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Editor’s introduction
Carola Lentz

‘A man of great foresight’: this is how S. W. D. K. Gandah chose to sum up his father, Birifu Naa Gandah I, an influential chief in Lawra District in what is today North-Western Ghana. Born around 1872, like many young men in the villages at the time, he was raised to become a farmer, herdsman and hunter. In 1917, Gandah—or, to be precise: Gandah-yir, literally ‘the house of the brave’, as his father called him—was enskinned as chief of Birifu and its satellite settlements and came to play an important role in the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority. He was in many respects what we could call a ‘modernising’ chief. He cooperated closely with the colonial authorities and successfully organised his subjects to perform the required road labour, pay taxes and provide soldiers for recruitment, assisted authorities in controlling the spread of disease amongst livestock and humans, and greatly supported the establishment of the first school in Lawra District. At the same time, he relied on tried-and-true strongman strategies that entailed some measure of redistribution, and he was well versed in local traditions. He was a strong warrior, at least in his youth, an excellent xylophone player and local expert in herbal medicine and bone-setting, a leading elder in the bagre initiation cult, and the owner of an important shrine, the Kukpenibie, that attracted ever widening circles of clients seeking health, fertility, wealth and protection against witchcraft. In addition to benefiting from the villagers’ labour on his farm and shares in the taxes he helped authorities collect, it was this shrine that constituted an important source of his income. When Gandah died in 1950, he left behind no less than thirty-five widows and over one hundred sons and daughters as well as nearly twenty horses and more than five hundred cows. The Lawra District Commissioner once described J. A. Karbo, who since the mid-1930s was paramount chief of Lawra Division, as a ‘benevolent, progressive despot’.
 This description would probably also have fitted Birifu Naa Gandah, the second highest ranking chief in Lawra Division—or at least, this is the image that emerges from S. W. D. K. Gandah’s recollections of his father.

In this book, S. W. D. K. Gandah narrates the story of Gandah-yir, the Gandah family, and of the Birifu Naa’s relations with villagers and neighbouring chiefs as well as the colonial officers who were stationed in Lawra or passed through Birifu on their tours of inspection. Through the lens of Gandah’s story, we learn about how Birifu was settled and how the immigrating patriclans spun their social networks, about the bagre initiation cult, about illness and indigenous medicine, divination and witch hunts, about the ‘trade’ in ritual protection that developed around the Kukpenibie shrine, and, most importantly, about the colonial encounter in this part of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast. We meet some of the district commissioners and the agricultural officer, we are given a lively account of Princess Marie-Louise’s visit to Birifu and of the warlike rituals that Chief Gandah invented to greet his official visitors, and we listen in on court cases examining murder charges, chiefs’ discussions about the benefits and problems of Western schooling, and the difficulties experienced by the colonial Medical Field Unit in clearing the sacred groves during their tsetse fly eradication campaigns. In short: Gandah-yir’s story opens a window on every-day life under colonial rule, albeit not from the perspective of the ordinary villager, but rather that of a chief who quite successfully juggled the expectations of colonial administrators, his own power interests and the welfare of his subjects. At the same time, the story is punctuated with the author’s reflections on the efficiency of indigenous cures and their relation to Western medicine, the value of oral tradition and local memory versus documents penned by colonial officers, and the rationality of indigenous beliefs that the Catholic missionaries refused to appreciate. 
The author, his manuscript and the editing process

S. W. D. K. Gandah, or ‘Kum’, as his was affectionately called by his friends, was born in Birifu in 1927, and he was among the first group of students to re-open the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority Primary School, which he attended from 1935 to 1939. As such, he belonged to the first generation of educated Northerners. From 1940 to 1944, Kumbonoh Gandah continued his education at Tamale Government Middle Boarding School—at that time the only state-run post-primary educational institution in the Northern Territories. Like many of his educated classmates, having reached ‘standard seven’, he enrolled in the Tamale Teacher Training College, from which he graduated in 1946. For a few years, he taught at his own former primary school in Lawra, but soon left to work in the family transport and retail business that he had helped establish and, more importantly, to become engaged in party politics. Actively supporting the ‘mass education’ programme and becoming involved in the People’s Education Association in Tumu in the early 1950s, he was elected member of the Tumu Local and District Councils. Between 1954 and 1958 he then served as party secretary for the Northern People’s Party (NPP) in the North-West, working in close co-operation with S. D. Dombo, one of the leading opposition politicians under the Nkrumah regime. In 1958, Kumbonoh Gandah left for London to pursue further education. There, he eventually found employment with British Rail, where he worked while continuing his studies. Finally, he was hired as a statistician by the Guinness brewery. Retiring early from the company, he intended to return to Ghana to establish a business; but during one of his visits to his home country, in 1983, he was involved in a terrible car accident. Although he remained paralysed from the waist down, thanks to rehabilitation he was able to continue living in his flat in London and even work at a computer, which allowed him to (re)write the present manuscript as well as an autobiography—The Silent Rebel—that has recently been published.
 

As Kumbonoh explains in his preface to Gandah-yir, he grew up listening to his father’s recollections and stories about the family ancestors, the olden days in Birifu and the time ‘when the white man came’. Initial interest in these narratives had been instilled by his primary school teacher who asked the students to collect local oral traditions. But it was not until Kumbonoh attended teacher training college that he was actually encouraged to put pen to paper and write down some of his father’s tales. The training college’s English teacher introduced her students to the legend of Beowulf, this grand old English epic poem, and asked them to compose an essay featuring the heroes of local history. However, despite his great interest to document his father’s life, Kumbonoh did not follow up on this first essay; other interests and concerns proved to be more pressing. Moreover, he did not feel the standard of his English was sufficiently high to warrant its publication. It was his friendship with Jack Goody, the anthropologist from Cambridge who had done fieldwork in Birifu in the early 1950s, that eventually helped him to overcome doubts regarding the quality of his work. Since the late 1960s, he had been assisting Goody with the documentation and analysis of the Birifu and Lawra versions of the bagre myth, and Goody encouraged him to write a longer text about his father that could eventually be published. But again, due to other commitments, the first draft of Gandah-yir remained unfinished and was shelved. 
When I met Kumbonoh in 1993 and expressed my keen interest in the history of chieftaincy in Lawra District, he mentioned the existence of the unfinished Gandah-yir manuscript and allowed me to go through it. In return, I gave him copies of all the documents I had culled from the colonial archives in London, Accra and Tamale that contained references to Birifu and his father. Our exchange of ideas and materials encouraged Kumbonoh to rework and expand his manuscript. Soon, however, he decided to concentrate on first finishing his autobiography, but this eventually took up all his energy. We decided to revisit the Gandah-yir project after the publication of his The Silent Rebel, which was supported and actively encouraged by Jack Goody. But unfortunately Kumbonoh’s premature death in 2001 prevented the realisation of our plan. 
I have hesitated for some time to go ahead with the publication of Gandah-yir, because I felt the manuscript needed somewhat more editing than The Silent Rebel and because the two texts had a certain amount of overlap, with some episodes appearing in both. Also, I had commitments to several book projects of my own. When I recently reread Gandah-yir, however, I discovered that the text was in fact not simply a straightforward narrative biography, but took an interesting reflective perspective that differed considerably from the autobiography. Gandah-yir is significant in that it is one of the rare instances in which a lay historian writes a local history that takes seriously both oral traditions and archival documents and aims at bringing them together in a fascinating account of the story of a colonial chief and of the society in which he lived. As such, it is a valuable contribution to the history of colonial rule and chieftaincy in Ghana, and certainly merits publication, not least because Northern Ghana in general, and the Upper West in particular, continue to be underrepresented in Ghanaian historiography. 
In order to make the text more readable and engaging, I have decided to eliminate some of the redundancies and repetitions in the text, in addition to correcting errors in spelling and grammar, and inserting explanatory footnotes wherever I felt it would be helpful to the reader. However, I changed neither the structure of the book nor the order of chapters, and all in all attempted to keep my revisions to a minimum. I hope that the latter would have met with Kumbonoh’s approval; he himself would most likely have, had he still been alive, put in further work before publication. Although the chapters themselves have no titles, Kumbonoh had punctuated his narrative with chapter subtitles that were to guide the reader through the text. However, in many cases these subtitles did not fully correspond to the content of the sections that followed them, and were confusing at best, even misleading at worst. I finally opted to eliminate all subtitles, and instead prepared a detailed table of contents which allows the reader to get a quick overview of what period and theme is treated in each chapter. In editing the manuscript I have also decided—and, in doing so, hope not to have provoked Kum’s anger in the ‘hereafter’—to romanise the few symbols in the phonetic transcription he used. This in no way hinders comprehension of vernacular names and words, but rather makes the text more accessible; besides, Kum himself was not consistent regarding the use of phonetic symbols in his manuscript.

There are various ways to read Kumbonoh Gandah’s text. As the author himself intended it, the book recollects, documents and makes accessible his father’s accounts of a quickly vanishing past. Although it aims mainly at a local audience, it is also of interest to a broader readership interested in Ghana’s history and can be read as a local historiography and an engaging narrative about what it meant to be a chief in colonial Ghana. For a scholarly readership, however, the book not only contains a wealth of information on Gandah, Birifu and Lawra District, but is also a richly textured document from the pen of an indigenous intellectual, a member of that first generation of school graduates who embodied both a traditional upbringing and new values instilled through Western education. Kumbonoh writes from the perspectives of both a loyal son full of ‘adoration’ for his father, as he puts it, and a critic of some aspects of village life. He no longer fully believes in the efficiency of shrines and witchcraft, but at the same time defends the rationality of local beliefs against missionary and colonial verdicts of ‘primitivism’. It is to some of these contradictions and tensions, and to the windows Kumbonoh Gandah’s text provides on colonial rule, modernisation and the re-configuration of tradition in Northern Ghana that I want to turn briefly in the remainder of this introduction.

Chieftaincy and colonial rule

Kumbonoh Gandah’s narrative leaves no doubt that ‘Birifu had no chief as such before the advent of the white man’ (19). Indeed, one of the interesting aspects of his account is that we learn more about how local people adopted the institution of chieftaincy introduced by the colonial regime. More generally, with the exception of the small urbanised state of Wa, before the advent of colonial rule most societies of the North-West were neither characterised by strict hierarchy with permanent chieftaincies, hereditary succession and ritualised office, nor by complete acephalousness, or ‘statelessness’, let alone egalitarianism. Fundamental to a sense of belonging were the indigenous concepts of the ‘house’, based on patrilineal descent groups, and the ‘earth shrine’, an institution established by the founders of the village that organised rights over and access to land and secured peace in the local community. Beyond these two basic forms of belonging, local people and powerful outsiders developed an intricate, flexible network of alliances and enmities between independent villages, individual ‘strongmen’ and, in the second half of the nineteenth century, Muslim warlords and slave raiders operating locally or supra-regionally. The power of local ‘strongmen’ was based on their success as big-time rich farmers, skilful warriors, shrine owners and ritual experts, or traders, sometimes participating in the regional slave trade, or a combination of all these.

To a certain extent Gandah, the Birifu Naa-to-be, must have embodied some of these ‘strongman’ features. Yet, at the same time he developed, as I will discuss below, the qualities of the civil-servant type of administrator-chief that the British eventually demanded. The author is silent about any connection of the Gandah family with slaving activities. Nor does he tell us much about Derkota, the first Birifu chief, except that Derkota belonged to the same Naayiile patriclan as Gandah, albeit a different section, and that he was made chief because ‘his family ... gave hospitality to the first white man who visited the village’ (19). In many other villages of Lawra District where I reconstructed the local history of chieftaincy such hospitable houses were often precisely those of strongmen who did not fear to interact with strangers because they could mobilise enough warriors to defend themselves or had gathered some experience with the wider world. Unlike in many other localities in Lawra District, chieftaincy in Birifu was clearly not bestowed on the house of the earth priest, who belongs to another patriclan, and it is interesting to note that the earth-priestly family does not play a major role in Kumbonoh’s narrative—a fact that is probably indicative of the relative autonomy with which both Derkota and later Gandah, himself a powerful ritual expert, must have acted.

In any case, it was by interacting with local actors who were themselves interested in political centralisation and power, that the British succeeded in transforming the political landscape. By 1907, colonial officers had divided Lawra District into ten ‘native states’, as they called these chiefdoms, of which some encompassed up to thirty settlements, while others included only two or three, each native state being subject to a head chief. Birifu was one of these smaller native states, which in the early 1930s were then integrated as sub-divisions into the four largest entities (later called ‘divisions’), Lawra, Jirapa, Nandom and Lambussie. The Lawra Confederacy, which was created during this time, survived the administrative reforms of the 1950s and, up until today, has served as the framework within which local political alliances and enmities are entered into and the establishment of new districts and constituencies is disputed.

The divisions and sub-divisions of the Lawra Confederacy were neither congruent with earth-shrine areas nor with ethnic groups. The extent of the chiefdoms was usually defined according to the power networks of the first head chiefs and according to criteria of administrative convenience, but not with respect to the boundaries dictated by cultural similarities or property rights in land. Even if the British model of native states was targeted towards the erection of small territorial states, chiefly rule in the first decades of the colonial regime was nonetheless based on personal networks with divisional chiefs controlling these networks but no territory. Their area of rule was defined through lists of sub-chiefs and the villages owing them tribute in the form of labour or goods. Only in the 1930s were political membership and rule increasingly territorialised, when a poll tax was introduced and a central treasury for the Lawra Confederacy set up (later supplemented by sub-treasuries in the four divisions). Establishing the boundaries of the chiefdoms and recruiting effective chiefs was a matter of trial and error, whereby existing local power structures on the one hand and the British model of small, territorial states with an inheritable kingdom on the other were gradually made to correspond to each other. The successful introduction of rituals and symbols of rule and the lasting transformation of the physical infrastructure contributed to the stability of the new political order.

In many respects, Birifu Naa Gandah stands at the threshold of a transition from a first generation of ‘strongman’ chiefs who knew how to manipulate power networks through gifts, violence and spiritual authority, to a second generation of ‘civil-servant’ chiefs who were capable and at the same time obedient administrators and allowed themselves to be incorporated into the bureaucratic hierarchy. Gandah was made chief after the new political order of chiefdoms had been more or less firmly established in Lawra District. Pacification, i.e. the suppression of local feuds and attacks on traders or colonial officers, was the major concern of the British administration until World War I, and ‘strongman’ chiefs with their strategies of patronage, predation and redistribution were useful allies in achieving these aims. In the post-war period, the emphasis of British policies shifted towards infrastructural development and the recruitment of labour for the Gold Coast Colony and the Ashanti Protectorate, and this required a new type of indigenous ruler.

Gandah’s appointment as chief in 1917 coincided with the beginning of the term of office of Lawra District Commissioner A. C. Duncan-Johnstone, who later as Commissioner of Southern Province and Chief Commissioner of the Northern Territories became an ardent supporter of the policy of indirect rule. Already during his days in Lawra, Duncan-Johnstone’s professed aim was to instruct chiefs in the ‘art of self-government’ and promote ‘a new spirit of progress and efficiency ’.
 Duncan-Johnstone introduced a number of neo-traditions such as a three-level system of native courts, chiefs’ conferences, large durbars and archery competitions, divisional flags, staffs of office, chiefs’ medallions, and many more institutions, rituals and symbols that continue to shape the politics of chieftaincy in the area today. And Duncan-Johnstone must have been instrumental in the transfer of power in Birifu from Derkota, who was accused of being a despotic and ‘unfair’ ruler, to Gandah, who was ‘enstooled by popular acclamation’, as Kumbonoh puts it (29). Gandah appears to have governed no less austerely, but according to transparent, impartial rules, if we are to believe his son’s account. In any case, Gandah was certainly a chief to Duncan-Johnstone’s and other colonial officers’ liking.

Kumobonoh presents the prison sentence which his father had to serve in Tamale from 1912 to 1915 or 1916 as the crucial period of expiation. Gandah was sentenced to three years of imprisonment with hard labour because he took the law into his own hands, as any self-confident, strong young Dagara warrior and married man would have done in the ‘olden days’: when the death of one of his wives was attributed to witchcraft, Gandah wanted to take revenge and attempted to kill the purported witch. According to Kumbonoh, his father left prison as an ‘obedient servant’ and ‘good citizen’ (28), bent on supporting the British administration wherever he could, and thus fashioning himself into the most promising candidate for chiefly office when the district commissioner found Derkota’s rule ever more wanting. The author does not quite explain how Gandah’s change of heart came about, and perhaps his father never spoke much about it either. But we may guess that life in prison, in close contact with colonial administrators and native prison officers (pp. 26−7), must have impressed on Gandah that times had changed and that collaboration with the British could prove a more successful route to power and prestige than autonomy or recalcitrance.

Be that as it may, the author narrates vividly and with much filial admiration how his father went about establishing a ‘modern’ chiefdom and bringing ‘development’ to his people. Even though Gandah never learnt English or went to school himself, the reader may still discover here certain parallels with ‘modernising’ colonial chiefs in Southern Ghana, like the well-known example of Nana Sir Ofori-Attah of Akyem Abuakwa.
 Gandah systematically gathered information on births, deaths, illnesses and labour migration among his villagers, and he imposed a closing time on local markets in order control violent conflict that might result from poisoning, extramarital sexuality and other illicit activities ‘more easily executed in the dark’ (30). He established a system of section chiefs who had to report to him and carry out his orders. He introduced improved techniques of road maintenance and experimented on his own farms with bullock ploughing, intending this to serve as a model for other villagers. He willingly collaborated with the colonial authorities in disease control and energetically assisted the recruitment of soldiers for World War II. He became an efficient tax collector, and he supported the establishment of the Lawra Confederacy Native Authority’s primary school, propagating the blessings of modern education not least by sending eight of his own sons to school. Many of these policies demanded a considerable exertion of ‘free’ labour, or the provision of produce or cash, by his subjects. However, as Kumbonoh insists, his father made sure that onerous tasks and exactions were distributed in such a way that the families always retained enough labour to farm for themselves. The obligatory farm work on his own land was usually remunerated by the generous distribution of sorghum beer and meals, and Gandah would use his wealth and widespread networks to provide food for needy villagers during famines or household crises. In short: Gandah attempted to balance the colonial officers’ demands and his subjects’ welfare, but obviously also did not miss out on the opportunities that his office afforded him to amass considerable wealth.

How the villagers themselves experienced Gandah’s rule, and whether his redistributive measures and ‘development’ efforts managed to legitimate his rather spectacular accumulation of wives, offspring, cattle and other riches, are questions which the manuscript, for obvious reasons, cannot answer. The intensity with which the author again and again emphasises the rationality of Gandah’s policies and their contribution to the public good is perhaps indicative of a certain anxiety that the chief’s rule may indeed be judged as exploitative. Kumbonoh also repeatedly explains that the Gandah family furnished a disproportional number of students at Lawra Confederacy Native Authority Primary School, not because his father would have insisted on any privilege for the chiefly family, but to act as a good example since other villagers were not willing to send their children to school.

Whatever the reasons for this privileged access to school education, it allowed several Gandah sons to become government employees, and, using some of their father’s wealth, combined with their own knowledge and networks in the late colonial administrative system, they were able to set up a transport and retail business that was quite profitable, at least initially. That this business eventually failed had much to do with the fact that not all of his brothers were obviously quite as convinced as the author of the basic principles of accountability and the necessity to forego consumption in the interest of maintaining a solid capital stock. Not least, the grand funeral that the brothers had to organise for their father contributed to the collapse of the family business because all available stocks of drink were used to entertain the many distinguished visitors. The downfall was propelled by suspicion, mistrust and envy between the brothers that must have existed early on, as the author’s memories of conflicts during his school days suggest. And these conflicts, in turn, owe much to the fact that these brothers have different mothers—a pattern of tension and conflict that is typical for polygamous Dagara families.
 Interestingly, then, at least part of the failure to sustainably convert the prerogatives of Gandah’s chiefly office and riches into a capitalist venture can be attributed to the resilience of customary norms of redistribution, conspicuous consumption and matrilinear inheritance. Or, in other words, the author demonstrates, albeit indirectly, that Gandah’s ‘modernising’ ambitions ambitions were firmly rooted in and ultimately subverted by traditional norms and practices.
Throughout his account, the author leaves not the least doubt that his father was not a victim of colonial rule, but rather an actor in his own right, adopting ‘development’ as his own project, not a colonial imposition, and interacting with the district commissioners without any sign of servility. Much of the book’s historical and scholarly value lies precisely in this perspective on a Northern chief who is shown to take centre stage and meet the colonial administrators on par. Occasionally, the book does underwrite the conventional narrative of colonialism as European intrusion, propelled by ‘greed’ and the European states’ interest to ‘extend their empires’ (14). But wherever Kumbonoh recounts his father’s life, abstract colonialism is broken down into concrete encounters with specific British officers who had their different personalities and ways of treating the local population and the chiefs. Lawra District Commissioner Duncan-Johnstone, for instance, is introduced as an administrator ‘greatly loved by all and sundry’ (43). Mr Hinds, the young Lawra District agricultural officer, became a ‘great friend’ and was adopted by Gandah as a ‘son’ (85−7). The medical officer Dr Palmer regularly stopped by to enjoy the Birifu Naa’s wives’ good sorghum beer while chatting with his ‘best friend’, Gandah, and looking after the latter’s health (97). Palmer’s successor in office, on the other hand, is described in no uncertain terms as ‘the breed of colonial civil servants … whose aim of joining the colonial service was to bleed dry the people whom they had gone to serve and extort from them every penny they could get hold of’ (98). To describe the relations between a local chief and the British administrators in terms of ‘friendship’ is not as surprising as some readers may perhaps think, for in the local context, the institution of friendship does not necessarily carry the same connotation of intimacy as in contemporary Western societies. Friendship, with both kin and non-kin, is a locally well-established traditional form of sociability that promotes mutual support and exchange, and can also be harnessed to serve political interests. Here again, then, it becomes evident that Birifu Naa Gandah continued to rely on customary ‘strongman’ strategies just as much as he developed a new style of bureaucratic rule.

Spiritual protection, healing and Western medicine

In passing, Kumbonoh makes a most revealing remark, namely that as late as the 1930s and even early 1940s, his father ‘believed that the white man would soon return to his native country’ (37). Because of this expectation, Kumbonoh argues, Chief Gandah never relied on cooperation with the British alone, but also aimed at building his own base of power and trained the Naayiile youth in the art of archery. But because he ‘believed in the powers of the supernatural’ (37), prowess in warfare alone was not sufficient. As mentioned earlier, the Gandah family does not belong to the earth-priestly house that controls one of the most important shrines for fertility and protection in the village, namely the earth shrine. However, Gandah availed himself of all other avenues of spiritual protection, ranging from regular sacrifices at traditional ancestor shrines as well as shrines to the rain god, river spirit and other local bush deities to membership in the bagre cult and, finally, the acquisition of all manner of talismans, ointments and medicines from itinerant Muslim traders and scholars. Some of these jujus, as the author terms them for want of a better word, served Gandah’s personal protection, others were to protect the entire family and the village at large. Lompo, for instance, was a ‘fetish against petty theft as well as evil’ (38) that many villagers obtained from Gandah in order to guard against the destruction of their crops. Gandah was ‘known to be one of the greatest juju men in the North of Ghana’ (37), Kumbonoh proudly states, and whatever the veracity of this judgement, Gandah’s spiritual expertise and command of medicines and shrines were certainly an important base of his power.

The most important shrine that Gandah controlled was the Kukpenibie, literally: ‘I shall not co-habit with the evil doer’. Kukpenibie was a ‘god’, in Kumbonoh’s words, ‘against evil, a god which brings riches to whoever desires and asks for it, a god that gives fertility to barren women and hence a god for the protection of children’ (39). The author does not tell us when and from whom Gandah acquired the Kukpenibie, but we are informed that as early as the beginnings of the 1920s, the renown of Kukpenibie had spread far enough to attract two Ashanti brothers from Kwapra who travelled to the North in their search for a powerful ‘fetish’ to grant them material wealth, fertiliy and a long life (50−3). These Ashanti adepts were so pleased with the results that Kukpenibie eventually brought to them that they insisted on being initiated into the cult and set up their own Kukpenibie shrine in Kwapra. The brothers even managed to rally the Asantehene’s and the Northern Territories Chief Commissioner’s support to bring Gandah on a visit to their village so that he could install the shrine that was later to become known under the name of Kakama and develop into an important anti-witchcraft cult.
 The increasing traffic in ritual protection that brought a constant stream of visitors to Birifu provided Gandah with an important source of income—the Kwapra brothers, for instance, had to pay many head of cattle and fowl for their initiation and promised to send a brand new car if further wishes were granted. Moreover, Kukpenibie also helped to create a far-reaching network of new ‘friends’ whose support proved valuable, for instance, when chief Gandah needed medical treatment that required him to travel to Kumasi or when the Gandah brothers set up their transport business.

Kumbonoh’s account of his father’s spiritual powers and his manifold encounters with witchcraft pays due respect to what was probably Gandah’s own perspective on these matters, taking the ‘supernatural’ as a given and recounting, for instance, the detection and persecution of witches rather matter-of-factly. On the other hand, however, Kumbonoh repeatedly emphasises ‘the more scientific qualities’ (39) of his father’s knowledge and skills. He insists that his father was not only a ‘clairvoyant’ and diviner, but also knew, on the basis of his rich experience in observing nature, how to forecast the weather. He describes his father as ‘a physician and an herbalist in his own right’ (39), and explains that the efficiency of some of his herbal cures for widespread diseases was even acknowledged by the colonial medical officers, but that his father unfortunately refused to disclose his knowledge to these outsiders. Kumbonoh thus suggests that many of his father’s cures were, in fact, based on knowledge of plant properties and the human body that could well stand up against modern, natural science-based medicine. And he praises his father’s willingness to cooperate with the colonial Medical Field Unit in the campaigns to eradicate sleeping sickness by destroying the tsetse fly’s breeding grounds along the rivers, allowing them even to clear Birifu’s sacred grove, after due consultation with diviners and sacrifices to the local deity (71−3).

In a few instances, Kumbonoh takes a pronounced stand against local theories of witchcraft as the cause for illness. Concerning the death of his mother, for instance, he insists that she died from whitlow and septicaemia, not from the results of witchcraft as many in the house and, most importantly, his father believed. ‘For no theory of witchcraft will stand the test of time in this day and age’, Kumbonoh comments, but ‘as an oral historian, I have to recount what has been told me and let the readers judge for themselves’ (59). When he relates his father’s experiences in seeking a cure for his failing eye sight, he does not spare biting criticism for the ‘quack physicians who would only be there to fleece him [Gandah] of his money with their fake medicines’ (99). At the same time, Kumbonoh wants to make the reader understand and sympathise with the rationality of the convictions and the perspective of his father and the villagers. He argues that because some of the Western-trained expatriate doctors had little knowledge concerning tropical diseases, their measures were not always effective and must have seemed rather ‘irrational’ to local people. And he is highly critical of the arrogance that colonial officers, doctors and missionaries displayed vis-à-vis local systems of belief. He refuses to accept the stigmatisation of his father and other Dagara as ‘pagans’ and insists that they followed a ‘faith’ and local ‘religion’ that was as valuable as the Catholicism that the White Fathers attempted to bring to Birifu. Struggling for an adequate terminology, Kumbonoh reasons that Gandah and his peers ‘were predominantly pagans who worshipped their gods which the white man preferred to call idols or 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.’ (16−7)

In sum, just as Kumbonoh does not treat Gandah as a victim of colonialism but shows his father and the colonial officers to have engaged on equal standing, he insists that the Birifu people and the Dagara at large ‘had a civilisation of their own’ (17) and that local ways of life and European modernity should be treated on par. From Kumbonoh’s autobiography The Silent Rebel we know that school education during colonial times, as the author experienced it, often expressed, sometimes openly, sometimes more subtly, a sense of superiority of things Western. In a way, then, Gandah-yir is an admirable attempt to ‘rebel’ against colonial stereotypes of local belief systems, and to reconcile modernity with indigenous traditions. In many respects, the author adopts an anthropologist’s perspective, defending the reasonableness and wisdom of local culture. Yet he may also pay the ‘price’ this perspective implies, namely making the ‘other’ appear all too rational and familiar.

The writing of history: oral tradition, local memory and colonial documents

A similar attempt to reconcile local and Western perspectives characterises the way in which this book treats oral tradition, local memory and written history, or, to be precise, colonial documents. It is interesting that Kumbonoh mentions the English epic poem Beowulf as a source of inspiration (2), because there is a lively debate about the extent to which this legend was formed by oral tradition. Was Beowulf an orally composed poem handed-down over generations and eventually ‘transcribed’, or was it from the very beginning a piece of literature written by a monk who deliberately recreated the heroic language of ancient oral poetry? In the case of Gandah-yir, the author leaves no doubt that his major sources were the stories that his father told, stories of both oral traditions he had heard from his forebears and of events he had experienced himself (1−2). And wherever colonial documents deviated from these stories, Kumbonoh states, ‘I still maintain the oral version of my father’s narration’ (4).

This loyalty to his father’s accounts notwithstanding, the author engages in an interesting reflection about the nature of archival data and their potential bias. They are unreliable, he believes, mainly because the colonial officers had a limited understanding of local ways of life, and because ‘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’ (5). But if, Kumbonoh convincingly argues, ‘the written documents are used together with the oral evidence from those who have lived through the period…, the researcher should be able to gain more insight’ (5). Kumbonoh’s account of the early chiefs’ conferences in Lawra District (34−5) and the recognition, during one of the durbars, of his father’s role in fighting the 1918 meningitis epidemic (44−5) would seem to rely heavily on written documents. The author’s attempt to date the arrival of the first ‘white man’ to Birifu, on the other hand, is an example of his determination to maintain his own ‘theory’ despite the absence of supporting ‘documentary evidence’ (14).

At the same time, Kumbonoh is acutely aware that oral history is in itself not altogether unbiased, but characterised by sometimes complementary, sometimes competing accounts of the events in question. In the process of handing these stories down, he argues, ‘each audience only catches the gist of what interests him or her, or what he or she wants to hear and listen to’ (5). Like a professional historian, he therefore collected additional versions, for instance of the local settlement history and related themes, from an uncle and from some of his elder siblings, and then attempted to ‘compare each of their versions for their veracity and consistency’ (5). Wherever documentary evidence is missing, the author tries to calculate dates based on an estimation of the ‘life span between a grandfather and a grandson’ (7). More generally, he wants ‘to put events in chronological order’ (5), and takes care to place his father’s story in a broader geographical and historical context. He discusses, for instance, the Gandah family’s seventeenth-century migrations as part of the larger context of ‘a period full of turmoil, not only in Africa, but all over the world’ (7), and often offers broader reflections on colonial rule, the missionary endeavour or the advances of medicine. It is not least thanks to these engaging discussions that remain anchored in the intricacies of the local Dagara world while linking Gandah’s story with broader debates on power, religion, modernity and the value of tradition that this book makes such fascinating and rewarding reading. 

Acknowlegdements

The Gandah-yir manuscript has been on my shelf for far too long, but after editing the ‘missing years’ of Kumbonoh Gandah’s autobiography—the chapters of The Silent Rebel that had been left out in the published book version
—I felt obliged to return to Gandah’s earlier text on his father. A sabbatical in 2008−2009, supported by a Fulbright travel fellowship, finally brought the long awaited opportunity to revisit this manuscript. The W. E. B. Du Bois Institute for African and African American Research and the Harvard University Committee on African Studies provided a congenial intellectual environment that facilitated my work. Great thanks go to Professor Mary Esther Kropp-Dakubu, General Editor of the Publications Unit of the Institute of African Studies, University of Ghana, Legon, who encouraged me to publish the text as part of the Institute’s research papers’ series. In preparing the text, which involved the tedious scanning of Kum’s original manuscript and careful preparation for printing, the help of Mareike Späth in Mainz was invaluable. Katja Rieck helped with the copy-editing of my editorial introduction, and Mirco Göpfert produced the maps. Finally, my home institution, the Department of Anthropology and African Studies of the Johannes Gutenberg University, Mainz (Germany), was kind enough to subsidise the cost of printing.

Warmest thanks must also go out to the members of the Gandah family who kept me up-to-date with developments in Birifu and London; to them I am profoundly indebted. Finally, I would like to close with a few words in fond memory and kind thanks to my friend and mentor Kum. It was in 1993 that we first met, and I was impressed by the precise memory, sharp analyses and the wonderful sense of humour with which he recounted the political developments in the North-West during the 1940s and 1950s. Moreover, I was and still am deeply grateful that he was willing, and even eager, to share his knowledge and experiences with me. Over the years, we spent endless hours talking, on the phone and in person, discussing the projects, biographies and experiences of the educated elite of Northern Ghana, party politics, chieftaincy, family affairs and conflicts. Most importantly, knowledge of history and local traditions was in Kumbonoh’s eyes nothing that should be reserved exclusively for one’s own family, village, or ethnic group, but rather should be shared freely irrespective of the boundaries of class, nationality or race. It is to this legacy that I hope the publication of Gandah-yir remains true. May it serve as a valuable contribution to the history of Ghana and particularly its Northern districts and people. 
[image: image1.jpg]



Map 1 
Birifu and the Black Volta Region

Adapted from Survey of Ghana Maps, 1967 (© M. Göpfert 2009)
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Map 2 
Northern Territories of the Gold Coast, Provinces and Districts,
1907

Adapted from R. Bening, Location of district administrative capitals in the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast, Bulletin d l’IFAN 37, Série B, 1975
(© M. Göpfert 2009)
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Map 3 
The settlement of Birifu

Adapted from J. Goody, The Social Organisation of the LoWiili, London: H. M. Stationery Office, 1956 (© M. Göpfert 2009)
[image: image4.jpg]. /éégkwu

_____ '\"—"“"N--—-"’—.-\f—--—’ ——.T \ /

/ Nandom eTum ANAVRONGO - |
i Lambussie l‘\iandaw TUMU - oTongo*, /
olfmAraW RA oDasima Kani N . Y : ,
- < Kanjaga . .

\‘ .~ Walembele s © . ! Gambaga I
\ N . \N s -k GAMBAGA /
1 WA ?WP§ \Nj;ﬁwﬁ
: @Wa Ea A O i A “Nasia (
\P R O VIN C E “Yabum o )
i Karanga\

( e

™ * Daboya TAMALE \
\ S S O U'T'H E R N \

e ra
.

| o Sawia R TAMALE N,
ot v B % T S ey
BOLE s« Kusawgu ~° - ° /
. Bole e o Damongo K -
~ PROVINTCE :
\ “ SALAGA !
-\ —_— L . —~
AN 7 = .~ H
\ \ 4 ) S ° Py
N / / . Salaga )
\ A \ < YE]JI SKatakunji <.
. \ Bamboi i D)
.~ \\.// 5 \ Ye/Jl./-;~["
J. o Kintampo \ Pror(ljg / N
2 \WAYS .
/ \
—--— International Boundary Regional H.Q.
— — — Regional Boundary ® Provincial H.Q.
--------------- Provincial Boundary e District H.Q.
-- -- - District Boundary o Other Towns

A 0 50 100 km
L 1 |





Birifu Naa Gandah, ca. 1945, on the roof of the chief's palace

(unknown photographer; with kind permission of Prof Jack Goody)
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Tombstone of the late Birifu Naa Gandah
(© C. Lentz 1994)
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View from the Birifu resthouse to the Kyaa valley

(© C. Lentz 1994)
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