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f Gonja is one of the lucky tribes to have its history recorded by

LusLem s who carne with them to this part of the wcrLd, Accorliling to rabic

manuscript, the Gonjas who were originally Iandingo or I.•andinka migrated

from the ccun try of Iande , that is, the I·alli .clnpire, about thirty years

before the first records of the Gonja hi story wer e wri tteR in the Hejran

year 1,000) tha tis, about 1580 D.

It is admitted that the oldest surviving C.ocument written in fJII"-dl-t.

frican language in Ghana is the Isnad of al-P.a.ji Muhamedfrom about
In-

1736, a Gonja . story \vri ttenL rabic with its first i tern referring to

1585, though of course, there are earlier European text so

In the reconstruction of history where written records are absent,

legend and folk tradition can be pieced together to form something of the

historical picture of recent centuriesv In Gonja we have the traditional

drummers who reci te verses which gives the hi s t cr ; of the people, mast

especially the exploits of the founder of the Gonja pi r-e ,

I'he exploits of distinguished leader or rings and of individ:ilal

families, as given by the dr ummers , are in many cases the repeti ti on of

some well-worn saga, adding to it events in recent history, which contains

a modicum of historical facto

lacks chronology.

The old idea that tropical frica can have no history in the conven-

he trouble with oral tradi ti on is that it

tional sense because it has no \-Tritten documents is sim ly not true and
~

therefore must be disabused. If tropical frica lacks a continous methodicalc
record of public events and the ~tudy of growth of nati ns, it does not

lack a whole train of events connected with the past pires and states,

their prominent ngs or savrei ns and other thinGs.

s I have stated earlier, the Gonjas are :andingos or Landf.nka who

migra ted from ,.ande (!:he 1alli Pir~t rom their war song ya,

lie arc able to say that they carne from in a state to enega.L,

T·.ey were also in Sierra Leone. They moved on to tbe onghay :Empire and

~ere at Jenne, Gao (I'lhich town was known as Kwankau) . 0 and "eguo:;
t some time bet, een 1550 and 1575 the great skia :Jaw d of Songhay

found that the supplies of gold fror. the southern country were getting

smaller. The main reason was that kan gold producers had begun selling

some of their producti on to . ortuguese and other Luropean traders along

the seab oar d,

skia awud accordingly despa tched a force of l'.landinka armed cavalry

to see what could be dOBao Dawud's ar oured horsemen, the bulldozing

tanks of these times, rode south from the neighbourhood of Jenne until

they reached the :Black Vol ta bend of modern Ghana. Thedrum verses tells

of wars the Gonjas fought at Sewfi, :Birim, ( a town near a river), Jape

(which ossibly is Japekrom) and Longoro. 1he Gonja's discovered that

cavalry could not operate in the dense forest where the kan lived and

smel ted Gold.
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The Gonjas stayed at Eeawu (known in hi storJlas Eegho) and Ndzd au,

In the Eanda area the tradition of the ~assage of the Gonjas is very
much alive. The Gonjas are said to have settled at the village of Eeawu
and Ndziau, which is also known as the village (Krom) of the horse
Chief ~rong Ponkowura)o

The 'I'e chi.man tradi tion as recorded by reyerowitz (1952-53) states
that Nana Eerampon atakyira, whose reign is said to have lasted from
1564 to 1595, sacrifice himself by starvation at the time of the invasion

4 itA
by the ,ande unde~Jakpa. In a later version (1958-15) she spea ~ of
a .ande invasion of Bono anso at the beginning. of this reign, which
proceeded Jakpa's conquest of estern Gonjao This date is consisted with

that given in an rabic manuscript for the reign of La ba ( aba's) who
was the first King of the Gonja in this part of fricao

In an rabic manuscript wha ch was wri tten by Imam oru, son of Imoru
and I-Haj j 11ahama, son of 'lustaphaand ,ahama son of udu Laha , the story
of which ends in 1760, it is stated:-

"0.. . .. in remembrance of the people of old, and of the fa ther of the
I,;alamMa.hama Labayiru, son of Ismaila, who came .~ithhis son to the town
of Ghofe; he cane to the chief of Gonja ho wao at war in Kafiashi
( apuya ~where Lata migrated to}.

He was received wi th honour but on their "layback to tleir town , God
have mercy on hi soul, he died at Sanfi and the news of his death W~~

rought to his friend Naba's. (This was in the period 1564/5-1593/4:)
And they said, "Your friend, the lilallamIsmaila, is dead; so the

chief ent much money to his brother at ~afe to offer prayers and to give
a Lm a,

hey offered pra ers and the eopLe of the country of the Blacks saw
this nd did likewise, each one maka ng prayers 2.ndiving alms as he vias

able.
hen they took his son, who was also a .Jalam,Mohamed Labayiru, and

he w t in amit to the chief, hi father's friend. But he did not find
him alive; instead he 1!.0undhis son the 11.anvlUrasitting in the place of the
chief Naba's. He found him at Kolo, and that day, a Friday, he found him
fight~ng fiercely.» (This wa s the period 1593/4-1612/~,

The Gonja leaders who arrived in Bono ~anso in order of seniority
ere Lamba (Naba' s), I am, Lata or Lanta, emu, Jaffa, ianf'a , .1anwuraand

Jakpao (Lamba began his reign in about 1564/5).
The Techiman and lTkoranza people fought the Gonj .during the reign

of am, the seonnd leader, and he ( am) was killed. Lata or Lanta the
3rd leader having driven the enemies away, left the area and crossed the
Elack Volta River and settled at Kapuyase where he died. Lanta became
fl/A.T
~wura, that is the Chief of Eurre in 1634/5, before .his deatho

Lemu, the 4th leader took command of some of the Gonja army and
fought the following countries which lie n orth-wea t of Bonduku which he
subbued: Palaga, Kong , Jimini, wua su, Kong oLu , Kwayini and
,arching On Gbona he was pacified vii th a house and cat tle,

amata ,

Obona and Jaffa, the 5th leader
Lemu died at

..,.>/tv
succeeded him and came to Bole

00 •• /3 Ianf'a ,
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the 6th leader died ••

Jaffa then marched towards the east and conquered the Kparba countries of

Kpanshegu~ Jantong, Kpalebe and Kikpandeo

anwura the 7th leader at the head of a group also crossed the Black~ )
Volta River and settled at a place called Manwu l.e which beca e his capit~l. k
The papi tp.ll/t9Jtffi wafJ.later. r emoved to Gbipe (Buipe) Ir>kn /Val'lZJJ1,t4- c.=w .rt1W-d t -re:
SCUl/'- -.;l dLlf lis 'peojJ!f!..- va»W'~'

Lanta,whose t~tle was Dii Ngoro Ja;pa , when Bur-wura (Chief of Burre)

abdicated in favour of his son Sumaila Ndewura Jakpa in 1675. It was Ndewur-a

Jakpa who actually founded the Gonja ~pire.. He began his con~uests by

moving west towards Buipe which he bye- assed a.nd marched to western Gonjao

t thi s time there was op en confli ct be tween the r·.anwurat s group and the

Lanta Group •• fter conquering Bole he moved north to conquer Wa and the

territories east of a'. He then moved south and came to Lamongo.. From

there he moved east and conquered Kusawgu. 11 the places Ndewura Jakpa

concuer ed were Dagomba lands. .JL
• /t.~a.-.> If Jw.p.

From,c he came to Kafaba and then to C::alaga and hi s headquarters

at p embe, The Kpembe area wa;:h_j:;-numbaLe.nd vlhich was inhab;i. ted by Konkonba s;
( /r'dI.#<»dt.t. ';~~·~·9 JJe7lr

fter some time h~ continued his corique s t east and v~ as far as the

ugu boundary where his followers mutinied and he had to return to Kpembe

to settle and administer the kindom which he founded.jOk,,..
de ura Jakpa left the 9v/in apd Nzim~ peopl~/he took away with him as

IX 4 c~ P=/J ;- ik..s~t<1l ;h.
war prisoners and mercinarie~in the east, and these people are the Choko sd s

we find today. Ie have learnt from the drum na.r r a ta.on that the Gonj fou .ht
wa r s at ewfi.

After the death of ,lam, the second Gonja leader, ta or nta Q;he third

leader in order of eniori ty) should have been upr eme Commander of the Gonja

.•..x.pedi tionary Forces but he was opp osed and that wa s wha t brought about the

break up of the Gonja into three camps, one headed by Lata, one by emu,

the 4th leader, and the third by 1,1anwura, the 7th leader. Manwura succeeded

to the Paramouncy after Lernu end moved idth hi: groupQ.n which was included

Jaffa and .•anfa the 5th and 6th leaders in order of seniority). fighting wars

nor th-we s t of Bonduku,

fter Lan ta t s abdication as leader of the Lata Ngbanya group in favour

of his son Ndewura Jakpa, one Sulem~na alsO succeeded t9 the leadership of
St.t /~.,."aouOt

the lvIanlura group. Ndewura Jakpa fought and dcfeated.(~ c;.nd he went into

exile and headed for shanti.

He settled at tebubu and became subject to the Iampothene and an allyI..-
of the Kin of shanti. He alsO took the title of Jakpa and some hi~torians

"know him as Kabong Jakpa/ io e. ilthe Ashanti Jakpa.v It was this Jakpa vlho

passed near Prang on his ay during his exile and when his attention vias

drawn to the 1i ttle village he remarked "Kpalang bu muso·', that is "take

no notice of themo From this remark, the town got its na.e palang by
(IJ,vn/f ¢/;CV>.j)_ ;£u II LJ (1'.(;." JI

vlhi ch the peopl~ d'ali a t, It> ~ dey '7 ~I/ r7CU?j Ira ~
_ In 1697 Ndewura Jakpa heard of an shanti invation and met them at

In. 1k /~/aw ~rUJt:
markpa. where he wa . mortally rounded, He di ed at hiriminchu and the body

~
was carri ed to Gbipe (Bua.pe) where it as burri edo

•••.. j 4
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rOm 1697/8 to 1709 there was no recognised king for the Gonj . due to the
I

constant wars between the Gonjas and the shantis and the Techiman people.

For thi s reason theclifferen t di vi si ons of Gonja became semi-independent

and the kingdom was held together as a loose federal tate. In 1109 Abbas

became the recognised leader of the Lata Ngbanya, (Lata's Gonjas) but he

was killed at ula in a war he was fightingo bbas died on the 1,00/th day

of his installation.ld~J'L k ~'CU> /6~-ekt;.1 It:>" mMj r:
It was Ndewura Jakpa riho brought the Nchibulungs, who were war cap ta ves

and mercinaries from the west and settled them in their present homes. They

wer e put under Gonja hiefs. The ingbingwura VIas in charge of the hi.nke ,

Chachai and Banda groups whilst the Kilikuwura vias given charge of the

onghai roupo he onghai group is made up of Lonto, Kpajai and Tamkulonkuo

'i:he name Songai was no doubt~iven the area in commemoration of the Gonja
/

association with the onghay ~pireo The Kilibuwura is an i portant chief

in the Kpembe hierarchy who becomes the egen t on the death of the Kpembewura.

The Kili buwura was s ta ti oned a t the town of Kuli in con.mand of an armed

pavalry of 300 horsemen. His duty was to prevent traders from crossing

the river to go in to shan ti to ei -cher sell their merchandi se or buy cola

cheaply there. All persons vlere to COmeto Salaga to trade. Thi s was how

the Salaga marke t was establi shed and the Gonjas succeeded in doing in

Salaga what they failed in achieving at Beawu :or Begho in the Bono - Manso

uhere they were to prevent the Akans selling Gold to

coast.

r-opean s on the sea

Before a~jfson is installed Kilibuwura he must first of all be installed

Songai-wura, is, hief of Songhay.

The founding fathers of the Gonja Kingdom as we !mow it in this part
ltTe.

of the country ~ therefore, I, anwura ~ umaila Idewura Jakpa, and Fa ti
}

Lurukpe (r..•ahama Labayiru). J:'radi ta on claims thJ:n;:nwura travelled and f'ough t

in boats whilst 1dewura ~akpa and his fatherx Dii , ora Jakpa, rode horses

and fought on lando tis diffi cuLt to say hou Lanwura came by boats to

this part of the country if one traces the route by whi ch the Gonjas cameo

the deduc td on one will have to make is that Mam-lUraand hi s ancestors were
"'- P6 ~t'/yt.r e/~ ~ d6D

confirme~ the Gbipewura (Bui pequre ) who is a decendan t of anwuz-a d ./ / )
(/k k 1fPt!'J11<

the Yagbongl!ura/ ~¥ol 1: 6[1&) who is the decenclant of nd.e¥~ra Ja~~J~ meet:i:ng
J Je#<!.e.,.. Lan/et ./dtRI.~i/f/lAd /tfxn~U.Tlt

face.,L.t~.f ce. It is the da spu t e over the senioritY/lhiqh has been ca.;rried
jib ~ ~ >:;; lid» _7"<'l,...d 7k. c;k~,u;].L7"4

forvrar;.2:and enforced by taboo. The question is 'if tlfe!, . et vt.ich of the. t;.o
is to take off his hat and pay obdedience to the other? In the Gonja

ICuntungkure drum verse composed to commemorate the conquest of the :Bole

Division, which has become the official title of the BoLewura , mention is

made of the Gonja's

'"D~parture from the "firing-bridge"

~neparture fro. the sailing-bridge

he firing and sailing bridge vJill be no other than the onghay navyo

.... · /s
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After the conquest of l~ankuma whi ch followed that of Bole the first

cha ef teas app oan ted by Ndewura Jakpa was called Jafo Sonrri , and the ~J~/~
lTdet-lUraJakpa used in winning vi ctory on the ba ttle field was called

Ali - Che meaning "AI!s'" charm ",

Before the Gonjas entered thi"~ part of the country both anwura and

Lata Jakpa soli ci ted the hiilp of I.,alam Loham ed Labayiru (I .•ahamadu the

albino) Or Fati I.lurikpe, who se dec"end?Jl/,~sare the akpare fllallams now
.s-ef'! il'lJ( k!/

atte.che d to the Divisional Chiefs!{to make pra;yers for them to establish

a l:ingo.om of tLeir own. ~ ;~treaties were made wi t.h each bf the 4
tuo leaders~ t fhr-J. 1k.;t ~ Md tigV ~~ ~ 4 /~y~ It kf

If' ':-;:T. ~ ~ .J/ihrfUF~vvx dIt<J< zr •
j/)/Ll."c.1't- ~ 11'/ tn'I-"'O U S~N 0 r. S

Ihen the Gonjas invaded wha t vias formally known as the Gonja Kingdom,

a:c.l~now referred to as the Gonja Tradi ti ona L rea, they found the country

Lnhaba ted by numero tribes, each speaking a slightly different language

01' da aLect, These people became the subj ects of the Gonjas by virtue of
)

c oncue s t , and they were Given the collective name of IPHY~:"" -N$NY 'TO 11 I

~" E meaning ~People of the Fox's stateo~ The leader of th:zGonja Invading

~orce was referred to as the "great fox" in the Kuntungkure drum v or se

~In rai se of God~~in the stanza;

lJyang gbong be ekpa

1:eam.ngr

"The adventures of the Great Pox, I)

meam ng

co.llt.d'
The capi tal of the Gonja Kingdom was~ Jil"yangga.

1 the Fox had struct." wa r camp at which the Founder of the

Gonja Kingdom, fdewura Sumaila Jakpa,stayed and directed operations

accinst the agomba s was called, and is still knovrn as Hya.ng \ ur'-pe
r. ean.i.n., 1IHomeof the King t 1yangwurp~/ndeuu;ra Ja pa

sr: IS Gt h:t'~ n«
0: ris w I' trophies in charge of some mallams ?na.j ~ Gonja prince ~#

IIM.A ~ fa-tcv IS ,,"sero/e.~ 'i Ii: tAr> dd<l°,v
B:l"' @HOi1 to see then;( The place is in the chartre of the Kusawguwur-a, who

of'f er-s annual acrifices to these trophies whi ch include stools taken from

OXo most

the kan s; o

The Gonja rule was benevolent and the N amase uere allowed to continue

Hi th the worship of their land .;ods, shrines and f e td sh es and were still

r .=-_ onsible for taking care of the lando The Gonjas adop ted tLe boundaries

of "~:e various and gods" to sui t their adna.na st r-atd on and ohiefs were
~ 1 ",",_,_,ointed Over a number of land god ar ea s and these r cupang s became the

"'tlloll ~A...I Adrn/mDfrtl~
.!)ivisionl:;i and sub-divi ions of Gonj~ l'he land of course becan e me

Yl.°o:;.;ert;yof the Gonja Chiefs by virtue of conquest.

The Nyamase also wer e allowed to retain their Pries t s }~ines, now

rec'uced to the s~~~ ~;,~sh Prie~ts and Village Headmen ( gbarwurana
anc....lJde ba Binimu~vlho ow t~1.itties and cer euon'i aL of the land cult

u~-i011 the invadinc strangers ccu l c. not know, The :iyamase aLso con tinued •

to speak their 0\"111 languages/ tv..,~ coV£./~ JUf k ~.ar:f +r 1- !iL C!7ItW

.. 0. /6
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The different languages and the places in which they are spoken are:

6

Language Spoken in.

Vac1a

C1 orba

·10

':L'ampluma

lTcJ_empo

"'J.alba

:;ooij
-.

, ]30.tigi.

In" a

speaking
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

Cha ca Li.a

Palltera

::auuri

c..gomba

17trapo

Gonja

I. Those of the Grunshi Group ar e r

Sawla, Jentilipe, Gru e, NakwabI , ':L'una, oma, Jang,

~lbolobi, Dab or-i , Dagbigu, Chor.i.bang , Bole and
Jilinkong.

Seripe and Senyon.

imbu, Bamboi, Jugboi and Car,enta-kromo

Bugai, Konkorii Sala, Esa'likau, Bunwele, ankargu,

Lukuli, Tam~luma-Yagbong, Zantani, Goreba, Jinkrom,

Nalori, Basa pa, Habengu, inkeripe,and Donkompe.

liD Those of the ,.oshi group are:

KoLon so , Boaka pe , Jembi to, and .bonipe.

Mandari, Gbenfu, and Tangpe.

Yipala, Pong er-i , KuIrna sa , j:~ahari ichin and angyari.

unfugsi.

Larbanga, Nab crd and Dokuz-p e,

urugu, Busunu, Chatali-

Langatire, Yarizori, Kadengi, Kpa Li.nb o, (Kubeng)

Jinfurno, Bawina, and Anyanto.

I 0 Those of t e ~enufo §roup are:

'i'inga and lasipe (in Bole .Divi sa on)

Alfai area.

Lon t.o, Kpajai, amkul onku, ·.umdipe? Bankamba ,

hakori, Jimbupe ( abon Jida), Kabeso, achenke,

oj ob orri.p e , umuni so, Krukruba, an j ur o, 'I'irai,

and iaye.

Damongo, Kusawgu area, Saggou, Busa(now in via area?

and eng-pe (near Jyanga)0

(was spoken in) Kakpande, Jonton and ansheu areas

(but Dagomba has replaced it and ,parba itself is

indi stinct). k6;'r 1'I~1Mt
Kusawgu, Tuluwe'-t ~ and on ~he banks of the hi te

Volta. The language is now deado

Kanyase and angas~Turu areas.

is confined to the ruling estate •

• • • • • • /tiJ
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The Gonja family is a large unit than its ro ean counterpart and

consequently the family head is a man of considerable position. hen

the lead of the family dies, his brothers may succeed in order of

sena oru ty before the men of the next generation become eligible.

Br-othcr s here includes cousins and t e men of the nect generation means
.)6YI$" tJw1-A 7tLl'kuJ,)

the sons and nephews. The_~ take tlieir rank in order of seniori ty of

their birth and not from the seniori ty 0!4their pa r en t a,

~~"ehead of a f mily has power ovex;t the members of his family

whatev er their age and he is normally ,the only ~erson vlho will p~ _i~en. IlL
guar . an ship of a chdLd.,Iln WJe./e. ak ;J rWl/u- /rt 1<Z- 'Tn7 k~<L ~ /lJ<.MoI f'~ml.~o~ygamy is pr a c td s.ed in Gonja, though modern economic conditions

it unusual for a man to have more than tvo wives and this may in

compel a state of monogamy. The marriage contract was easily made

in the past, the woman's consent v-lasnot necessary to the rnatch,

cirl could be i ven to a man by ei ther the head of family or by,
:i:c,thero girls' sui tor must however win her .l?arents consent, which

he r~oes by presenting them Ivith kola (,-Ihich expression in~ludes monetary

gifts) foodstuff, logs for kindling fire and zana-ma is for the mo-liher-in-

Lau, uti ch was used a b a door shutter to shut the door of her room. he
fi,0

hen of family.present of kola ;i s made on. the man's behalf by the
~o ~"'11t:.-s i/c,I:L/- I'e..)

The dour y v-laZP1.~ and 10 kola nuts preceeded by

ag r eo to the marriage, and the man is SO informed,

:pi to when tne :parents

through the head of his

family.

In most cases a man marries the daughter of his mother's brother or

that of his father's sister in order to keep t.e family ties s t r ong,

This is called k'kurwe-kill (fa ily marriage). There is however, no bar

to n person marrying outside the family. In case of family marriages it

is O!'lC of the parents -l 0 gives the girl to a relative and if '&hegirl

r ef u so s she may be 0 traci sed from the family. ss.o COl-<m~ 67 1'1-1
at makes a marriage legal is the payment of the 100 kola an~1.~

to -~10 ';loman's parents. If this is not paid any children born bJr the

woman .zith a man naturally belongs to 'the putative father but he can not

clair:! 'chem legally. ccordin to custom such children belong to the

mot r and her parents, and not the man who is re arded as the oIIIan '

concil.bine. The wOmanon whose head the kola is not paid can leave the

man .zi ';;11 whom she had cohab i ted and marry an o ther man, and the first man

can 1_0-1:; compkad.n and cannot have any claim in the case of adultery.

ROtTe],?r, after se aration ItheJ.ma~ is allowed to pay the customary kola
lVOJ<... e.j,u-lof/R.7t ca-n: bet:.orne... te-i-i-r1mlX((J.."He.. 6a.rl- ~

SO ·t:l2,~' claim the c1iildren as hi s Legi tima te children who can then

be ent.i tLed to inheri t him.



8•

......irl is recognised as marriageable as soon as she had her first

menses but boys do not usually mar r y until they are about th'entJ' years

o:f aco.
i:2..1'riages may be contracted to "~Iithin the degree of first cousin

b u t i -C Dust always be a father's sister's daughter and a b r other s aon ,

woman cannot marry a father's brother's son nei ther can a man marry
)

his ra other t s sister's daugh ter ,

''':lcre is no formal marriage ceremony before a cirl or a womangoes

to he husband's house. On the appointed night the 6irl's friends are

instracted to catch her when they are at play <...ndthey carry her to the

husb2.~<j...t s house, The b~ide is th~n ,hullJ3d out should she .susp ect anything e
7k.~!rl ttJtLllt, tll/WA. .>k re.I/f(,<.~ /l:l!I..f ~/" ;.f Jem? /r:t/Z..en 1£ A:,:..r /uwPt:lJ7d':r /k.~.
~he~'~icnds will keep her COmany in the~ride groom's house for about....,;
a we ek before they return to their own homes. grown woman is led to

the husband's house by relatives ",ho return to their homes the same night.

in eac 1 ca se the head of the IVOman's family will ask hi s represen ca ti ve
I!>vlf

to :1<::':'1:" L.e girl or woma~ to the husband's head of f::;'2~;It%/Jv:Ji1t,h a request
tha t ::.:::--d e marriage is not successful, the head of t~familY should ~

ij".- " c.: ~~ f 11-_ r.<-~)Y)tk~ tOk ~4{1k 0(/1re turri -:;hevlifJl to him 11*') e71f'z.<rU r7"rv 1Pt£
j"wJ1)(wl/\ofs' /;ro/TlUs /tV lwduUJd'.r. .. n • ,

h ~an must S1ve a cloth to the br1de 11 he f1nds ncr a virgin.

This ::.~ called tumba-waaja. The parents of the,rirl mus t be informed

immecli ,'~ely if she is found to be a virgin or an adult noman, It is

aLwayn a di cgra ce to the woman's family if she should hav e sexual / i;
in i;erc91.:rse with another man before her marriage e I're.-rntl.y,/rx.1 .fe,x.~~ In ~our.re..
~e7"e ~ttUrr. "fan..

bridegroom oulc ask hi s fri ends to play or dance for him on the

ni.;h-i; 0:;:' hi s mar-rdag e, rhe drumming and dancing in honour of the newly

vied coup Le can go on for many nights.

If a man has more than one wife, the on~ he married first is the

head li:2e and

marria""e.
reshv/,t:'.

;r----~ch '.-Jif e
he

others take precedence in order of the time of their ,

position of head wife carries .with it little authoritY.Jkf,Y~C{f

with her children occupies One roorr in the husband's (?
comj cund if he can afford it. new wife, if she is a 5irl, may stay

in t::c :"oom of a seni or wife until the husba dis able to provide her
with I_or own r oom in about a year's timeAdf"",k +r: ;t/UJI,,..vZ..c?/u/clye.n. .

• dul tery may be compensated for by money paid to the outraged

dul tery by a man wibh hi s father's brother's, or close

\·ife is a taboo and is r ege.rded as an offence not only

aga i n, t the li vi.rrg but also agaa.n s t the srliri ts of the dead members

of +ho family. ~n the old dc:;Ysthe o:t:~,ender was~}3traci sed fr9m hi s ..
, vls/f ()YlLwft.;,.~ r(~/J...)6Y .,J'()(C.YI{icL ,p-'">'/i ~!~J·ame.. ~Cl..I"fltt.. e« ~ d

far.uly. person canno~1nher1 t the property oi.t..a person .\'i th who he

has had sexual intercourse lith the same woman. In the same way a

woman cannot inheri t the property of a womanwith whomshe h had

sexual in ter cour se >vith the same man; It is also a taboo to eat any

fooJ:;rc_)~red at the funeral of a rival. It is believed that one wouLd

die i~ one eats the food prepared at a rival's funeralo

o ••••• /9
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'"The taboo is therefore a rule inforcing moral standards.

In cases of a divorce the consent of a Divisional Chief, before whom

the sua t is brought, must be obtained. wOmanwho wishes to divorce her

husband iii thou_t reasonable cause may be asked to refund to the husband all

expenses made by him on her behaliK kt..,.€.- tk.- "7tx.rn~vtL6UQ/;) c.c,nlac.'k!·
husban~has legal claim to a~ illegitimate child born by his wife,

-I:.i 7Yl •
but such a child will not inheri t ~ !;loi;1l."p'e htlsb~. mother and her

parents do not regard any child as illegitimate and such a 'child is fully

accept ed into the mother's family. The saying is that 1ta woman has no

illeGi tima te child since the child lay Ln her womb.11

There is n o adoption of children in Gon j a , Any person without a child can

take the child of a relative and bring it up and the ch.i Ld is told of their

family relationshi •

THENE'Iv BORn BABY

The Founding Fathers of Gonja brought r.1oslem Priests with them and

for t!li s reason mos t of Gonja custom and festivals are influenced by Islam.-".~
ilhen a new child is born the fatber goes to tbe akpare Imam, decendants

of Fa ti l:urukpe, to ask for a name for it. '1\';0 or three names are giveno

The father will break two or three small sticks, each a li ttle longer than

the other , and each stick represents a name, distinguishable by its Leng-th,

He holds these in hi s han~.-,*~Q"'H14i._r'+flgi;--tthh-eeml11:--!!e~qrta:rcc.r.lr.-t-ee!lflB~i;Jl:t~,,~o~B:~-B~s±i"'ddt"ee:-cauIT11dr,£fJ:±'ni1~eb:~':i'ri06~fh;,..
~" Q,;i,.r-fc ;P9l'teOf! i;a leng ths ill his 1'-_ Helpresent s the sti cks to the

the child is given the name w~~chmother of the child who draws one, and

the name the sti ck represents.

In :~astern Gonja the naming of a child takes place on the first ••

iliQ-": Saturday after the birth of the child provided it is not less than

•.•s~ve:1.,c::.nysafter the birth of the childo1 In Hestern Gonja the child is

named 011 -ehe seventh day, that is, on the day of the week on whach the

chile ....ua s born. '/ '
cl ITS rta» II/}'1

.:-he child is shaved on the da~ to r erriov e the hair of the spiri t wi th

wh.ich he came into the wor-Ld, mch child is said to be one of the ancestors

who ha s returned to ea r th, ,On that naming day if the child is a boy he is

ca r cumcased arid given tribal marks.

_he operation of circumcision is done by the barber who shaved the

hair 821(,: cave the tribal marks. A 2irl vias allowed to GO to her parents'

home to deliver her first child, and. the naming is done in the mother's

parents' home by the father of the child through the head of his f'arm Ly,
~t'}/~ 1 .

,ill_ return to the husband after a year - when the child is able to
~

waLk, 11 subsequent children are delivered in the husband's house.

D

Before the comdng of the Bri ti sh vIi th their cemetari es and sani tary

rules all Gonjas, except the Paramount and Divisional Chiefs, who had

special burial places, used to bury their dead outside the walls of their

compounds and mark the grave wi th a stone. Heads of famili e~ and very

old uorren were usually burri ed insi 3_0the compound and some of them were

b ur-rd ed in their r-ooma,
••••• /10
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Bodies are burri ed am .vraped in <,"hite cloths, and in the case

of a cl.Lef the body is wraped in/a Nhite gown. corpse is burried

lyin::; 0: its right si de wit.h the face facing east wi th the head to the
.h 9/~rfn k 1 ' +. 1 1 b . d' th b th'sOu'c ana J?8R 'ilL • 'OT'ii'r •• ii1 J 3Te~ (If l!lIg were urr~ e ~n e a ~ng

place and .iniwl bs @Jir'e 'b1,;l.l;""j eo wrap ed in cotton '1001. Graves of elderly

persons are dug to a dept of about five to six feet and a niche is made

on tho ue st side of the grave where 'I;he corpse is laid. Branches of

Kapoli tree is cut in pieces and these are placed at right angles 1P

the niche. fter this the grave is filled up with swish. The swish

does not touch the corpse. Burial takes place a few hours after dea th,

he Paramount and Divisional Chiefs ar e burried in the mght;
I'unea-e.Is are performed three times in the case of adults and

twi ce only in the case of a deceased Hhose father or mother is still

ali vo,

'J:he first funeral is performeq.jthree
t.<skTnaTIif.

d2,Yfalls On a good daY;i Saturdays,

good ays fo~ funeral performanceso

days after death provided

undays and ••ednesdays are notthe

':.,1110 sec~nd funeral is performed on the seventh day after death

and the -ChiI' . and or last funeral, vlhich must be performed on a Thursday,

is po~;ormedpon. ~he twelth day after deatho ~f't:!Yh~#.. an
On the fp . "J day af ter death the grave is levele<xmourning comes -.

to an O:!.1Cl and close relatives Can then return to t '§l.i~i J·omes after that.oCt L
. soea« ro 'lir SIT' ".JI$ (:~w)tty'"W?Q{ /11£ 7llC"",1

...:0 special clothes are~lorn at funerals but wome~l:ft,ke marks vii th '"

whi te clay (~) over their bodies during the funeral performance.

I n H
i hen a man d"

brothe~ho
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TeJ; C f

&l a man dies he is inherited y the eldest of

If' the &dult members or the family have indi vidual
farms, the work on the farm of the head or famil.y m s t be
completed .et'ore the mem rs go to work on the other farms
in rotation, rinishing that or the next senior rother or
cO-llsin1.11 seniori ty efQre maY!.Lgto t.!!..e~ext.A An uncle who

"&n.1and
is junior in age takes precedence ~v~~nephews, ~at is, his

1'0 thers children ben ,/1 11 au ~,/uluII'\. (.lIe ~;/U- /u,,,,,,,, •

The reason 'or this was tha t the family live a communal
life and the farm of ti1.ehead of the family, 'i th any property
acquired from the roceeds of the sale of surplus food, was
f'o z- commonuse, , ecauae everyone contri IIted to the making
of the farm and the ac qut sa tion of' the weal th and or" prQP~rty J

'kJo/ln fri,ur ~d(

wi thin the family. Lt was ro r this reason tl at property a~

inheri ted y the next senior em er of the family who was
trustee f'or the whole i'amil.y.

If a young an wanted a wi!'e it as the neao of the
~

fa ily who must seek a wife for him bearin all the expenses
invol ved , This in effect means sing the labour contri ution
made y the youn man to the accumulation of the family weal th
for is benefi t ,

In the same way, ir a memberor the family incurred a
de t 1t was the head of the family who must pay the de- t

.ecause he keeps ~0e.?f2!ot}t;fC~h!~.!~~~ated from the
sale of the family farm produci-t If there is no cash in the
family every memberof the i'aml.ly will co J. tribute to settle the
de to

In modem times the tendency La for every memer of the
famil. to 1Drk on his own, an people have' ecome i dividualistic.

s a result children who work on their fatller's farm, and who

helip the fat~er ~ acquir~ his wealth, .in~er~t/th.e f'ather when
he dies,( ~ "'} k /lLJJCf ,ft.mrf b-,',,11li.r ~ r'CM- ,t- inl'~.fIJ.

/9 ...•....•..
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The person who inheri ts one~beco es the trus tee of
)

the deceaseds children and he must ca ter f'or their needs.

Modern civilization and individualistic tendencies
amongs.t the community is c angin ' the customary law of'
inheri tance and this chan e is supported y pu lic opinion. -
Laws ,and r~es are made t9 51i t p~eva.il,ilJ..&poI}d.i.tionsf and ea.('L.!en~)'.(~
m"~'If!/t;. ~ti,m<U1Iat,/.Jl ()no! }'tdu T /Ii..:. ,/T;be.. s: itM F ~ Wru.$ (I

SKI.- a ERTY

In the event of' the dea th of' an i por tan t chi er , property
elo gin to the skin, in contrast to his personal property, is

taken care of' y the tradit~o~al c sto ians. , T~ere, are p~SSed~
on t.o a auc ceseor-s ~f ,tk c!/w ••A juJe'Y'I"'('/ !7'''fuY-;.1 Iniu.f'lz-cI 11i. ;1'>U..7h

ei 1W1 rtP1,j,
I tToperty i Land. elongs to the anamount or i Vi sdonaL
Chief's through the Village Elders whoa re the Lan ri es ts
(Kasawulwurana) and wbo were the riestl.y Kin s efore the
Gonja conquests.

Any encroachment on the land rights is punishable by
the hief' though a liberal views is taken y the traditional
authori ties.

In contrast to rights over land a person ay have rights
to treeso Of course a man has the uneaf'z-u ctur-y rights of' his
farm. A slave in the old days had these rights though upon his
death his maeten in.J1eri ted his propert includii his itarm'k i;/

d
-;- ,/ ek/dye~ ~~7'e. a Iro 7e.~JC..rof.,daoj"T.y.u..r. /JA;L.,( ~e,e /7f.. c.:Yi a t

pro UC70 IItrLJ{aiI}J /I" ,,' /.'01 !.u/'uo ft·&uI~ iJu :6,1"1' tff.71~/t1;-J.•/ay. ~'-J mas r ,Jw. Ik- !tav'e.r 7>70<J'lE-. J ta ve. c:"'~ "J P -,J .;
-::; nlfVl"l.JPt, IA •

hen a personi.eiilves ii ::te,">'l.0i~~ wh~ch he made a
farm f'or two years any person ca~ make his farm on the plot ~
~ which automatically reverted to the communLty , the Gh~ef' ' aI

eing only a tru.st~e f'or the cf uni ty .#~. r~PI1...e/r._J'e$ a.lu,c..e.lt/<Vl'l;r
-fo-t a ~;oJ'/ k-kre/tu. ek'e/' to,,;~".J'--! ~ ern ~~.1'<,_ e. 'pleu..11a.n~,$;... dueT/fa.<J
&.a,e ;/- ~ k /le.;4"n-.. i'u ~ hY.r ;n-c:A~(J.f'I'!f •Land t s no t ease to strangers -crt~ they are required
to gi ve small amounts of' their f'arm pro uce to the chief'.

COl TRACTS.

Since the eople were all illiterates contracts were ver al
and were made efore witnesses. f'orcement could e had on
applica tion to the Chief' aiII!Il in the same way as de ts could - e
recovered through the Chief's court.

T D E,

11 artic~ve wi¥es and c
sold aut ~ren could be pie eel as
~hen e deat is settled e child
f'am{l.Yo Usury was

ren could be bo ugh d
securi ty 10 e t, etc.

return ~ne

A 0••••••••••••••
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£11 articles save wives and children could e bought
and sold but chi dren could e p£ed ed as security for de t,
etc. I/hen the de t is settled the child pled ed can return to
the family. Ursury as ot ractisedo

c CES,

The offences hich the Gonjas tradi tionally
recognise as criminal are the :following;-=

Murder
itchcraft

Theft
Gam lin

e ilment of infants
dultery ith a Chief's wife
aving sexLlal in tercause wi th a woman in the buslil

or farm
rson

IntercoLlrse wi th an an i.maL,

Attempts to commit these crimes were regarded as
meriting pum enmen t in the same way as the commital of' the
crime i tseil 0

For murder, theft and adultary with a Divisional Chief's
wife,the punishment was death, when found guilty, and the
executioners carried out the sente!ce. 1n the other casea the
offender was ordered to pay comp sa tion for dama e to the
a grieved party, just as in cases of seductiol and adul.tery
a money paymen twas ma e to the husband of the despoiled
woman.

Serious cases of witchcraft was p ishe y e heading-an in some cases the of'fen er as expelle end banished from,
the area of the DiviSional 0 iefs juriSdiction in which the
offence was committe 0

Intercourse with an animal was regarded as the 'act
of a luna tic aud the off ender was trea ted accordingly.

The head of a famil.y was respensi ble for paying any *
fines imposed on a person or any compensation which the offender
was ordered to pay to an a rieved person. Usuall.y, on a person
receiving the compensation awarded him he gave this to the
chief' who shared the anoun t wi th is elders and su -chiefs .
presen tat the hear-trig ~f' ~he.case •.k J:1.'l!J. r.,t!·veol/r": t<:tw .!!"'YIU
~k/X- ~ .j,un,x ;thal1l'k- ()!luwlif- Ad kn I,,{/J/ikd.

/'\ '\ •••••• 00 ••
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Ent'orcement of' payment of fines or compensation was

e:;oa ts, the memeps of the fa ily al ways contri uted to pay
a f'Ln e i possed on an 01'1'81 der.;or any com ensa tion award
against we offender, if the head of the fa ily has not got
rea y money to pay.

R

The Gonjas were pagans when they set au t from Mande
(Malli) in their adventure and their leaders were converted
to Islam by an r-ab , Mallam ahama Labayiru, who came to be
generally known as ati (Fatigi) Murukpe, whose help was
solicited by the Gonja Kin to make prayers or him unto
Allah so that he could be victorious in his wars, in the
year 0 0 "\ 595/6 when. by tile prayers of' the mallam thet C,;.1.J
miracu10usly routed an enemy on the battle field at a lace
called Kawlawo This is one of the reasons why the Gonjas
did not dist.rb the "Earth Gods," and the Fetish Priests
who made sacrifices to them, hen they conquezed their
country 0>

The Gonja Qa ans also believe in a supreme God
whomthey know as Ebore and in making sacrifiees to their
shrines and fetishes they will first calIon Ebare (God)
to accept their offering.

s time went on ~slam won more converts among the
Gonjas ut they still worshiped the host of spirits (which
are su ordinate to(E ore) and who ave their ha itations in
oods and stones an who inflict_ sickness on an person

who ay trespass pon their reserves without rLr-s t performing
the proper ceremonies.

The Gonjas revere ancastral spirits and elieve in dead
bodies or ghosts. They takk to the spirits through the medium
of' deviners or soothsayers and if calamity befalls any person
he consults a deviner to find the c%use of his affliction.

The effect of' the Gonja occupation is everywhere obvious
in the f'acial characteristics of the people, many of them
Showing little or no trace of' negro features, as well as in

their cua.tomj The wave of Islam which swept aJong the Sudan

/1 2•••• o ••••••



did not change the beliefs of the inhabitants of Gonja,
for one flilds every~here a common religion emerging. hatever
institutions cr:i.llovations that the onjas brought it is
certain that they were buil t upon the foun da tion of' the
agrarian life of' the peoples v 110 readily adobted observances
and ceremoni-es f'or approaching the Dei ty who con trolled the
forces of ature of which they stood in awe, and on which
their livelihood depended. Thus one fi ds throughout Gonja
one common reli6ion emerging after t.le many viscissit des,
namely the belief in the "Earth God," the giver of all gifts,
and the ancestral spirits; 1e people belive in a suprellie
Being, as *&*x stated above, called in Gonja bore, who is very
far removed from and beyond their dailY concerns. The Earth
God is the nearest approach in their minds to the Great
Greator. Side by side with these beliefs one finds a widespread
fetish worship or animism, wlich is allied to the ~ature

orship of primitive eoples. Just as they believe that a
tree is inhabited ·oy a livilg spirit, it is notaifficUlt for
them to believe that a piece of wood ar inanimate object baD
become the abode of a spirit, and that suc an object has the
power to avert evil. Fear of the un kr own end the con se q ent
need f'or a specific against all ills has en bled the belief

t and 1'etish to ain a 1:d over th •

~ CESTRAL I ITS.

The ancestral spir s to whom sacrifices are made, are
the impo rtan t elders of a family, who thus con tinue to rule
the lives of' their decendants in the area in which they livedo
The Jnimu (Village Elder), Kawur'-nyin ( ead of Samily) or
KasaWUlwura (Land riest), as he reached old age, would

efore his de~ th instruct his successor in how to perform
the necessary ri tes to approach the Earth God" and so the
lmowl.edge would be handed down , 11' after his death some
ne circumstancea,e.g. draught or famine, arose a out which
the successor ad not been instructed, he VoOuld then go to
con suft the spirits of'his predecessors as to what the
community had done wrong or filed to do, and m.~~~axm~

xa:.IQ.Em.rclaXIX&.~.x~ri obtain the necessary guidance.
rimitive peo~le have various methods of a preaching the

spizits of t e dead. On his eath he Quld pass to the
world of spirits. In this way the ancestral spirits,
which play so important a part in the lives of the people.
would accumulate, as also the knowledge they possessed,
and so they become the advisers of the community.
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