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Abstract  

This work is an analysis of the relations amongst leaders of the Bafut Native Authority Area in Cameroon.  

Here, power and governance was focused on the Native Authority. Although focus on leaders of this Native 

Authority, the study by extension handles politics of coexistence between groups which accommodated 

themselves under circumstances imposed by external pressure. The Native Authority represented governance 

in polities with a hierarchical power structure externally viewed as cohesive and consensual. The perception 

of paramount rule among polities that shared one geo-political niche but different backgrounds is questioned. 

The elements of power around the Native Authority are equally questioned given that they led to ethnic tension 

and disorder. The authority of the paramount ruler (Fon Achirimbi II of Bafut) is also questioned. His authority 

was out rightly challenged by one of his peers, Fon Vugah of Babanki. The idea of paramount ruler or Native 

Authority was a strange phenomenon which created a complex political structure suffocated by power tussles 

and ethnic cleavages. In conclusion we observed that ethnicity and identity crisis are characteristics of power 

politics. Peaceful coexistence demands an elimination of differences amongst people who are bound to live 

together.  Vices such as ethnicity and identity crisis negate coexistence and good governance. They must be 

controlled to limits. 
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Background 

Relations amongst the people and leaders of the Bafut Native Authority Area requires an understanding of the 

system of native administration introduced by the Germans and later by the British in the Bamenda area in 

general and Bafut in particular. The colonial system of administration, application, and impact on the lives of 

the people aggravated conflict in one way or the other. Some of the conflicts occurred within the indigenous 

political and economic structures of Bafut starting with the short-lived German era through the first half of 

British rule (1900 to 1948). This period coincided with an unsuccessful experimentation with the system of 
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indirect rule which provoked a number of issues related to governance, ethnicity, individual or group identity.  

Governance over people was contested. The mechanism and raison-d’être of the system instituted was 

questioned. Its administrators were challenged to prove their identity and justify the legitimacy of their 

authority over the people. In the face of discrepancies, identity crisis and ethnic cleavages ensued to puncture 

efforts towards good governance, and peaceful coexistence. 

The introduction of German colonial rule in Bafut was facilitated by the German explorer, Dr. Eugen Zintgraff 

who arrived Bafut in 1889 on his way to Adamawa. He had the mission of establishing trading relations 

between the Germans and the Cameroon hinterland as the first step towards introducing alien economico-

political control in the area. On his arrival at the Bafut palace, Zintgraff’s impression and assessment of the 

Fon of Bafut, as a person, was that he looked every inch a typical African despot. Palace protocol which 

showed the respect and honor accorded the Fon apparently confirmed his impressions. The Fon was seen as 

a sacred personality. Thus irritating colonial demands by the Germans on the Bafut Fon led to a series of 

attacks on Bafut known as the Bafut-German wars ( Niba, 1996: 92-94). 

The wars were a prelude to the imposition of German colonial rule on the Bafut for they discovered that force 

was the only means to establish their authority over the people. These wars were fought in 1902, 1904 and 

1907, all in a bid to cause the Bafut to submit to the Germans. Of the political, social, and economic 

consequences that these wars inflicted on the Bafut, one factor stood out. It was the fact that Bafut people 

were not only scattered but the political system was disorganized as the absence of the Fon who was exiled 

could ensure neither smooth traditional nor colonial administration. The Germans themselves acknowledged 

that the administration of Bafut in the absence of the Fon was virtually impossible. Hauptmann Menzel, the 

Bamenda station military commander is quoted as having said that due to the prestige of Abumbi I, he, alone, 

was in a position to bring order in the Bafut fondom that was falling apart in his absence. His position and 

status, according to Menzel, would have to be accepted (Chem-Langhëë & Fanso, 1996: 96). 

Realizing this fact, the Fon was brought back from exile and reinstated on his throne. The significance of the 

act was that the fondom from 1907 was left intact as it was before the German conquest, thus asserting the 

pre-colonial paramountcy that had been in existence. This happened at a time when many people thought that 

the Germans were going to destroy the pre-colonial influence of the Fon of Bafut by placing him under the 

authority of another fon of the area such as Galega I of Bali. But the Germans upheld the influential position 

of the Fon as it existed before colonial rule. While this arrangement worked for the interest of the German 

colonialists, it did not favour or benefit the chiefs and peoples who constituted the neighbours of   the Bafut 

fondom. This was henceforth going to intensify dissatisfaction and frustration among the chiefs of 

neighbouring villages as time evolved.  

The Germans recognised the Fon as the sole convenient agent of German administration in charge of tax 

collection and labour supply. No other local chief in Bafut was recognised or bestowed with such functions. 

In effect, whatever economic gains or advantages accrued from this position or fon’s services to the German 

colonial administration, he alone enjoyed them. Also, this arrangement made German colonial rule to be 
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visibly centred on the Fon as the source of political economic and religious life of the people thus enhancing 

his position and strong grip over local control in the entire fondom. But then, as portrayed by the pre-colonial 

set-up, the Fon was merely a coordinator of a complex social and political organisation in which princes, 

kwifor, chiefs, and lineage heads were involved. Since they played a great role in ensuring territorial 

administration, cohesion and relative stability in the system, any superstructure which failed to recognise any 

of these sub-structures or neglected their importance would result in conflict within the Bafut political system 

(Barton, 1933). 

However while the German colonial administration reinforced the power of the Fon in one aspect, they also 

destroyed it in another. For instance, in 1912, new instructions were issued by the German colonial Governor, 

Karl Ebermaier, stating that the practice whereby chiefs had a lien on the earnings of plantation labourers and 

the claim that the prolonged absence of their subjects on the coast was treasonable must be stopped. The 

Station Commanders were instructed to sensitised the local people that tax was a tribute owed to the 

government which had replaced the chiefs who no longer had claim to tribute (Nkwi, 1976). Though this new 

doctrine did not cause conflict in Bafut during German rule; it had long term effect later on. Here, some Bafut 

sub-chiefs and their peoples refused to pay tributes to the Fon thereby failing to recognise his authority or 

power over them. The issue later sparked waves of conflict between the Fon, his sub-chiefs, and peoples who 

became entangled in endless court cases.  

The German judicial system elaborated in the Schutzrief was used to enforce German rule among the indigenes 

of the Bamenda area. But the judicial system functioned through native courts, which were empowered to 

handle civil pleas and minor criminal matters. In doing this, native or customary law (protected by the 

Schutzrief) was applied in a diluted and generalised form, influenced, or modified by German law (Young, 

1916). In Bafut, from outset, the application of native law by the central palace in the fondom was hardly 

satisfactory to some chiefs and people. This had provoked some protests and disputes between the central 

palace and sub-chiefs in the past. Thus, when the German administrators supported the Fon and upheld the 

customary laws and system of justice, which according to the chiefs was not the best in the fondom, they saw 

the Germans as a new force that helped to consolidate the grip of the Fon over them. 

 By 1914, more privileges and a new status were attributed to the big chiefs of the Bamenda area. They were 

made the official tax collectors with an officially recognized 10 percent rebate. In Bafut, while the Fon enjoyed 

this benefit alone, those who assisted him in collecting the tax like the sub-chiefs and other local authorities 

licked their wounds in agony. Also, the power and authority of the Fon over these subordinates were 

strengthened in the sense that as an agent of government, the Fon was protected from his detractors, political 

opponents, and rivals by the German administration. Colonial troops and court messengers were available to 

enable the Fon to enforce his authority over recalcitrant subordinates or groups of people who refused to pay 

their taxes through the main head chief as a way of minimising his authority or asserting theirs. The Germans 

severely dealt with recalcitrant cases that were reported in the fondoms of the Bamenda area when it came to 
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taxation and labour supply. Hence the Fon of Bafut, like his colleagues of Kom, Nso and Bali, enjoyed 

protection from the Germans against any internal challenges to his authority (Nkwi, 1976: 141). 

But, this act simply postponed a precarious situation for as long as the Fon continued to exploit the colonial 

situation to consolidate his grip over local control in the entire fondom. The disgruntled subordinate leaders 

continued to look for strategies to puncture the authority of the Fon. Generally, the local subordinates who 

participated in the territorial administration in the pre-colonial period felt rejected or side-lined in the new 

German administrative system. This contributed in sowing the seeds of discord, rivalry, and conflict between 

the Fon and his sub-chiefs during the colonial era (Chilver, 1954). 

In 1914, the First World War started and eventually disrupted German colonial administration in Bafut. By 

1916, they finally packed out of Cameroon. Following the German expulsion, the Bamenda Grassfields was 

administered by the British who applied a uniform policy of colonial administration. This policy gave greater 

autonomy to chiefs in the management of local affairs. Here we want to pay attention to the first 32 years of 

British colonial administration in Bafut in a bid to see how it sustained or engendered conflict between the 

Fon, his subordinates, and people.  

 

British Administration, 1916 – 1948 

The British on taking over from the Germans in 1916 decided to maintain the German system of 

administration with slight modification in policy (Podevin, 1916). In order to ensure success in their new task, 

the British decided that their best option was to identify the principal chiefs and enhance their powers. To 

achieve that objective, the Fon of Bafut was co-opted as auxiliary of the administration in Bamenda Division. 

In 1917, some innovations were effected in the judicial set-up in the area. Here, G.S Podevin, the District 

Officer, inaugurated an “Instructional (Grade C) court” in Bamenda. The court was an assembly of 27 chiefs 

of Bamenda who were summoned to be educated on the new Native Court Ordinance introduced from Nigeria. 

The Fon of Bafut, Abumbi I was appointed president with the Fon of Bali-Kumbat as vice president (Young, 

1916). 

Initially, lesser chiefs and even ward heads within the principal communities were also recognised and brought 

in to support the chiefs as court members thus stepping up from what the Germans left behind (Bellow, 1916; 

Hunt, 1921). In contrast to the Germans, the British, on taking over from them, adopted a somewhat liberal 

policy. This means that the British undertook to respect the indigenous institutions, which were said to have 

suffered disruption under German rule. The incoming British had labelled the German system of native 

administration as “direct rule.” Furthermore, the British liberal policy meant identifying native rulers and 

helping them to maintain their prestige and authority in all matters concerning the areas under their control 

(Gardinier, 1967). In Bafut therefore, this liberalism appeared to imply strong support for local imperialism, 

autocracy and centralised authority that had existed in the fondom before colonial rule. Consequently, these 

principles were bound to sow seeds of conflict within the local political and administrative system.  
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By 1922, on instructions from the Colonial Office, the system of Indirect Rule as was being applied in 

Northern Nigeria was introduced in the British Cameroons. This system had been designed by Lord Lugard 

in Nigeria. Lugard’s administrative policy of Indirect Rule designed for Northern Nigeria was therefore 

introduced into the Cameroons, including the Bamenda area where Bafut was located (Hunt, 1920; Crawford, 

1919). Indirect Rule was a system of administration regulated by laws in which some powers were delegated 

to a chief or group of individuals termed Native Authority to maintain law and order through native courts, to 

collect taxes and to operate a treasury (Niba, 1981). From the outset of this new arrangement, the 

administrative set-up under Indirect Rule was problematic. The system no doubt, centred on the role of 

indigenous chiefs. But only a few of them in the Bamenda area were selected from 1922 to be part of a strict 

hierarchical administrative structure that began with a Governor-General resident in Lagos Nigeria. He was 

assisted by two Lieutenant Governors, Provincial Residents, and District Officers who actually represented 

the British administration that ruled the people (Mfombong, 1980). This was a kind of super political structure 

whose foundation was weakened from inception given the fact that leaders ruling the basic units of the society 

like quarters, lineages, villages and hamlets were not officially involved in the set-up of Indirect Rule. It 

became evident therefore that the British like their German counterparts, singled out the Fon as the only ruler 

of importance.  

 The first phase of Indirect Rule was implemented between 1922 and 1931. In Bamenda, the establishment of 

Native Administration was preceded by assessment exercises conducted by British administrative officers in 

the Division between 1923 and 1926. The results of the assessment led to the creation of Native Authority 

areas according to historical and ethnic affinities amongst the peoples in the area. Three categories of Native 

Authorities emerged, namely: areas where Native Authorities consisted of a single or more than one chief; 

areas consisting of a council of chiefs or elders, and areas where the native court constituted an authority. 

Also, Indirect Rule, during this period, was regulated by the Native Courts Ordinance and the Native Authority 

Ordinance. The Native Courts Ordinance established four grades of courts- A, B, C, D, which were governed 

by the powers and jurisdiction reserved for them. Membership of the courts was reserved for chiefs and other 

local dignitaries. The Native Authority Ordinance on its part created Native Authorities where the Native 

Authority was a chief or other “native” formally recognised by the government. Such a recognised Native 

Authority was given executive powers to maintain law and order, and to employ native police to assist it for 

such purpose. Native Authorities issued orders on such subjects as tax collection, labour recruitment, public 

health, and community development (Fanso, 1989). 

From 1922 to 1926, no single chief or council of elders was gazetted as Native Authority. Instead, all the 

Native Courts in the Cameroons Province were gazetted as Native Authority in June 1924. In 1926, the 

Resident of the Cameroons, E.J. Arnett, in a memorandum issued on 23 February 1926, asked that some chiefs 

already exercising the powers conferred on the courts be gazetted as Native Authorities instead of the Native 

Courts. As a result, some four chiefs were eventually gazetted as sole Native Authorities while others were 

constituted into composite Native Authorities. Bafut was made a composite Native Authority, reorganised 
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according to the assessment report of E.G. Hawkeworth in 1926 (Hawkesworth, 1926). The Fon of Bafut, 

Abumbi was gazetted as the Native Authority for the area and President of the Native Court created in Bafut 

in 1927, assisted by the Chief of Babanki, Vubangsi, as Vice President.  

This arrangement was in a bid to enhance the power of the Bafut Fon even beyond the limits of his fondom 

(Niba, 1981). Consequently, the appointment sparked discontent and suspicion among the other five chiefs of 

the Native Authority Area who saw the appointment as a calculated ploy by the British to subject their villages 

under the Bafut and to extend her influence into their territories. As a result, some of the chiefs boycotted the 

Native Court. The Fon of Bafut as the Native Authority was charged with the collection of taxes from 

subordinate chiefs for onward transmission to the District Officer. Other chiefs in the Bafut Native Authority 

Area and within the Bafut fondom thought that the payment of taxes through the Fon would foster loyalty and 

allegiance to him. Thus afraid of becoming subordinates to the Fon, these chiefs were reluctant to pay taxes 

through the Fon of Bafut. They also refused to receive their tax discs from the Native court at Bafut and 

preferred to have them directly from the Divisional Office in Bamenda where they also preferred to pay their 

taxes (Mfombong, 1980). Some of them, on their part preferred to pay their tax at the Ndop Native Authority 

Area where the Fon would not have the opportunity to see, let alone touch the money.  

One can therefore say that out of the administrative reorganization in the late 1920s emerged a power tussle 

between some gazetted chiefs and their subordinate chiefs. While these subordinates, namely, ward, village 

and quarter heads refused to cooperate with their chiefs, arguing that their influence and prestige had been 

greatly weakened by the establishment of Native Authorities and Native Courts, chiefs who took scant notice 

of their sub-chiefs, family and ward heads, were isolated from their people. This situation affected the Fon of 

Bafut, a gazetted chief of Native Administration and thus engendered conflict. So, on a general note, the 

consolidation of administrative units under the Fon of Bafut from 1922 to 1930 failed to satisfy the purpose 

for which the British created the units. The purpose of Native Administration in the view of the British was 

not to cause conflict but to strengthen village and inter village cooperation and solidarity (Mfombong, 1980: 

123). Thus, if there was one thing that the British learned from the administrative experiment of the 1920s, it 

was the power tussle and conflict that emanated among gazetted chiefs and between them and their 

subordinate rulers, which ultimately defeated the objective of strengthening local cooperation and solidarity 

among the indigenes. For this reason the British decided to undertake another reorganisation in the 1930s with 

the hope of solving this problem. 

The reorganisation effectively took place between 1930 and 1940. Here the British advocated a new native 

administrative structure and policy where authority would be built in accordance with the people’s idea of 

what such authority should be. That is, if any authority had to exist, it must be willingly accepted by the people 

and not imposed on them. This decision of the British was coming at a time when experience had shown that 

Native Authority not accepted by the people and maintained only by imposition was almost certainly bound 

to fail. Thus, aware of the conflict which developed between the chiefs and their subordinates in Native 

Administration, the British decided to overhaul the administrative set-up. Economic problems in the early 
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1930s also precipitated a modification of Indirect Rule policy during which major changes in the application 

of the policy in Bamenda and Bafut were effected.  

Hence from 1931, British administrators called for the reorganisation of Native Authorities to be broad based. 

Traditional institutions as an integral part of local government machinery was henceforth going to have well 

defined powers and functions recognised by government and the law, and not dependent on the caprices of 

the political officer (File Cb/1, 1934). With this in mind, Sir Donald Cameron, Governor of Nigeria, revised 

the principles of Indirect Rule between 1931 and 1935. Indirect administration was now defined as the means 

of enabling the local peoples to develop in a constitutional manner from their own part guided and restrained 

by their inherited traditions, moulded or modified on the advice of the British. In order to give this definition 

a legal backing, Governor Cameron enacted three important   Ordinances namely, Native Authority, Native 

Courts, and Protectorate Ordinance in 1933 ( N.A. Ordinance, 1933).  

The implementation of the new Ordinances in the Bamenda Division necessitated fresh enquiries. From the 

new assessments or enquiries made, Bamenda was reorganised into sixteen Native Administration units.  The 

Bafut administrative unit was reorganised following recommendations made by R.J. Hook, D.O for the 

Bamenda Division in an intelligent report submitted to the Governor of Nigeria in 1933 ( Hook, 1935). In 

1935, the Governor, D. Cameron approved the recommendations, which effected major structural and 

administrative changes in the Bafut Native Authority. The changes were that the Native Authority was now 

the seven-chiefs-in-council. These were the chiefs of Bafut, Babanki, Babanki–Tungoh, Bambui, Bambili, 

Bafreng and Mendankwe. The element of Bafut paramountcy still remained with the Fon who was regarded 

as the most important dignitary endowed with the highest privilege when it came to remunerations. 

Other changes occurred at the level of the court and they involved the establishment of a central Native Court 

of grade “D” powers at Tubah. The seven village groups were each granted a village court of limited grade D 

powers. A central Appeal court was created to handle appeals coming from decisions and others taken in the 

seven courts of the seven villages. The personnel were reshuffled and a few village heads brought into the 

system as court members. Membership of the courts was equally broadened to include some literate 

individuals from humble origins, co-opted to assist the chiefs in their judicial duties. One conspicuous 

innovation was the recognition of the council of elders of the gazetted chiefs-in- council as subordinate Native 

Authorities. In brief, the Native Authority Ordinance of 1933 broadened the membership of the Native 

Authority councils and courts to involve subordinate rulers (lower chiefs) and elders (File Cb/1, 1935). This 

new approach to Indirect Rule was almost a return to the pre-colonial council system where chiefs and their 

village elders sat in council together in order to administer their villages. 

Nevertheless, problems occurred following this new administrative arrangement. Firstly, if one had to go by 

pre-colonial political organisation or arrangement, we would say that the pre-colonial administrative set-up 

or structure was not limited to the Fon and his council of elders, mostly made up of kwifor bukum or nobles, 

at the central palace. It was a system which involved family heads, quarter heads, lineage heads, and sub-

chiefs. So, if in 1935, only the Fon’s council of elders was recognised and incorporated into the Native 
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Authority administration then a problem was created. This was because the position of the Fon and his council 

of elders was strengthened within the Native Administration at the expense of sub-chiefs. This did not augur 

well for the stability of the system.  

The second problem was that many gazetted Native Authorities hated the idea of sitting in court benches with 

their councillors, subordinates, and subjects of common origin. According to the chiefs, the act reduced their 

authority and economic benefits, such as sitting fees within the system (Cb/1, 1938). This allegation seemed 

to have touched the Fon of Bafut directly because several complaints were written to British administrators 

by his sub-chiefs blaming him for never wanting to recommend them for admission into the Native Authority 

council or court. They also accused him of being a selfish Fon who wanted to enjoy or keep to himself all the 

colonial economic benefits. The chiefs were further irritated by the establishment of a treasury in Bafut in 

1941. According to the sub-chiefs, the treasury reinforced the authority and control of the Fon over them. 

Consequently, some Bafut sub-chiefs refused to pay their taxes through this treasury which was directly under 

the control of the Fon (Letter no. 363/517, 1950; File N.A. 363, 1949). All these became a cause for conflicts 

in the late 1940s. 

However, while the Native Authorities were still trying to test the functioning of this new approach to Indirect 

Rule, the demands of the Second World War generated a new set of problems which necessitated further 

administrative changes. Thus during the war, all administrative energy was diverted towards the war efforts. 

After the war, new forces generated by it inspired the promulgation of the Richards Constitution in 1946. This 

Constitution introduced new Native Administration institutions and an elective principle in Native 

Administration and Authority councils.  

One of the new forces which emanated from the war concerned men who were recruited to fight abroad. When 

these people returned from the war, they became a problem to the rulers of their local communities. They 

returned from the war with ideas which they used to defend their request for local participation in Native 

Administration. Hence, it became increasingly imperative to design a new Native Administration system that 

integrated or accommodated the members of this new social class. By 1947, a new policy of local government 

was requested in order to keep Native Administration abreast with larger political developments.  

Democratisation was one of those developments and during this period, it entailed a shift from the pre-World 

War II situation where chiefs and traditional institutions reigned supreme to a new situation where semi-

westernised elements were accorded a greater voice in Native Administration. In doing this, the British 

colonial authorities were not merely attempting to make the ex-service men and semi-westernised elements 

sit in council and courts with the chiefs but they were rather preparing the ultimate ground for the eventual 

transfer of power, influence, and initiative to the new elements when local Government finally takes over 

from Native Administration (Niven, 1957). 

The transfer process in the Bamenda Division was not easy, given the fact that Native Administration was 

still in the hands of the Native Authorities who were not ready to relinquish their power to any pressure group. 

The resistance was aggravated by the ex-service men and westernised educated class who persistently 
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questioned the continuation of the Native Authority system which hindered them from taking part in the 

administration of their areas. In their opinion, the maintenance of chiefly authority by the British was a denial 

of human rights (File No. Jb/a/1, 1948). In Bafut, this declaration coupled with the general attitude of the ex-

soldiers and educated class, created a handful of problems for the Native Authority put in place. British 

colonial administrators in Bamenda reported how ex-service men of “bush lawyer types” did not only compete 

or fight for positions in the Native Administration Councils and courts, but they also incited the Sub-Chiefs 

of the chiefdoms where they lived to rise against the authority of the Fon, the Native Authority, by declaring 

their autonomy (Goodliffe, 1949). 

The chiefs also declared certain native laws and customs repugnant and derogatory to human rights and 

personality. Such customs, in their opinion, were equally bridges of oppression and exploitation (File No. 

CB/2, 1945). So, these arguments instigated by the new class opened another dimension of tense relations 

between the Fon, his sub-chiefs, and people in the late 1940s. In view of this tension, it became evident that 

British colonial policy and administration had to change if really she had to maintain her rule over the people. 

The weaknesses of the Native Administration, coupled with the forces generated by the war also made the 

British officials in Bamenda to start contemplating on grouping smaller and more effective administrative 

units to form viable Native Authorities composed of more enlightened and literate elements capable of 

adapting themselves to the changes that were now evident. The plans to regroup the Native Authorities 

reached fruition between 1948 and 1949 when new administrative and judicial recommendations finally 

received the approval of the colonial government, sanctioning the creation of federations and the new 

Bamenda Province. Developments under this new set-up constitute another area of research. However it is 

important for us to assess the impact of colonial administration on the indigenous institutions of Bafut.  

 

Impact of Native Administration 

The applications of the policies of Indirect Rule had an impact on the political set-up of Bafut  that is, on the 

position of the sub-chiefs within the fondom and the general well-being of the people. This eventually dictated 

the nature of relations that existed between the Fon, the chiefs, and people on whom such administration was 

exercised. Of course, conflictual relations arose given the fact that a complex network or chain of 

interdependence existed among the Fon, chiefs and the people. Whatever affected any one of these entities 

automatically had a bearing on the others.  

The Economy  

British authorities inherited the German economic structures in terms of equipment and infrastructure like 

wharves, railways, and roads including the plantations. On taking over the plantations, they placed them under 

the authority of the Governor-General in Nigeria to manage them until their disposal after war.  In 1922 and 

1923 the British Government tried to sell the plantations at an auction in London but found no buyers. 

Eventually in 1924 they were sold back these plantations to the original German owners who assumed control 

of them in 1925 (Gardinier, 1967). During the entire period of British rule, labour continued to come as usual 
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from the hinterland, particularly the Bamenda area, some from French Cameroons and Nigeria. Labour 

recruitment was one of the principal duties of District Officers in Bamenda. In his first annual report for 1916, 

Podevin, the District Officer reported that over 2300 labourers had been recruited and sent down to the 

plantations on three to six months contract (CSE1/86, 1916). It is difficult to know how many of these workers 

actually came from Bafut because the authorities did not indicate their actual ethnic origins. Instead they were 

classified by geographical zones, such as Meta, Wum, Banso and Bamenda. Bafut fell under Bamenda. The 

labour was, as usual, recruited through the chiefs by force though the British authorities reported that this was 

voluntary. That could not be true, since a District Officer, after receiving a number of labourers from a chief 

would not bother to find out how they were recruited. 

  

Apart from the plantation areas, the British carried out no large scale economic development in the 

Cameroons. The League of Nations Mandate stipulated that the Mandatory shall be responsible for the peace, 

order, and good government of the territory and of the promotion to the utmost of the material and moral 

wellbeing and social progress of its inhabitants (CSE5/10, n.d). In the Cameroons, in comparison with Nigeria, 

the British apparently thought that it would not be in their interest to do anything better beyond the incidental 

development associated with Native Administration. With no capital grants forthcoming from the British 

government, the local administration depended on Native Administration funds to carry out development 

projects. These funds came from taxes and court fees which were collected and disbursed by the District 

Officer at his will. Since the amount collected from this source was small, it meant the achievements were 

limited. This development towards achieving administrative goals, and not the benefit of the people, pre-

occupied the officials. Thus there was general economic neglect. Bafut had its own share of this economic 

neglect despite her proximity to the Divisional capital Bamenda.  

The sector which consumed the limited funds was road making. Roads served economic as well as social and 

political functions. When the British took over their sphere of Cameroon, the road network was still 

rudimentary. The roads passing through the Bafut Native Authority Area in general and the Bafut fondom in 

particular were the trunk roads, such as the Bamenda-Wum road passing through Bafut itself and the Bamenda 

– Njinikom and Bamenda – Banso roads branching off at Bambui towards Bafut.at a junction locally referred 

to as “three corners.” This junction became “four corners” in 1957 with the opening of the Bambui – Bafut 

road. There were no roads linking various villages in Bafut. The villages were linked only by footpaths. 

 The maintenance of roads was carried out by the Native Authorities. Sometimes, local communities were 

called up to contribute unpaid labour for the upkeep of the roads. This was done in accordance with sections 

of the Nigerian Roads and Rivers Ordinance of 1916 which was extended to the Cameroons in1925 (Nigerian 

Gazette, 1925). Chiefs were forced to call on their people to clean the roads. Instead of punishing defaulters 

with a monetary fine as was done in Nigeria, in the Cameroons, the chiefs applied traditional sanctions. In 

Bafut these involved the entry of kwifor messengers into the defaulter’s compound to seize goats and fowls. 

This was another cause for tension between the chiefs and the people they governed.       
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Concerning internal trade, the main factor was the market place, which was a carry-over from the pre-colonial 

era. This has been treated in detail by Smith (1971). There was a market place located a short distance from 

the Bafut palace, controlled by the Fon. In the colonial era, this control shifted to the Native Authority. 

However, the Fon still exercised the right to make announcements in the market, maintain the sacrificial 

monolith and the slit summoning drum (kwin). The Native Authority maintained the market, supervised the 

erection of stalls, controlled the quality of such commodities as meat, palm wine and assorted food items sold 

there. Sanitary inspectors did inspection (1934). Taxes were collected from traders and butchers.  

Colonial government policy also included livestock improvement. The Bafut people like others in Cameroon 

bred domestic animals such as goats, sheep, pigs, and chicken before the advent of the white man. 

Hawkesworth’s Assessment Report on the Bafut Area in 1926 indicated that the dominant domestic animals 

were goats, sheep, and pigs (1926). These livestock of course attracted tax along with farm produce. The 

beginning of the British era saw the introduction of cattle from Northern Nigeria and Northern part of the 

French Cameroons. The herds were owned by the Fulani (Bororo or Mbororo). One of the first cattle owners 

to come into Bamenda was Ardo Sabga from Banyo who arrived in 1916 and settled at Babanki-Tungaw, 

later to be included in the Bafut Native Authority Area.  The British Authorities encouraged and welcomed 

the cattle owners because of the cattle tax (jangali) which they paid to the Native Authorities. Over the years, 

the number of cattle increased in the Bafut area in particular and Bamenda Division in general. For example, 

in 1944, the cattle population was 10,439 in the Bafut area out of a divisional total of 144, 183, reaching its 

peak in 1945 with 11,005 out of 150,817 (Cattle Control Bamenda Division, 1944). 

The   introduction of cattle into Bafut affected the people’s lives in that a new element, beef, was introduced 

into their diet. But the people remained skeptical and suspicious of the beef. According to them, the veterinary 

treatment of cattle affected the quality of the meat. In addition, they were brought into contact with a new 

group of people, the Bororo, with whom there was a certain degree of interaction. The Fon of Bafut did not 

only have a stranger element in his fondom, he was also encouraged to keep some cattle of his own. This gave 

him some degree of independence as far as the palace upkeep was concerned. There were also social changes 

and consequences of such changes. 

 

Social Changes  

Apart from the economic changes, which only superficially affected Bafut society, colonialism also brought 

in its wake certain innovations which profoundly affected the society. These innovations were embodied in 

the cultural values of Christianity and Western education. Ajayi, in his global assessment of the impact of 

colonial rule on Africa asserts that Christianity and Western education, as agents of social change, made a 

deep impression on African institutions. This was because “the colonial regimes used their sovereignty to 

suppress ruthlessly practices that were incompatible with the Christian traditions of Western society” (1969). 

But whatever changes took place, they were not uniform. As he emphasises, “while the lives of some 

communities were profoundly affected, others had hardly became aware of the European presence before they 
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began to leave” (Ajayi, 1969). This was to a certain extent true of Bafut society as far as German rule, which 

was less than fifteen years was concerned.  

During this relatively brief period, Bafut had a slight taste of Christianity with accompanying Western 

education. The history of Christianity in Cameroon can be traced to the London Baptist missionaries who 

established themselves in Victoria in 1858 under the leadership of Alfred Saker (Gwei, 1975). From that year 

till the annexation of the Cameroons, they ran churches and schools, mainly in the Douala and Victoria areas. 

Following the annexation of the Cameroons by the Germans, the Baptists, because of their links with Britain 

withdrew from Cameroon. Their property and responsibilities were taken over by the Evangelical Missionary 

Society (Basel Mission) of Switzerland in 1886. Later on in 1888 and 1890, the American Presbyterians and 

the Roman Catholic Pallotine Order of Germany respectively joined in the Missionary enterprise in 

Cameroon. Their operation started expanding inland. At the turn of the century, in 1903, the Basel Mission 

established a station in Bali. The Catholics came later when the Society of the Sacred Heart established in 

Nso land, one hundred kilometres north-east of Bamenda in 1912 (Chilver, 1996). 

These agents of change had only peripheral influence on Bafut. The nearest mission station was Bali, about 

twenty-six kilometres from Bafut. Nevertheless, the missionaries established a small church at Njinteh, near 

the palace, in 1904 (Ritzenthaler, 1967). The church house served both as a place of worship and a school. A 

few Bafut youths were also taken by the missionaries to Bali for instructions. One of them was Jacob Shu (d. 

1978) who later became the first Bafut ordained pastor. In 1912, Shu was a teacher in the Njinteh School. 

Among his pupils was Shu Ayieh, the future Fon of Bafut, Achirimbi II (Ritzenthaler, 1967: 76). The Basel 

Missionaries enjoyed cordial relations with the royal family because of their deference to traditional authority.  

To conclude this section on colonial impact, we have noted that Bafut people passed through two colonial 

regimes from 1900-1948. People who lived through the two eras were quick to distinguish between Ngu’u ba 

Jaman (German era) and Ngu’u ba Inglise (English era). The former was characterised by iron discipline, 

wars, and off -handed manner of justice. The latter, a somewhat more liberal period was referred to as the 

question era, in apparent reference to English legal procedure or common law system which presumed a 

person innocent until proven guilty. From the view point of the local population, this type of system 

perpetuated rather than prevented crime. This was considered to result in indiscipline in society since a smart 

person could avoid justice by arguing his way out of trouble. This liberal atmosphere consequently guaranteed 

human rights, particularly the rights of the underdog or deprived persons. To fight for their rights, people, as 

British subjects, were encouraged to write petitions to the administration. That is what some chiefs and sub-

chiefs did when certain aspects of Indirect Rule did not favour them.  

 

Conflictual Situations 

From our analysis above, we have seen that the application of the policy of Indirect Rule introduced by the 

short-lived German administration and continued more systematically by the British carried seeds of conflict 

within its bosom. These seeds sprouted in the early 1940s in the form of open protests by some chiefs of the 
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Bafut Native Authority Area led by the young chief of Kejom (Big Bakanki), Vubangsi Vugah who expressed 

dissatisfaction with his status in the system.  

It all started in 1936 when Vubangsi succeeded as chief following his father, Vugah’s death. The new chief 

had been educated in a German school (Niba, 1981). As a crown prince he had sat in for his father at the Bafut 

court. Four years earlier, on 4 August 1932, the old Fon of Bafut Abumbi I died and was succeeded by his 

son, Shu Ayieh who took the name of Achirimbi II (Cb/1, 1932).  Like the case of Babanki, before his 

accession Achirimbi had been standing in for his father as President of the Bafut Court. In addition, he had 

had four years of education in a German school. The accession of these relatively young chiefs whose 

predecessors had been gazetted as Native Authorities set the stage for conflict. 

 Feeling edgy about his status of co-Native Authority, the chief of Babanki wrote to the Governor of Nigeria 

in Lagos on 24 July 1943 (Chief Vugah, personal Communication, July 24, 1943). In the petition he 

questioned the exalted position of the Fon of Bafut in the Native Administration set-up and questioned why 

the Fon should have precedence over him. He felt that by tradition, the Fon of Bafut did not merit such favour 

because his ancestor migrated from Babanki and hence, he was a descendant of the Royal House of Babanki. 

He (Vugah) resented being the Vice-President of the Central Native Court whereas in the recommendation of 

Hawkesworth, he was supposed to be co-president with Bafut. Another matter which irritated Vugah was that, 

the Fon of Bafut was given a portrait of King George, the British monarch, while he was not given one. On 

account of what he considered a slight to his personality, the chief of Babanki then asked to be given his own 

Native Authority. The petition was rejected at the level of the Chief Commissioner for the Eastern Provinces 

at Enugu. Vugah was told in no unmistakable terms that the existing arrangements would not be changed (File 

38322/S.376, 1944). 

Not satisfied with the reply, Chief Vugah solicited the co-operation of four other chiefs in the area and wrote 

a stronger and more demanding petition to which they all appended their signatures or thumb prints ( 1944). 

In this petition, the chiefs went further to assert that, they were actually of the same rank with the Fon of Bafut 

and so should be treated as equals and paid the same salaries. They also questioned the rationale of naming 

the Native Authority as “Bafut” when in their view; Bafut was only one of the seven units comprising it. 

According to them, the name should be changed to Atuabah (Tubah) to reflect the name of the place in which 

the Central Court was located. The chiefs wanted equal treatment or else they would constitute their own 

separate Native Authority. The tone of the petition drew an angry response from the administration. The 

Resident of the Cameroons Province accused the Chief of Babanki of intractability demonstrated by his 

reluctance to work with the Fon of Bafut. The Resident warned: “If you are not prepared to work in harmony 

with the Fon (of Bafut) and other members of the council, you will be suspended from sitting in both court 

and council (Resident, Personal Communication, July 4, 1944). 

What was the source of Chief Vugah’s grievances? Broadly speaking, Vugah’s protest was not an isolated 

case. It fell within the general contest of African and particularly Cameroonian resistance to European 

imperialism. As Africans and Cameroonians, Bafut people played their role in this resistance. The resistance 
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took many forms ranging from direct military confrontation to passive resistance, which took the form of 

diplomacy, psychological withdrawal or even resort to the rubrics of magic and religion (Gwassa, 1969; Ikime, 

1972). Professor James Coleman (1971) labelled this early indigenous resistance as “traditional nationalism. 

This type of nationalism led by the traditional elite, that is, the chiefs, was quite different from the “modern” 

nationalism of a later date led by European (western) educated elite. In his study of German imperialism in 

Cameroon, Rudin maintains that, “fighting between whites and natives was a common occurrence (1968). 

The prime cause of these wars was the people’s determination to defend their economic interest and way of 

life. Focusing on Bafut, we have already mentioned the German-Bafut wars. From 1901 to 1907, the Bafut 

fondom was the victim of four punitive expeditions. The fondom finally succumbed to military force in 1907. 

The Fon surrendered to the Germans and was exiled to Doula (Chilver, 1963).  The people were forced to pay 

indemnity by supplying workers for the plantations. 

Furthermore, the consequences of a new economic system coupled with the introduction of Christianity and 

Western education was not only the disorientation of society but also the individual who was haunted by a 

fear of economic and psychological insecurity. This state of affairs inevitably led to revolts against colonial 

rule. Led by the traditional elite, it fallowed the pattern of inter-group relations at the time. Chief Vugah was 

the prototype of these rebellious traditional elite. He was protesting against the concept of paramountcy, that 

is, the idea of putting one chief over others for administrative convenience. In Bamenda, the Germans 

attempted to implement the policy of paramountcy by putting over thirty Widekum village communities under 

the Fon of Bali (Chiver, 1967; Atanda, 1965).This created more problems than anticipated.  

The case of Bafut was a bit unusual. In their investigation in the 1920s, the authorities discovered that of all 

the seven units of the Bafut area, the Chief of Babanki claimed seniority over all the others in terms of being 

the first to settle in the area. But the numerical strength of the Bafut fondom prevailed in the end and so the 

Fon of Bafut was acknowledged as the clan head. But the authorities did not want to leave Babanki out in the 

cold and so the unusual arrangement was made whereby the Fon of Bafut and the Chief of Babanki were both 

constituted as the Native Authority. They were also made co-presidents of the court but with the Fon of Bafut 

always given precedence when both of them were in court. The British authorities realised that this was a 

delicate arrangement both in terms of the relationship between the two rulers and that between them and the 

other five chiefs. Reporting in 1931, a District Officer admitted that the situation was still delicate and it was 

politically wise not to emphasise that the Chiefs of Bafut and Babanki were the “only Native Authorities for 

the whole area (File Ab3 (b), 1931). 

That is why in the reorganisation of 1934, the Native Authority was made conciliate in character, involving 

all the seven-chiefs-in-council. In addition, the presidency of the central court was rotatory. This means that 

with the exception of the higher stipend paid to the Fon of Bafut, his seemingly dominant position had 

somewhat been diffused. Thus in the 1930s the authorities were no longer talking of a Bafut district head but 

of a “Bafut Confederation (File Ab3d, 1935). The Second World War of 1939-1945 led to further changes in 
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the Native Administration system. This was in response to the economic hardship brought about by the war. 

The situation only aggravated an already bad situation caused by the economic depression of the 1930s. 

To cope with the economic problems, the Direct Taxation Ordinance was enacted by the Governor in 1940 

(Laws of Nigeria, 1948). This replaced the Native Revenue Ordinance of 1917. The new Ordinance aimed at 

centralising taxation policy, generating more revenue at the grassroots through various taxes, and then 

dividing the proceeds between the central and local authorities. The application of the Ordinance in Bafut 

necessitated the establishment of a treasury in the area in 1941. This was the third treasury in the Bamenda 

Division after that of Bamenda and Banso (File Cb1, 1941). The treasury was located in a newly constructed 

building in the Bafut palace. The keys were in the custody of three chiefs, namely Bafut, Babanki and Bafreng. 

The involvement of these chiefs in the custody of funds was a security measure, but it was also aimed at 

promoting a spirit of co-operation and collegiality among the chiefs of the Native Authority.  

The Direct Taxation Ordinance was followed by the Native Authority Ordinance of 1943 (Laws of Nigeria 

Chap. 140, 1948). This replaced the Ordinance of 1933. In the new Ordinance the functions of the Native 

Authority were broadened. In addition to the emphasis on law and order, there was more emphasis on public 

services. Thus the new Ordinance provided that the Native Authority could issue orders on such range  of 

areas as the movement of livestock, soil conservation, forestry protection and the registration of births and 

deaths. It could also make rules ranging from regulating manufacture and trade to the construction and 

maintenance of places of entertainment such as cinemas and playhouses. These rules also included other 

public services such as environmental sanitation, town planning, and control of diseases and maintenance of 

markets. Another new item was the provision which empowered the Native Authority to make standing rules 

for the conduct of its business. These rules governed the procedure for the conduct of meetings, such as the 

quorum needed for meetings and the manner by which decisions could be reached. This provision showed 

that the Native Authority could now be self-governing and thus be in a position to debate matters and take 

resolutions on burning issues. The Fon of Bafut was empowered to sign routine documents on behalf of the 

Native Authority along with the Treasurer countersigning as clerk of the Native Authority (File Ja/a/1, 1933). 

It was this apparently re-enforced image of the Fon of Bafut which must have irked Chief Vugah. Chief Vugah 

had been described as being a touchy individual who was very sensitive to anything he considered as a slight 

to his personality (File 18122/s.376, 1948). In 1943, there seemed to have been much to make the chief touchy. 

The Native Treasury of the Bafut area was located in the Bafut Fon’s palace. In the view of the Babanki Chief, 

that boosted the Bafut Fon’s prestige. In addition, the new Native Authority Ordinance of 1943, which 

apparently gave more power to the local Authority must have made Chief Vugah feel that the main beneficiary 

would be the Fon of Bafut. That, therefore, irritated him. These administrative re-organisations were signals 

of more changes to come. Vugah could not afford to remain indifferent.  

The appearance of a public letter writer, one Hybrids John Samson Ngongi in Bamenda from Buea in 1943, 

afforded Chief Vugah the opportunity to express his feelings to the administration. Ngongi was the first letter 

writer in Bamenda Division. He was first invited to Bamenda by a party involved in a chieftaincy dispute in 
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Bali, to write petitions to the Governor. He set-up an office in Bamenda under the business name “The 

Cameroons Illiterates Guardian” in accordance with the Illiterates Protection Ordinance. He was the only 

petition writer in the Division up to 1957 (Niba, 1981). It is difficult to say how much of the decision to write 

the petitions was Chief Vugah’s and how much was induced by the people around him or by the letter writer’s 

touts. Whichever way we look at it, from thence on, writing of petitions and resorting to the courts would 

become the favourite weapon of aggrieved parties in assorted conflicts.  

Conclusion  

In this study, we have analysed a conflict whose nature and causes are imbedded in ethnicity, doubtful identity 

and legitimacy within a defined or constituted political system. Vices such as interest and mutual suspicion 

ensued to puncture cordial relations, peace and smooth functioning of the administrative mechanism put in 

place. However the political system was estranged to the indigenous people and their leaders thus provoking 

psychological, mental and emotional violence in the people. An open manifestation of this violence was 

translated in petitions and ethnic cleavages that expressed the minds and thoughts of the people in the system.  

The message was not as though Africans were fighting each other; it was a total rejection of alien rule 

instituted by foreigners in Africa. Indirect rule applied by the Germans or the British was imbued with 

blemishes that made conflict unavoidable wherever it was instituted in Africa. First colonial politics and 

administration exploited divide and rule tactics to sail through Africa and dismantle all opposition to their 

interest and ambitions in the place. To succeed they co-opted African acolytes into the political system and 

used against fellow Africans. The resistance mounted by chief Vugah against the Fon of Bafut in the Native 

authority system was by extension a resistance to colonial politics that was poised to use Africans to destroy 

their own political institutions and traditions.       

 In the attempt to use indigenous political institutions for their different purposes and interests, colonial powers 

faced problems in administration. The short German rule (1900-1916) destabilised the traditional political set-

up of the Bafut fondom through the wars of conquest and type of administration it attempted to establish in 

the Bamenda area. The British took over a disrupted system whose nature could not permit them to rule the 

indigenes without problems. In 1922, Indirect Rule was recommended as a cure to the unpopular German 

system. The resultant establishment of Native Authorities and Native Courts did not fulfil the hopes for a 

stable Native Administration system as envisaged by the authorities. The colonial authorities got entangled in 

a web of difficulties sparked by personality clashes among the indigenous rulers. This was manifested in the 

open protest by the Chief of Babanki, Vugah, in petitions written to hierarchy. He protested the dominant 

position accorded the Fon of Bafut in the Bafut Native Authority. Vugah’s reaction was an eye-opener to 

other chiefs and sub-chiefs within the Bafut fondom itself. They also resorted to their own protests.  In sum, 

one could say that this is a history of a political organisation and governance and for any political organisation 

to succeed, governance in the system must be void of selfish interest, manipulations and coercion. Above all, 

the legitimacy of such a structure as an instrument of policy and control should be accepted and acknowledged 

by the governed otherwise the organisation would be prone to conflict and disaster.  
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