too late.

It seemed that my father’s death took everyone by surprise. It is often possible to predict the death of someone suffering from long illness, two or three days earlier. In such circumstances, pito is brewed to entertain the numerous sympathisers that are expected for the funeral. However, in my father’s case, the family had been taken unawares, and pito had to be bought from local brewers all over Birifu and from the surrounding villages in order to entertain the sympathisers and distinguished visitors. All the divisional chiefs from the district with their followers came to the funeral. The Lawra Naa, J. A. Karbo, did not only have to attend because he was the divisional chief but he was also obliged as a son-in-law to the deceased and had to perform certain duties. Similarly, the Nandom Naa, Imoro, was the grandson and brother of the deceased, and obliged to be present at the funeral. The other divisional chiefs, Jirapa Naa Yelpoe I and Lambussie Koro Salifu Dy-Yakah also came with their entourage to mourn my father. Furthermore, all the district administration clerks and the medical workers who were all my father’s friends turned up to mourn and sympathise with us. The district commissioner and the agricultural personnel, too, were all there to bid him the final farewell from this earth. When the Gandah Transport truck arrived with the forty-five cases of beer and the several cases of wine which were distributed to these distinguished guests for their entertainment, people must have thought this was preplanned by the family, not knowing that this was by sheer coincidence that I dispatched the beer ahead. The family appreciated all those who came and paid their final respects to my father.

In certain parishes in Birifu and elsewhere in the Dagara area, they display what is known as botibe (lit. carved statues that represent humans and animals alike). This display can take many forms, for example, the magic of piercing through the tongues of the actors with arrows without shedding any blood, or carrying heavy earthen pots with the underside of their lips with no other support. The actors normally emerge from the magic room, displaying what they intend to show, and walk round the deceased who is placed high on his pyre (paala). During my father’s funeral, his nephews from the Nmangbil and Silayiile area, where this magic was still practised, decided to perform botibe. With permission from the elders they displayed this at my father’s funeral as their contribution to the funeral performances. 

In Birifu as well as in other parts of the Dagara area, when a mature man dies who had been adept in some art like kobine or boobine dances or hunting, or both, then either a hunt or these dances or both will be performed at the funeral to let the deceased take these as dreams to his new kingdom of the dead (kpime teu). Every male is invited to this funeral hunt, and if some sizeable game was killed, all the better. If no game is found on the occasion, then a goat which resembles the duiker will be killed during a mock hunt and brought to the pyre and the hunt display performed. At my father’s funeral, the hunt was performed and the song that accompanies the return of the hunt was sung at the funeral pyre.

Furthermore, when a mature male person dies, throughout the funeral about twice a day a mock battle is being performed, where the participants are divided into two opposing sides, each pretending to shoot the members of the other side. This is particularly done when the deceased has been initiated into the warrior class. As my father was a zie sob, mock battles were performed many times before his burial.

One of the last rituals before my father’s body was interred was the solemn recital of the boor (bagre). This was normally done in Birifu, when eminent boor personnel, second graders and upwards, died. The ritual was performed under the shade of a tree, away from the non-initiates, with all the initiates allowed to take part.

On the last day of the funeral, the day of the burial, the last respects were to be paid to my father. His body which had already been placed in a coffin was put in the Gandah Transport vehicle that served as a hearse. I have already mentioned earlier that towards the palace there was a triangular space made by three roads forming something like a plaza where my father used to walk to have his morning and evening exercises. On the burial day, the male mourners were all dressed in war gear and lined up on both sides of the roads along this triangle. As the driver drove slowly round this plaza with the corpse, the men displayed their war act and pursued the vehicle until it returned to the pyre.

It is the custom that the male head or the oldest member of the family should be buried immediately in front of the family house while the female head or oldest wife is buried inside the house, in the courtyard of her compound (davura). My father’s grave was dug in front of the house. As his coffin was lowered down the grave, there was a salvo of gun salute intermingled with the blowing of horns, wooden flutes and wooden whistles. This moment marked the bitterest part of the mourning, as if it was a fresh funeral again. The widows and the children wailed and reeled around on the ground. Their grief could not be pacified by their joking partners, for they would accept the pacification for one minute and the next minute get up and start to wail again. As the grave was covered, however, the wailing and weeping gradually subsided, but since my arrival home with some of the brothers was still expected, the funeral did not come to a close until we arrived half an hour or so later when the fever pitch wailing resumed again. Minutes after we arrived, the pyre was dismantled, and within half an hour there was silent solemnity in the house.

The date for the final obsequies of my father was fixed for February 8, 1951, a year after his death. Nana who was eager to succeed my father on the stool, wanted the funeral rites to be performed much earlier, but I was not prepared to have the date altered, because there was a lot to prepare for the guests from the South and from the Birifu area which would involve some financial burden. I mentioned earlier that all the drinks that I brought for the shop were used for the funeral of my father. It would take a very long time to make some profit and pay for the cost of the funeral and also for the funeral obsequies. In any case, I wanted the funeral rites performed on that date in order to allow his distant relations and friends ample time between coming to greet the funeral and coming later for the funeral rites. For as late as August 1950, friends from all over the country and the adjoining countries were still coming to pay their respect to him. Although my father’s funeral was over, so long as the final funeral rites had not been performed it was still regarded a funeral house (kuo-yir). So as far as the village was concerned, the family was still in deep mourning. I had sent funeral messages to Kwame Nti and many of his other friends in the South, although my father’s death was officially announced on Radio Z.O.Y., the national radio network of the Gold Coast. This, however, gave the news of his death a wider publicity, and so day in and day out friends and relations came to mourn his death.

It is customary that when sympathisers go to the funeral house to mourn the dead, the bereaved family joins them again in fresh mourning. This was the case in our house for quite a long time. As my father had left behind thirty-five widows, all these thirty-five widows often joined in with the sympathisers in the mourning. Indeed many of the villagers were caught in false alarms on several occasions by their wails. For as soon as there was fresh mourning and wailing, the villagers came running to sympathise with us, thinking that there was another death in the family only to find that it was still my father’s funeral that was being mourned.

Chapter Fourteen

It would seem from official records that chiefs were promoted or even sacked arbitrarily by the district commissioner of the day. The chiefs were given medals which were handed back to the district commissioner when the occupier of the stool died. My father had always stressed that he had been a divisional chief until the advent of the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority where he was made sub-chief, and he emphasised the fact that he had been given a three-inch medallion. Although there is no documentary evidence of his being a divisional chief, there is ample proof that he was indeed given the medallion. Immediately after his funeral, however, the medallion was recalled and handed to Lambussie Koro Salifu Dy-Yakah, in exchange for the latter’s two-inch medallion which was to be given to the new Birifu Naa III when he was enstooled. Of course, the family, including the writer, felt this was an unfair treatment since they were not aware of any precedent of medallions being recalled when the occupier of a stool died. It would be right for the Lambussie Koro to have been given a three-inch medal just like the other divisional chiefs when Lambussie became a division of its own in 1948. But it would have been the duty of the government of the day to have the proper medallion struck for the Lambussie Koro and not to substitute that of the Birifu Naa for his. If they wanted to be consistent with their action they should have collected all the sub-chiefs’ three-inch medallions and given them the two-inch ones instead. No wonder the Gandah family became very incensed and felt that an injustice had been done to them. 
It has already been said that the family was still in deep mourning, and up until as late as August 1950 sympathisers were still pouring in to Birifu to mourn the death of my father. While this was going on, certain members of the family were suspected to be vying for the vacant seat of the Birifu Naa. From the 1930s it was the policy of the Gold Coast government in the Northern Territories to enskin educated chiefs whenever a vacancy existed, if this was possible. So when in 1935 the primary boarding school in Lawra was opened, it was decided that chiefs give the names of their sons in school whom they would like to succeed them should a vacancy arise. At that time, my father had only four of his children enrolled in the school, and as Nana was the eldest of them, my father nominated him to be his successor, and in case Nana failed to survive him, I believe Biz, who was the next eldest, was nominated and had his name taken. However, a few months later my father sent another four children to the school, two of whom, Sorkumo and John Deri, were older than Nana and Biz, and Tiisip was also much older than Biz. However, Nana felt he was the rightful heir to the stool and immediately started behaving like one even though the funeral rites were a long way off. Nana should have realised that he had no rival among the educated lot, but he was envious in case any of us were to contest him, especially Biz who was at home during the latter part of my father’s illness, when all the headmen came to him for advice concerning the administration of the village.

There was also the suspicion that my father’s linguist, Sakpi, was interested in the Birifu chieftaincy, and wild rumours had it that he was sending presents to the Lawra Naa to oil his palm so the latter could make him the successor. To quell this rumour, Sakpi was confronted by us and of course he denied being interested in the chieftaincy and reiterated that his uncle, Gandah, had nominated Nana to be his successor and that he, Sakpi, would not go against his uncle’s wishes. Sakpi and the uneducated lot in the house took my father’s nomination of Nana as a sort of will made by him which was binding on everyone. Indeed that is how the Dagara people made their wills before the advent of literacy, and a person could disinherit another by his verbal word alone.

The next person whom Nana suspected to be interested in the chieftaincy of Birifu was his uncle Gaziere, even though he knew Gaziere would not command the respect of the family much less the majority of the people of Birifu. The trouble with Nana initially was that he did not make himself known to the villagers and was afraid that those of us who were at home and very popular with the people were after the chieftaincy. Nana was all the time stationed in Nandom as clerk to the Nandom Division and later, when he was trained as native authority dresser, he was stationed in Samoa in the Lambussie Division, so the people of Birifu were not acquainted with him.

Although Gandah had passed away we still had to pursue with the businesses we had set up, and now more than ever I was determined to let it succeed. David, by virtue of his training and his hard work in Wa, had been promoted from the post of a time-keeper to that of a station foreman to fill a newly created vacancy in Tumu. So not very long he was posted there, and visiting David in Tumu any time I had enough load to go there with the Gandah Transport, it seemed a potential place to open another Gandah Store. The Tumu Native Authority had built a row of six market stalls in the Zongo, for letting out, and none of the market traders took up these store rooms except the station carpenter, one Kwame Mabre, who rented one at fifteen shillings per month and opened a shop for his wife. Tumu had only been reopened a few years before as a district station of its own with its own district commissioner. Commerce was mostly catered for by Yoruba traders who would penetrate into the very interior markets of the villages to sell their merchandise. Indeed, they supplied people with such vital commodities like soap, kerosine etc., and I therefore felt there was room to open a shop. After careful discussion with David, we decided to open the second Gandah Shop in Tumu. After making arrangements with the native authority clerk, I paid for the rent of two store rooms and collected the keys. Having built shelves and a counter in one of the store rooms which would be the main store while the other one was used as a stock room, I went down to Kumasi and brought back some provisions to stock the new shop. Meanwhile I asked my driver and Sunkuol to run the transport enterprise without me and to report and pay any monies they made from the business to Gyub, the family treasurer. I stayed in Tumu for a short while to train a cousin who was with David as a house boy. As soon as my application for a beer and wine licence was approved, we added to our merchandise beer and wines. 
While in Tumu I was able to canvass some business with the district commissioner, and my truck was hired to cart sand and stones for the building construction works that were being undertaken by David, the station foreman. There was a vote in the estimates by the central government for him to build four junior staff quarters, and the district commissioner hired the Gandah Transport truck for a month and paid us £ 5 a day. Prior to this I had applied to the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority to become their sole transporter of goods purchased from the South to Lawra. So after the district commissioner had finished with us in Tumu, I travelled with my driver to Lawra, and as good luck would have it, when I saw the clerk in charge, I was told the Native Authority had ordered 950 bags of cement from John Holt in Kumasi. He advised me to collect the chit from him after the Lawra Naa as President of the Confederacy had countersigned it. This would authorise the manager of John Holt to part with the goods to Gandah Transport. So I advised my driver to travel to Nandom and Hamile while I waited in Lawra to collect the chit pending his return. When the truck returned from Hamile, the Lawra Naa had countersigned the chit which I gave to my driver to take to John Holt in Kumasi. I told him verbally how to subcontract this load to other lorry owners. I followed this with a written instruction to my driver in Kumasi, and when all this cargo was delivered to Lawra, I collected the coat of the freight and paid it to the treasurer of the Gandah family in Birifu. However, although I had instructed my driver who was now plying between Kumasi and Hamile to pay all proceeds to our treasurer, it seems he never did so, at least according to Gyub, and so for a complete year Gandah Transport paid no receipts into the family chest.

By the end of 1950, most of the educated senior Gandah brothers were owing the Birifu shop amounts between four hundred to seven hundred pounds, the culprits being Gyub, Biz and Tiisip. I therefore instructed Wanzam, the shopkeeper, not to give any of them further credit. When I got to Kumasi, I told Mr Nkansah not to give my driver any goods on credit except for petrol for the vehicle, for my brothers were buying expensive goods on credit through Tang from the U.A.C. and John Holt & Co. When that loophole was closed, it met with the displeasure of my senior brothers, especially Gyub, Biz and Nana, and I was more or less sent to Coventry or looked upon as trying to lead the family in its affairs.

By the beginning of 1951, I was completely ostracised by my elder educated brothers because by this time the elders, my father’s widows and my illiterate younger brothers were all looking up to me for leadership, and because of their close association with me, my younger brothers were also ostracised. In 1947, as we were all now adults, my father had built for us separate quarters known as the school boys’ quarters (sakuul bibiir yir) where we all stayed when we came home on leave or for a visit or for Christmas. Because of my brothers’ behaviour, I had however moved upstairs, back to the main building of the palace, and stayed in the section which my father had assigned to us when we were in our adolescence, just below his apartment. Any time these illiterate younger brothers of mine went near my senior brothers, especially when they were drinking pito, they were turned away and told to go up to their chief, meaning me. One of my brothers, Kpaar, worked with Jack Goody as assistant or collaborator. And Jack was to be sacked from Birifu at the insistence of my brothers, Gyub, Biz and Nana, because, as they insisted he was disrespectful to them. However, they were taking that action only because of Kpaar’s close association with me, and I advised Jack not to listen to them.

The date for my father’s final funeral rites was fixed for February 8, 1951. All brothers came home for the occasion, except David who could not get permission from his station. Kwame Nti and my father’s other friends from the South had been informed of the date, and we expected that Kwame Nti would be arriving on the day with a brass band among his entourage. So I travelled down to Kumasi to buy the drinks and provisions for the Birifu shop and also enough to entertain our visitors from the South. On February 6, the malt grist for the pito of the funeral was to be mashed (mhar mhar) which involved fresh weeping, because when the grist was being mashed, funeral tunes were played on the xylophones. There erupted wails from both men and women to the playing of funeral songs and the beating of the long drum (gagaa). The wailing continued for a while, at least for an hour or two, and then subsided, but the xylophone music continued till daybreak when the sweet wort (dazie) was diluted to taste and reboiled. The playing of the xylophones still continued into the third day, when the pito was drawn into small but sizeable pots (da duuli) ready for distribution to the patriclans taking part. Some pots would be used at the ancestral shrine (kpiin par) where Gandah’s statue (kpiin daa, lit. the stick of the ghost) would be placed among the ancestral statues at the shrine. On this day, people whom Gandah owed any money or property had to proclaim publicly how much he owed them or forever hold their peace. The widows’ heads were then clean shaven, after which they were properly bathed. They were then dressed in their best attire and paraded in front of the house where they danced as the singers encircled them. To round off the ceremony, the widows were then led on to the paths and allowed to run as fast as they could, chased by their new suitors if there were any. Which ever suitor who managed to catch one or even two would become her or their future husband.

True to his word, Opanyin Kwame Nti and his entourage arrived with a brass band which played for a while that evening. After that they were shown their accommodation, then after washing down they came to pay homage to their hosts and were given pito and cases of drinks as their welcome to Birifu. The clerks in Lawra and at the Babile station had been told that there would be a dance at the palace, and that every one was invited to attend. So when the band arrived, I went to Lawra to tell them the day of the dance and also to invite a police constable to be present in order to keep the peace. The evening went smoothly without much trouble, except for Nana who was drunk and wanted to fight with my shopkeeper who refused to sell him drink on credit.

So February 8, 1951 ended the era of my father, Gandah, Birifu Naa II and Gandah I. For that was the day that his soul is supposed to have left this earth of ours to the land of the ghosts or the spiritual land (kpiime teu). From then onwards his soul has been blessed to join the kingdom of the dead and he has since become one of the ancestors of the Gandah house.
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� 	Mr Henkel was the headmaster of the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority Primary School, opened in 1935 in Lawra, which S. D. W. K. Gandah attended. For more details on this, see S. D. W. K. Gandah, The Silent Rebel, Accra: Subsaharan Publishers 2004, pp. 36-7, 61-2. 


� 	‘Mysticism’ here refers mainly to the important shrine for Kukpenibie which Gandah owned and attended. See Chapter Six in this volume for more details.


� 	The bagre is the most important ‘secret’ association among the Dagara and Dagaba; the initiation lasts several months and ends with a large public feast around Christmas time. Jointly with Jack Goody, Kum Gandah has researched into the bagre, and recorded and translated the long recitation during the last initiation rituals. See Jack Goody, The Myth of the Bagre, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1972; Jack Goody and S. W. D. K. Gandah, Une récitation bagré, Paris: A. Colin 1980; Jack Goody and S. W. D. K. Gandah, The Third Bagre: A Myth Revisited, Durham: Carolina Academic Press 2002 (see also Carola Lentz (ed.), 2008: The Silent Rebel: The Missing Years. By S. W. D. K. Gandah. Research Review Supplement No. 18. Accra: Institute of African Studies University of Ghana 26).


� 	The idea of the Dian (Janné, Dyan) as first inhabitants of the Lawra District has first been espoused by Lawra District Comissioner Eyre-Smith in the early 1920s; for more details see Carola Lentz, Ethnicity and the Making of History in Northern Ghana, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press 2006, p. 99.


� 	For further details on Birifu, see also Jack Goody, The Social Organisation of the LoWiili, London: H. M. Stationary Office 1956.


� 	For further details, see Lentz, Ethnicity, op. cit., pp. 24-32.


� 	Captain Binger travelled via Kong and Bobo-Dioulasso to Ouagadougou in 1888-89, but never touched Wa (see Louis Binger, Du Niger au Golfe de Guinée, Paris: Librairie Hachette 1892); G. E. Ferguson met the Wala outside of Wa in 1894, and there seems to have been no European presence in Wa and surroundings before that period. Whether any French emissary crossed the Volta into Birifu, remains an open question. 


� 	This is an interesting perspective, but not supported by any documentary evidence on colonial land legislation in North-Western Ghana where earth-priestly control of land was never replaced by chiefly administration. On colonial land tenure, see Raymond B. Bening, Land policy and administration in Northern Ghana, 1898-1976, Transactions of the Historical Sociatey of Ghana, 16, 1995: 227-66.


� 	For details and archival sources of these durbars and Duncan-Johnstone’s period of office, see Lentz, Ethnicity, op. cit., pp. 65-71.


� 	Sgt Duncan-Johnstone was Lawra District Commissioner between 1917 and 1921; for more details, see Lentz, Ethnicity, op. cit., pp. 56, 65, 70−1.


� Unfortunately, I do not know how the author accessed a copy of this purported letter, and can therefore not give any details about his source.


� See Remigius F. McCoy, Great Things Happen: Personal Memoir of the First Christian Missionary among the Dagaabas and Sissalas of Northwest Ghana. Montreal: The Society of the Missioneries of Africa 1988, pp. 217-8.


� For more details, see McCoy, Great Things, op. cit., pp. 109-24, 247-9, 285-6. See also Sean Hawkins, ‚To pray or not to pray: politics, medicine, and conversion among the LoDagaa of Northern Ghana, 1929-1939’, Canadian Journal of African Studies 31, 1997: 50-85; and Lentz, Ethnicity, op. cit., pp. 154-63.


� For a different perspective and further information on Kukpenibie in the South, see Jean Allman and John Parker, Tongnaab: The History of a West African God, Bloominton: Indiana University Press 2005, esp. pp. 136-41.


� 	On the compound system and other aspects of daily life in the school, see Gandah, Silent Rebel, op. cit., pp. 41-9.


� 	Actually, the Lawra-Tumu District consisted of two native authorities, the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority and the Tumu Native Authority. The Lawra Confederacy, in turn, consisted of the Jirapa, Lawra, Nandom and Lambussie Divisions, but the latter was amalgamared with the Nandom Division between 1936 and 1948. For further deatails, see Lentz, Ethnicity, op. cit., pp. 104-26.





