Paideuma 31, 1985
THE KOM PALACE: ITS FOUNDATION, GROWTH AND SIGNIFICANCE

PAUL NCHOJI NKWI

The acquisition and rational use of land is a process vital to the material subsistence of
different human groups. Whether land is acquired by conquest or warfare or by primi occu-
pantis, it is portioned out as demographic and socio-economic factors demand, for the
establishment of settlements (houses, compounds, villages), farms, for ritual functions and
so on. The traditions of settlement of most chiefdoms in the western Grassfields show con-
siderable diversity in accounting for the acquisition of their respective territories. Some
groups hold that they moved into and occupied empty land; others that they moved into
occupied land, conquered existing groups or obtained land peacefully from the autochthones;
others hold that they came from nowhere, and these sometimes say that their ancestors came
out of a nearby cave, lake or from behind a waterfall. But once land was aquired, by what-
ever means, it was portioned out over the years into villages or aggregates of compounds from
a centrifugal point, the palace, which was usually referred to as the home.

The Kom palace (nto’Kom) appears to have been established earlier, before the arrival of
the founders of the Kom dynasty. According to oral traditions the nucleus of the palace was
formed by the ndo-nalii. According to these oral sources the founding clans of Kom arrived
Laikom and found the ndo-nalii clan in occupation. They settled peacefully and established
an alliance. The ndo-nalii later moved out of Laikom and moved north where they established
their small chiefdom but remained a close ally to Kom. This Kom account is consonant with
the ndo-nalii version. Neither of these sources offer a clear explanation of why the ndo-nalii
clan moved out of Laikom. Was it for demographic or ritual reasons? Some oral sources assert
that the autochtonous clan was forced to move out of Laikom as the Kom grew in numbers
and had occupied the surrounding region, especially after the establishment of the itinala
and achaf quarters of Laikom. According to others, the fact that the python trail' finally
vanished at Laikom, and never re-appeared for many years, gave the Kom a clear indication
that this was the “promised land”. The ndo-nalii clan was then forced to make a pact and
abandon its ancestral graves, which are today objects of ritual attention every year.

The founding clans (ekwu and itinala)® under the leadership of Jinabo I may have reached
Laikom in the second half of the 18th century. According to oral sources these clans first built
the ndo-ntul lodge (see palace layout, No. 10) which is associated with the promotion of
harmony, social cohesion, and the persistence of the group. It was built near the place where
the python trail disappeared, and Jinabo I was later buried there. It is in front of this lodge
that the choice and installation of a new chief (foyn) takes place. Other houses in the palace
were built over the years and those built by the ndo-nalii clan were maintained or rebuilt on

1 According to Kom oral history, the people came from the Ndop Plain (Ndobo) led by a python trail
which moved into Nso, through Oku, and finally ended at Laikom. Recently (December 1981) the
python re-appeared near the ndo-ntul, moved around, and disappeared again leaving no trace.

2 Oral traditions usually associate the achaf with the foundation of Laikom, giving the impression that
ekwu, itinala and achaf descend from the same ancestors. Achaf is from a different stock (Nkwi, 1976:
27).
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their old sites. The burial lodge (efum, No. 9) is said to have been built towards the end of
the reign of the second ruler, Foyn Kumambong (ca. 1810). Only eight rulers (Kumambong,
Nkuo, Nkwain, Kiimeng, Yu, Ngam, Alo’o, Nsom) have been buried in it. Tufoyn, who died
a leper was buried in a place known as shang nkuo, directly above the north wing of the
palace. It is most likely that the efum was first built as an alternative burial shrine for the
rulers succeeding him.

Each ruler contributed in his own way to the maintenance and extension of the palace as
the expansion of services and activities required. The itinala and achaf quarters of the hill-
top capital appear to have emerged in the early years of the dynasty, established by people
who moved out of the main centre. This short article will not deal with these areas but will,
raher, describe and analyse the different components of the palace proper.

Laikom, the capital, in which the palace (nt0’) is found, literally means the “country of
Kom”. When people go to it they normally say they are going to their own “country” or
“home’”. This serves to support the view that the leading Kom clans dispersed from here to
their different villages and that the capital, and especially the palace, is seen as a ritual home,
a centrifugal point, and an ancestral home. The fact that the palace is divided into villages
wih specific names, with the living quarters of the ruler as a focal point, demonstrates the
directional significance of the palace and the foyn (ruler) in the whole order of things.

The palace (nto’) was a complex of dwelling houses, stores, cult lodges, courtyards and
politico-judicial structures. According to Chilver and Kaberry, there were “in 1926 . . . said
to be 252 houses, of which 88 were occupied by the foyn’s 109 wives. In 1946 there were
over 140 wives. In the pre-German period the palace must have been larger, providing accom-
modation for 300 wives, a retinue of pages and over 100 retainers in kwifoyn quarters”
(1967: 143). Working under very difficult conditions in March 1982, I was able to locate
about 130 houses, some still in use, some destroyed for which the foundations were the only
concrete evidence. Most of the palace, which was destroyed by fire in 1946 (and parts of it
destroyed even earlier, in 1905, by the Germans) was never rebuilt. What was not restored
has now been covered by thick undergrowth, and offers no hope of restoration. The lay-out
which I shall try to describe is what can still be discerned.

Description of Some Important Houses

1) Koinii (lit. meeting) is a very long house which backs the sleeping quarters of the foyn
and faces the courtyard of audiences. This koinii (see No. 1) was probably so named because
it was the place where the deceased ruler lay in state while the princes of the blood and the
children of the palace (wointo’) came to pay their last respects before he was taken to the
efum to await burial. It was here that the heir-apparent or foyn-to-be untied the ritual beads
from the deceased’s neck in the presence of the princes of blood. It was also a place where
the foyn received very important persons in private audience.

2) Nchi-foyn (No. 3) was the sleeping chamber of the ruler to which was attached a number
of houses for close retainers and some wives.

3) Shang Nto’ (No. 4) literally “‘palace hall”, is a reception hall used by the ruler to receive
people in private audience or was used, when it was raining, for the public audiences which
otherwise took place in the wae-fujang, the open courtyard in front of koinii. It was so known
because it was part of the inner palace, or nto’.
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4) Shang abe’ye’ (lit. “‘the hall of that compound”, No. 5) was the waiting hall for men
visiting the palace. The expression ““that compound’” has reference to the kwifoyn quarters.
It is in this hall that members of the regulatory society (kwifoyn) received visitors, and an-
nounced their presence to the foyn who would then call them in. This building was part of
the complex of houses that constituted the kwifoyn compound.

5) Imu (lit. ““visit” No. 6) was a large house which was destroyed by fire in 1946 and only
rebuilt in the late 1970s. It was a hall where people visiting kwifoyn or retainers were re-
ceived. Foreign regulatory societies were usually received and lodged here by kwifoyn. It was
also here that retainers held weekly sessions, drank corn beer and discussed state affairs.
They usually met on iitu-kijem, one of the days in the Kom eight day week.

6) Nchi-kwifoyn (lit. “sleep kwifoyn”, No. 7) was the sacred house in which all the sacra
were preserved, namely symbols of power, musical instruments, ritual carvings, masks, etc.
These were usually guarded round the clock by retainers (chisendo, sing. chindo)®. This inner
chamber was strictly reserved to members of kwifoyn and in it major decisions concerning
public affairs of disciplining the ruler for his disregard of tradition and custom were taken.

7) Nge’ (lit. “‘suffering, trouble”, No. 8) was and is the largest hall in the whole palace. It
is here that all people, (kommanchi), commoners and notables, met to discuss certain im-
portant matters: planning for war, celebrating the annual dance (ibin), or carrying out certain
communal activities. It was the symbol of the sufferings recounted in the migration story,
and the human suffering involved in the creation and expansion of the Kom state.

8) Efum (lit. “troubled or confused” No. 9) was the burial house of the rulers as we have
just seen. It served also as the living quarters of the queen-mother (nafoyn) until 1924 when
the reigning queen mother, Nakom Naya, went into self-exile because of the oppressive
policies of Foyn Ngam. On her return to Kom, she built a compound at Sho village where
she lived and where subsequent nafoyn have lived.

9) Ndo-ntul (No. 10) as we have seen was the first house built by the founders of the
Kom dynasty. It is also the burial place of the first foyn and the lodge for reconciliation
rituals and the promotion of peace, probably a reference to the peace pact that enabled the
dynastic ancestors to settle with the ndo-nalii clan. Certain rituals of fertility and prosperity
are performed here, usually by the foyn in the presence of ekwu clan members and with the
assistance of achaf priests.

10) Ndo-nggvu (lit. “‘the house of sasswood” No. 11) was a lodge whose members were
charged with the execution of criminals convicted by the foyn’s court, ntui. People who
were tried by ordeal or condemned for witchcraft or adultery with the foyn’s wives (treason-
able adultery) were given the sasswood poison in the adjacent wae-nggvu (“‘courtyard of sass-
wood”’) before they were taken to the place of execution. The ntui, an circle of stones found
at the entrance into the women’s quarters of the palace, was the court of appeal, the highest
court in the land in which the foyn or his representatives sat to examine cases referred from
the different villages.

3 The famous afo-a-kom statue which was stolen and finally sold to an American art dealer, was kept in
this lodge until its disappearance in 1966. After the 1950s this lodge was rarely guarded (Nkwi, 1975:
121ff).
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Public Courtyards

Besides these ritual and politico-judicial lodges, there can be found a number of functionally
important courtyards, chief among which are: wae-jang, wae-fujang, wae-nyam, wae-chu’chi
and wae-nggvu, to which we have already referred to. The wae-jang (“courtyard of a xylo-
phone”) was the largest public courtyard in which large assemblies took place, in particular
the annual dance. It was here that each foyn, after his installation, made his own xylophone
which was then played for the first time in the presence of notables, royals and commoners.
The jang (xylophone) was never played again until it was played at his grave side, and he was
buried with it. This courtyard was also used for military displays when the different village
clubs were invited once a year to the annual dance.’

Another important courtyard was the inner courtyard used for daily receptions. The name
of this open courtyard, wae-fujang appears to have been derived from a once popular game
called fujang. Either the game was played here in the presence of the foyn, or it was so named
because it was carpeted with the little disc-like seeds with which the game was played. It was
in this courtyard that the high platform, upon which the foyn’s stool was placed, was erected.
The wae-nyam (“‘courtyard of beast’) was the place where all game caught during the annual
hunt was presented to the foyn who could then decide on the pattern of distribution. It was
probably here that the preparations for the hunt (sii tas ibuem) took place.

The wae-chu’chi (“‘courtyard of the sleeping lodge™) is in front of the kwifoyn lodge. It
was reserved to retainers only who used it for bigger assemblies of a decision-making nature.
Of all these courtyards only the wae-jang, wae-fujang and wae-njang were accessible to wo-
men; all were accessible to men.

Major Divisions of the Palace

The palace was also portioned out into villages (nte’). These included ntealobii, nte’idega,
nte’'mumang, nte'fukwo, atu’-atung, isa’tung, aku-a-chong, abe-kwifoyn or abe’ye’ and finally
nto’. Although the whole complex of houses could be referred to as the palace (nfo’), the
term nro’, in a stricter sense, applied to the living quarters of the foyn. All the other areas of
the palace were thus defined in terms of his living quarters, as the palace in the capital was
defined as “home” inrelation to all the villages of Kom. When the foyn was on a visit outside
Laikom, wherever he slept was known as the nro’ while he remained there.

Abe-kwifoyn (kwifoyn’s compound) was also known as abe’ye’ (“‘that compound). At the
moment of writing there are two houses extant in this compound but some decades ago
(1930—1940) there were seven, which provided living quarters for all the resident retainers
who guarded the sacra, ran errands, and organised the royal household economy.

Some of the palace “villages” were named after the most important masks of the palace.
The nte’ munang (‘‘village of munang”) is a complex of houses in which royal wives live.

4 In the middle of the wae-jang there is a standing stone fixed into the ground. A popular tradition has it
that the father of the Foyn Jinabo II, the present ruler, was burned alive here, covered with incense,
for treasonable fornication. Princesses of the blood were not allowed to have lovers until the ceremony
of “the washing away of the camwood of the palace” was performed. In this case one of them took this
man as her lover before the ceremony.
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Munang was the first governing body under Jinabo I before it was replaced by kwifoyn: this
part of the palace was named after it. The nte’fukwo is named after another mask. This also
holds good for nte'alobii. Some parts of the palace have derived their names from the nature
of the site upon which the houses were built or from the arrangement of the buildings. For
example atu’-atung (‘‘the head of a swelling”’) is a series of houses which were built on an
embankment and below this was also found another series of houses collectively known as
isa’tung (“below” or “the buttocks of the swelling”). A long row of houses was known as
nte’idega (“the longvillage™) while the chong society, a monopoly of the rich, had its quarters
in the area called aku-a-chong (‘‘the forest of chong”).

Conclusion

The physical lay-out of the palace and the attribution of specific names to specific houses
and places give the impression that its various parts are to the living quarters of the foyn as
the different Kom villages are to the palace as a whole. The living foyn is the central figure in
this structuralisation. The foyn gives meaning to the existing structures of society and all
institutions and places received meaning from him. They are all defined in relationship to
him. The term nto’ is applied to his permanent living quarters at Laikom, and to any place he
may sleep or stay in for a brief period when away from the capital. Asking for audience with
him is referred to as “the washing of the palace” (siisu nto’). When he is annoyed “‘the palace
is spoiled”, when he is sick, ‘“‘the palace is hot”. It is evident that the palace receives its
meaning from him.

The fact that he gives meaning to things and places, can be derived from his sacred and
ritual function. He is high priest and presides over all ritual and also all political institutions.
The cult lodges over which he presides give meaning and power to their different village
versions. As a sacred being, no one refers to him by his personal name, and when he is dead,
he is said to be missing, or that the fire is quenched. The foyn and his palace constitute sym-
bols of power, agents of social solidarity and cohesion, and centres of distribution.
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