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TRADE GUNS IN THE GRASSFIELDS OF CAMEROON

JEAN-PIERRE WARNIER

Flintlock and percussion muzzleloaders known as ‘‘dane guns” are a popular sight among
peoples of the Grassfields of Cameroon'. At death celebrations and annual festivals, crowds of
men brandish them, execute grotesque charges, and fire them off in great clouds of smoke.
These guns bear wittness to the pre-colonial coastal trade with European merchants who
bought slaves and ivory until the midnineteenth century, and palm oil from the end of the
eighteenth, in exchange for salt, cloth, ironwares, guns and gunpowder.

In this article, I would like to discuss what can be learned from a collection of such guns
from the Bamenda area of the highlands, or ‘Grassfields’, of Western Cameroon. Which guns
were traded, where and when were they made, did they have any impact on local warfare
and tactics, what was their importance in the local economy? These are the questions I
would like to raise.

The data on which this paper are based were collected in Bamenda during the year 1977—
78. 1 examined some one hundred guns in a number of compounds, recording their dimen-
sions and marks, and had a more casual view of a couple of hundred more, at funerals and on
public occasions. I discussed my findings with elderly informants in several chiefdoms of the
Mezam Division, especially in the chiefdom of Mankon?.

Types of Guns and Origins

Guns wear out fast, and are repaired by local blacksmiths who are quite adept at their
trade. Old flintlocks are converted to percussion, worn down parts are replaced, new guns
made with the parts of old ones. I shall ignore the many variations thus introduced in the
guns that are actually in use, and, for the sake of clarity, I shall describe the original guns,
before subsequent repairs and modifications, starting with the more recent ones.

Locally made Guns

Currently, local blacksmiths are producing large numbers of guns. These are percussion
muzzleloaders of medium calibre (about 24 gauge). The barrel is made out of the drive shaft
of discarded cars (Land Rover, Volkswagen ‘Beetle’, Renault 4). The base of the barrel is

1 “After 1750 the Danish musket (Dane gun or long Dane) became the principal firearm export to West
Africa” writes Kea (1971: 199). Subsequently, the English took over most of the trade, but the term
‘dane gun’ is still in use for any trade gun in many parts of West Africa.

2 I wish to express my gratitude to Mr. H. L. Blackmore, curator of the small firearms collection at
the Tower of London, who answered my queries and kindly guided my first steps in a domaine quite
unknown to me, and to Brian Cooksey for editing this article. My thanks also go to Pierre de Maret to
whom Plates 3, 4 and 5 are due. The other photographs were taken by the author.
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hammered to imitate the hexagonal shape of old imported barrels. A hole is bored in the
side, and fitted with a nipple which receives the cap. The lock is made entirely by the smith
with very simple tools: a couple of hammers, files and a small kit to turn out screws. The
lock reproduces the eighteenthcentury flintlock, with the exception of the cock. Barrel
and lock are fitted onto a stock shaped like that of a modern double-barrel shotgun. The
‘furniture’ of the gun (that is, the butt plate, the trigger guard, ramrod guides, etc.) is made
of iron or brass worked by the smith himself, by casting into stone moulds and filing. The
furniture is more or less decorated and reflects the wealth of the patron as well as the
artistic proficiency of the smith. The gun is half-stocked, the rod being kept in place in a
compartment made out of a bent sheet of iron that runs underneath the barrel and is screw-
ed onto it. The blacksmith is always able to turn out the whole gun — lock, stock, and
barrel, furniture and all — single handed, and from locally available raw materials. This activi-
ty is illegal and people do not advertize it, but it is fairly easy to make contacts with such
gunmakers and to see them at work>.

Guns made from Imported Barrels

Many of these gunmakers are the successors of local blacksmiths. Asked about the way
they learned their trade as gunsmiths, they point to Ibo gunmakers who have come up the
Cross River valley into the Bamenda area over the last fifty years, and from whom their

fathers or themselves learned their trade.
Whereas African smiths have been able to turn out locks for quite a long time, they have

always been dependent on imported barrels. Until drive shafts could be found in sufficient
numbers, barrels were imported in large quantities through Calabar. Several informants said
that Grassfielders who went to work on coastal plantations after the beginning of this cen-
tury, usually went to Calabar before coming back to the Grassfields, to purchase a barrel at a
good price and bring it to Bamenda to be fitted with a locally made lock, wood and furni-
ture, by one of the Ibo gunsmiths until local people learned the craft. As a rule, these barrels
do not bear any proof or view mark.

These guns can easily be differentiated from the first type. The first type is half-stocked
and the barrel has the same section all along. The second type is fully stocked (the wood
goes all the way almost to the mouth of the barrel) and the section of the barrel is not the
same all along. At the base, it has much thicker walls to withstand the pressure of the ex-
plosion, whereas the walls thin down towards the muzzle. The shape of the cock and of the
brass attachments of the barrel are of French type, and were perhaps imitated from the
Belgian guns traded in Calabar in the second half of the nineteenth century.

There has been a change of attitude as regards locally made guns. Thirty years ago, the
local gunsmiths attempted to fake imported guns. They tried to imitate the various marks
that are usually found on imported guns: the proof and view marks on the barrel, and the

3 Efforts made to ban the trade, manufacture or repair of guns in that part of the world have always
met with immense difficulties since it started (Rudin 1938: 310—15). The import of firearms was
banned in Calabar in 1885 (Latham 1973: 132); the sale of firearms was banned all over Cameroon in
1909 (Rudin 1938: 315); the import and sale of gunpowder is illegal in Cameroon nowadays. All this
has been to little avail. Though the control on modern weapons is well established in Cameroon, the
trade in ‘dane’ guns and gunpowder is much more dificult to eradicate, and in practice is tolerated.
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inscriptions on the lock-plate. These smiths were illiterate, and their imitations of the marks
do not make sense (see Plate 1). Contemporary gunsmiths have acquired a pride in their
work, and do not try to imitate imported guns. Their guns are unmistakably locally made
and do not bear any fake mark.

These two types of guns receive a variety of names expressed in kinship terminology.
However, the terminology is vague and not quite consistent from one informant to the next.
Thus in the chiefdom of Mankon, they receive the names of 7dom or miui ngdra (‘husband’ or
‘child of gun’), rdom or mii atd (‘husband’ or ‘child of tree’). They are also sometimes
called dtsdma, for which I could not obtain any consistent translation. These terms do not
seem to have any currency out of the chiefdom of Mankon where other sets of terms are
used. In Mankon, the generic term is ngara.

Afurukwan

Before the guns of the second type were made from imported barrels, that is, roughly
before the beginning of the century in Calabar, and perhaps the 1940s in the Cameroon high-
lands, the whole gun had to be imported. No doubt, many different types of guns were im-
ported, but specimens of two types only may still be found in any large number in the Grass-
fields. The first one is locally named afurukwan (or furukwa, afrikwd, dfsrakwa, etc. in the
different chiefdoms). This may be a pidginized form for the ‘Africa’ barrels manufactured in
Birmingham and Belgium in the second half of the nineteenth century, and usually assem-
bled in Belgium for the African trade (White 1971: 176). I could not find any specimen in a
good state of preservation. It is a fairly rare gun, though everybody knows about it, and can
recognize it at first sight. Consequently my information is not entirely reliable. It is a light
flintlock gun, of medium calibre (see Plate 2). There were no proof and view marks on the
specimens I saw. It must have been very similar to the ‘Northwest gun’ made for the north-
American trade in the nineteenth century, as described by Hanson (1955).

Tafana (or tafan)

This second type of imported gun is, unlike the dfurukwdn, well documented. [ saw many
specimens in a good state of preservation, and bought one with all its original parts, includ-
ing the walnut stock (Plate 3). The barrel is an eleven or twelve gauge. The total length of
the gun is 137 cm approximately, with a barrel of a maximum length of 102.5 cm. However,
many guns are shorter by up to 15 cm, because the muzzle corroded, started cracking, and
had to be cut. Tafand is a smoothbore flintlock, and the lockplate bears the inscriptions
“TOWER’ or ‘TOWER PROOF’ on the tail. On a few guns, the name of the gunmaker (e.g.
‘WHEELER & SONS’) can be seen instead. In front of the cock, the cipher of the king (a
crown above the initials GR) or simply a crown, is engraved (Plate 4). The gun is fully
stocked and the barrel is fastened to the wood with three or four pins. These attachments
were reinforced with leather or brass rings by Grassfields people. The furniture is all brass,
and with no adornment. Altogether, the gun resembles the ‘India Pattern’ that was adopted
by the British Army in 1797 (Wilkinson-Latham 1977: 74). However, though it is a good
quality gun, its makers saved on raw material and labour. It incorporates less iron and brass
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1. Gun made in Calabar area or in the Grassfields from an imported barrel, by an Ibo gunmaker. The
mark, on the tail of the lockplate is an attempted fake of a European one. The lock is of French type.
Note the way the flint has pushed the frizzen forward, thus opening the priming pan.

2. Tafand (top) and dfurukwdn (bottom) guns. Note the proof and view marks on the barrel of the
tafand, their absence on, and the hexagonal barrel of the dfurukwan.

3. Tafand: the Birmingham ‘India Pattern’ trade gun. On this plate, the same gun is shown, photographed
on both sides. Scale: 30 cm.

4. The lock of the tafand gun, with the ‘TOWER’ mark on the tail, and the king’s crown on the plate. The
spring, to the side of the plate, keeps the frizzen shut on the priming pan.

5. The Birmingham proof and view marks on the barrel of the fafand: a crown and cross scepter, with a
‘V’ for ‘view’ mark (to the right), ‘B G’ for ‘Birmingham Gunmakers’ and ‘P’ for the proof mark (to the
left). Between the two marks are the gauge of the barrel (12) and perhaps the initials of a merchant
(‘WFS”).
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than the British army musket. It also incorporates less labour: the furniture is purely func-
tional, with little or no decoration. Of all the guns I saw, only one was a military gun. It
bore a London proof mark on the barrel, a broad arrow mark as a view mark and the sign of
government ownership (Blackmore 1961: 265), and, on the lockplate, the royal cypher. The
buttplate had regimental marks (\'/— L 5 56). All other guns were trade guns made especially
for the African market as we shall see below.

The Trade of Guns to the Grassfields

My intention is not to deal with the trade in firearms with the African coastal areas. This
has already been dealt with by White (1971) and Kea (1971). Rather, I would like to adopt
a more parochial approach and focus on the trade in guns with the Bamenda highlands.

First, we may look at the dates of the trade. The proof and view marks of the guns give
us an indication. Here, the reader will have to follow me through a number of technical
details. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries British guns were manufactured mostly in
Birmingham and London. There were many gunmakers, and they obtained parts from an
even greater number of sub-contractors. The lock and the barrel were sent to ‘proofhouses’
where their quality was checked before finishing. Barrels were checked by viewing and firing
with a bullet, using a quantity of powder equal to the weight of the ball that fittet the bore
(Blackmore 1961: 266). Once proved, they were marked with ‘proof> and ‘view’ marks at
the proofhouse and sent back to the gunmaker who polished them and fitted them with
wood, furniture and a proved lock. In 1813, an Act of Parliament allowed the Birmingham
gunmakers to have their own proofhouse. The proof and view marks that are found on
Grassfields barrels of the type called zafand are those of this Birmingham proofhouse (Plate
5). This means that the guns were manufactured after 1813. How long after 1813? Some
indications might have been obtained from the signature of the gunmakers. However, these
had taken to the habit of substituting the words ‘TOWER’ or ‘TOWER PROOF’ to their
name on the lockplate of official and trade guns. These words do not indicate where the
gun was made or proved. Army guns had such marks, and gunmakers put them on trade
guns as well, for, to the layman, they implied a reference to the proofhouse of the Tower
of London that was prestigious on foreign markets. In fact these words did not mean any-
thing, since they were neither a trade mark nor a proof mark. Some gunmakers signed the
parts they manufactured with their initials. But since few guns were entirely made by a
single gunmaker, several different initials may be found on different parts of the same gun.
‘RW’ may stand for Robert Wheeler, a famous Birmigham gunmaker, ‘WG’ for W. Greener
or William Grice, and so on. Altogether, no information can be obtained from such marks
for dating purposes.

Nor are the slight differences between individual guns an indication of their date of
manufacture. Standardization did not exist at that time. The fact that many different work-
shops contributed to the manufacture, and that each gun was assembled by a worker who
did not have any strict pattern to follow, explain that there are many slight variations in
gauge, length, shape, position of the ramrod guides, number of pins to fasten the barrel to
the wood, etc., from one gun to the next.

However, some information as to the dates may be obtained from what has been pub-
lished on the trade in guns to the West African coast. Grassfields guns seem to have been ob-
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tained mostly from Calabar through the Cross River basin. Guns were not imported in
Calabar until after 1713. But by 1767, they were a standard article of trade (Latham 1973:
24). Early guns were of two types, ‘male’ and ‘female’ — alledgedly from their use in the
slave trade, but more likely because of the shape of the stock (White 1971: 179—80). The
‘male’ guns were refurbished or assembled muskets of fair quality from London dealers.
“The ‘female’ guns were cheap longbarreled trade guns from the shops of Birmingham”
" (Hanson 1964: 322). If any of those guns reached the Grassfields, I doubt whether they
would have been preserved until now. The African and North American trades created a
specific demand, and British gunmakers evolved models of guns purely for trade purposes.
The gun sold in North America through various companies became known as the ‘northwest
gun’ by 1777. Its description is found in Hanson (1955: 2). It was a light hunting musket
usually 24 gauge, used mostly in the fur trade and secondarily for warfare and defense. The
specifications of the fafana musket indicate that the demand in Calabar and the Cameroon
Grassfields was for a heavier gun to be used in warfare. The decline of the Atlantic slave
trade did not put an end to the local demand for slaves, and to slave raiding. The inland
trade carried on until the beginning of the twentieth century mostly to provide oil-palm
plantations with labour. .

After about 1840 the quality of Birmigham muskets declined. In the early 1870s, Belgian
gunmakers entered the trade and turned out thousand of very low quality muskets for the
Calabar trade (Latham 1973: 73-79), and other West African markets, often using Birming-
ham proof marks, or assembling guns from Birmingham-made barrels (White 1971: 176).
The Belgian muskets may have reached the Grassfields, but I did not find any specimens. It
mav very well be that all of them went out of order even before reaching the highlands. The
good quality of the tafand, on the other hand, can be guaged from the fact that many of
them are still serviceable after more than one hundred years of permanent use and rough
handling.

In the Cameroon Grassfields, according to oral tradition, the first guns appeared in the
mid-nineteenth century. The Grassfields were raided by Chamba mounted bowmen around
1830 (Chilver 1967; Chilver and Kaberry 1968: 20, 33, 26, 28, 29, 32). Grassfielders claim
that their ancestors had no guns at that time to resist the raiders. By 1890, guns were part of
local armament in the southwestern part of the Grassfields, and German explorers and
soldiers had to cope with them (Zintgraff 1895, Hutter 1902). However, they do not seem
to have reached the northern and northeastern Grassfields in any great number by that time.

According to Tardits (1977: 139—40), the pa Ngim, immediately south of the Bamoum
kingdom, and their neighbours the Ndiki, had guns by the middle of the nineteenth century,
to resist the attacks of the Bamoum king Mbombouo. Tardits (1977: 172) adds that the first
firearms to be seen in the Bamoum kingdom arrived there at the end of the reign of Mbom-
buo’s successor (around the middle of the century) but that the southern and eastern neigh-
bours of the Bamoum always kept their advance in this respect (1977: 191-2, 208, 218,
365), which may help to explain why the Bamoum kingdom, though extremely powerful,
could win no clear victory over them during the last three of four decades of the ninetennth
century, and even suffered serious defeats at the hands of these chiefdoms.

To summarize: the tafand gun was made in Birmigham between 1813 and 1840, especial-
ly for the African market. One may object to this conclusion that there was much counter-
feiting throughout the nineteenth century (White 1971: 176) and that this constitutes a
major problem in identifying African trade guns. However the consistency between proof
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and view marks on the barrels, the shape and marks on the lock, and the good quality of the
gun all point to a Birmingham gun of the time when Birmingham gunmakres were still turn-
ing out good-quality guns for the African market. The tafana gun was probably the first one
that reached the Grassfields of Cameroon in any large number. It came mostly through
Calabar, perhaps also through Douala, up the Mungo and the valleys of the upper Cross
River, reaching the Grassfields probably not earlier than 1840. However, one cannot rule out
the possibility of quantities of guns reaching the Grassfields before the 1840s, for hundreds
of thousands had been shipped to Africa long before, in connection with the slave trade.
Considering the fact that a number of slaves caught in the Grassfields in the 1820s and ’30s
were among Koelle’s informants, we may conclude that the slave trade between the Grass-
fields and the coast was already established at the beginning of the nineteenth century. How
is it, then, that no gun older than the tafana is found in the Grassfields? It may be that none
of them actually reached the Grassfields. But it may also be that they were of such poor
quality that they did not last long enough for the anthropologist doing research in the
1970s to find. Before the establishment of the Birmingham proofhouse in 1813, immense
numbers of guns were made in this twon, “with the knowledge and certainty, that if they
were ever fired out of, they were certain to burst in the discharge. These guns were made for
one market — that of the coast of Africa” (W. Greener, a Birmigham gunmaker, quoted by
White 1971: 180). White adds that the same Greener was of the opinion that the post-1813
gun made for the African market was “as sound and secure as the musket used by the
English soldier”. This, however, did not last long, and by 1845 the barrels had again become
“horribly dangerous” (White 1971: 180). Thus the fafand gun may have been the only one
strong enough to survive until now, creating the illusion that it was the earliest and nearly
the only one traded to the Grassfields.

Guns and Warfare

How effective was the Birmingham gun as a weapon in the hands of a Grassfielder?
Did it have any impact on local patterns of warfare?

It goes without saying that, to be an effective weapon, a gun must be in working order.
But this was far from always being the case, and again the reader will have to follow me into
some technical details to see why. A gun is fired by releasing a firing mechanism. When the
trigger is pulled, it releases the cock that holds the flint. A strong spring pushes the cock
forward. The flint hits a steel plate — the ‘frizzen’ — which is part of the lid of a small pan
located to the side of the barrel. The pan contains a small amount of powder called the
‘priming powder’. The lid and the frizzen may pivot around a screw, but are kept in place
by a spring. When the flint hits the frizzen, it pushes it forward, thus opening the pan and
exposing the priming powder to a shower of sparks falling from the flint. The priming
powder is ignited, and the fire is communicated to the main charge through a small hole
— the touch-hole — bored into the barrel wall and opening in the pan. Throughout this
process, a number of things may go wrong so that the gun misfires. Judging from what I
wittnessed in countless festivals and death celebrations, this happens at least two or three
times out of four with flintlock guns still in use in the Grassfields. There is no reason to
think it was much different in olden days, and informants agree that this was indeed the
case. Due to lack of proper maintenance, the lock may not move very freely, and the cock
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does not hit the frizzen with sufficient strength to produce the shower of sparks needed to
ignite the powder. In Europe, flints were manufactured especially for flintlocks. They
exhibited a straight edge on the side of the frizzen. The flint was set in the cock so as to hit
the frizzen squarely along all its width. Besides, it was discarded after twenty shots, fifty at
most, and a new one put in its place. In the Grassfields, only locally made flints were used.
They did not have a straight edge, and consequently were not as effective as European-made
ones. They may not have been discarded and replaced as often as they should have been.

There does not seem to have been any trade in gun flints from the coast to the Grass-
fields, in exception to the general practice in Africa, where flints were not locally made
(White 1971: 175). In the Grassfields, to the best of my knowledge, flint-making is recorded
only for the chiefdom of Big Babanki where it was (and still is) undertaken both for guns
and domestic fire-making.

Care had to be taken that the flint hit the frizzen neither too high above the powder — in
which case the sparks, when reaching the powder, would be cold — nor too low — in which
case few sparks would be produced. During the rainy season, the powder could easily get
damp or even soaked, despite the leather hood that most men put on the lock of their gun
to cover it, and that could be pushed forward along the barrel when they needed to fire. In
Europe, two misfirings out of thirteen rounds were considered a normal occurence (Wilkin-
son—Latham 1977: 75), with very good quality guns that were properly maintained and
loaded. Among the Bamoum (Tardits 1977: 804), one of the Grassfields peoples, misfiring
seems to have been such a problem that the gunmen preferred to light the priming powder
with a burning ember rather than with the firing mechanism.

Granting that the gun did not misfire, many things could happen to reduce its efficiency
or even provoke an accident. Gunpowder was a mixture of salpetre, sulphur and charcoal in
various proportions. The quality of the powder could differ greatly from one consignment to
the next. Moreover, in a single consignment, the different components of the powder could
separate because of their different specific gravities. During transport, the salpetre would
congregate at the bottom of the container, underneath the lighter charcoal. The powder
from the top of the container would hardly be effective at all, whereas that at the bottom,
too rich in salpetre, would burn too fast and cause the barrel to burst. As firearm technology
improved in Europe, the proportion of salpetre increased regularly. French powder increased
from 62 %salpetre in 1800 to as much as 77 %in 1850 (Kea 1971: 204). Needless to say,
guns that had been sold several decades before in Africa could not stand that kind of powder
and burst in the hands of their users. Many an African must have paid for ‘better’ gunpowder
with a limb or even their life. Stanley reports that the imprecation made in a blood pact with
a chief called Mirambo went like this: “If either of you breaks the brotherhood now estab-
lished between you, may the lion devour him, the serpent poison him, his gun burst in his
hands and wound him, etc.”” (quoted by Brain 1977: 78). Fisher and Rowland (1971: 228)
give an impressive report on dangerous firearms in Africa and quote Clapperton who, in
1826, “met some Dahomeyans returning from a campaign against the Fulani, with all their
guns burst save two”’.

The projectiles too raised specific problems: blacksmiths turned out round iron bullets
that fitted the bore of the gun. These were the best bullets but were expensive as they incor-
porated much labour. Most of the time, the peoples of the Grassfields used small lumps of
iron, stones, pieces of slag collected on iron-smelting sites, and, after their introduction in
the area, bits of brass rods. These projectiles, being of irregular shape, did not follow a
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straight course, and may not have had much strength upon impact. Shots must have been
highly inaccurate. Few gunmen took aim. Many informants claim that it was far too danger-
ous as the gunman could receive the burning priming powder on his right forearm or in his
eyes. Most of them fired their gun holding it to their right side, at arm’s length, at the level
of the hip or chest, thus reducing even more the accuracy of the shot. Yet some men, whose
guns were perhaps in better condition than others, did not hesitate to rest the butt on their
shoulder and take aim.

The powder was corrosive, and the barrels tended to thin down, and the touch-hole to
widen to such an extent that a significant part of the main charge was expended through the
touch-hole instead of the barrel. Flintlocks had another shortcoming: the time that elapsed
between the release of the trigger and the explosion of the main charge can be as long as one
second. This is known as the ‘hangfire’. This makes it almost impossible to shoot on a fast-
moving target by ‘throwing’ the shot, as is done with a modern shot-gun.

All these practicalities explain why the musket is best used in volley rather than indi-
vidual fire, by a group of gunmen. In other words, the flintlock is useless as a weapon with-
out implementing the appropriate tactics — a necessity stressed by all authors who wrote on
old firearms (White 1971: 173; Fisher and Rowland 1971: 229-30; Wilkinson—Latham
1977: 75). Did the Grassfielders have such tactics? The standard armament consisted of a
handful of throwing spears, a shield and a cutlass carried to the side in a sheath. Bows and
arrows were not in use in most of the Grassfields. The warriors fought in groups, moving
backward and forward in quick leaps, waving one spear in their right hand above their head,
ready to strike when they found the opportunity. When they had thrown all available spears,
they tried to engage in short-range fighting with their cutlasses. The primary use of the cut-
lass, however, was to sever the head of a dead enemy and bring it back for display and to win
the rewards bestowed on a good fighter. All informants stress that this armament and the
corresponding tactics remained in use until the European conquest. They admit that the gun
was an unreliable weapon, but they stress that it was by no means useless: first its range was
much greater than that of the spear, and, in the absence of bows and arrows, it was the only
effective means to keep spearmen at bay. It also gave a psychological advantage because of
the noise it made and because of its range. The gun was put to best use as a defensive
weapon, when warriors could congregate behind a natural or man-made defense and wait for
the assailant. Even if many guns misfired, enough of them succeeded, to ward off the enemy
with successive volleys. As an offensive weapon, the gun seems to have been more difficult
to use. Accounts from other regions in Africa show that gunmen had to approach the enemy,
shoot, and run back out of bow or spearshot, to reload (Fisher and Rowland 1971: 220,
and Kea 1971: 207—13). Kea shows that, on occasions, having shot, gunmen found them-
selves with neither offensive nor defensive power and were cut to pieces by their enemy.
Grassfields people seem to have solved the problem by combining spearmen and gunmen in
attack: a small group of gunmen (five to ten) would crawl towards the enemy, followed by a
group of spearmen. The gunmen would shoot and the spearmen would then rush forward to
protect the gunmen and take advantage of the shock created by the noise, and perhaps the
injuries, to attack in earnest*. The spear remained the main weapon. Thus, the offensive use

4 Noise is an important psychological element in attack, stressed by all informants. Even in modern
warfare it retains all its importance: Stuka bombers, during World War II, were equipped with a siren
that was turned on during attack. Offensive hand grenades are usually devised to make great noise upon
explosion.
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of guns cannot be ruled out for the Grassfields. It is well documented in particular instances
such as when Balikumbat, Bagam, and people of the Bafoussam area were called for by the
Bamoum king to help him reduce some dissidents (Tardits 1977: 208). The Bamoum them-
selves used guns as offensive weapons in combination with spears (Tardits 1977: 810). How-
ever, most accounts that we have emphasize rather its defensive value.

The Bamoum kingdom, for example, expanded throughout the nineteenth century, but
failed to progress when it met with the resistance of Bamileke chiefdoms using guns as de-
fensive weapons (Tardits 1977: 139, 191, 215, 217). In January 1891, the German explorer
Zintgraff attacked the chiefdom of Mankon with the help of a couple of thousand local
warriors, and was repulsed though some of his men were equipped with modern breech-
loaders. In 1901, the German officer Pavel led a punitive expedition against the Bangwa
(near Fontem) and came across several defensive walls guarded by warriors armed with
muskets. It appears from Pavel’s account that these avoided attacking, always prefering de-
fensive tactics involving sizeable groups of gunmen (Pavel 1902). By that time the Germans
had equipped the ‘Schutztruppe’ with machine-guns and breech-loaders in front of which
any resistance was vain.

Until the European conquest the spear remained the standard offensive weapon, for it
was more versatile than the gun, and could be used in individual skirmishes as well as group-
fighting, besides being comparatively cheap and fully reliable. This appears in the war danses
still performed by Grassfielders during celebrations. The choregraphy of most of these is
characteristic of a fight with spears, even when they are performed with guns. The move-
ments of a gunman on the attack are usually forwards and sideways, ducking from one
shelter to the next, holding his gun with both hands, pointed toward the enemy. By contrast,
a spear-holder stands erect behind his shield, in full view of the enemy, leaping backward and
forward at the limit of his opponent’s striking range, holding his spear above his head ready
to throw it. Both types of danses are performed by Grassfields men. But the spear-dance is
by far the most frequently performed, and, whereas it is often danced while holding guns, a
gun-dance is never performed while holding spears.

Altogether, the introduction of the flintlock gun may not have had a very significant
impact on patterns of warfare in the nineteenth century. This conclusion is fully consonant
with those of the African History seminars on firearms held at the University of London
from 1967 to 1970 (White 1971: 173), except that the differential impact of the defensive
and offensive use of the gun did not appear in the conclusions of the seminars. In my
opinion, the gun gave a slight but definite advantage to the defenders over the assailants in
the Grassfields. It may have helped small chiefdoms to withstand the pressure of the larger
polities that expanded in the nineteenth century, provided they had access to the long
distance trade to Calabar and Douala®.

True, gun owners faced serious maintenance problems. However, being hand-made, these
guns could easily be hand-repaired. The guns that can be seen nowadays in the Grassfields

5 It has often been said that guns were purchased by coastal slave-traders to arm slave-raiders and obtain
offensive weapons to catch more slaves. If, as I think, the flintlock was effective mostly as a defensive
weapon, the cycle of exchange between guns and slaves must have been more complicated: the insecuri-
ty caused by slave-raiding may have created a need for better protection, and hence a demand for guns.
The fact that guns were exchanged for slaves put the onus of procuring slaves on the people who
wanted protection against slave-raiding, induced them to catch slaves in order to obtain guns, and
turned everyone into slave raiders.
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bear wittness to the ingenuity of pre-colonial blacksmiths. The parts could be removed with
the simplest of tools. The lock was a sturdy affair that could be repaired easily, and trans-
ferred from one gun to the next. Stocks decayed, but were always replaced with locally
made ones, turned out from hard redwood resistant to termites and rot. Provided it was of fair
enough quality, the trade gun was certainly very well adapted to the African hinterland and
could be kept in working condition far away from the sources of spare parts and supplies.

How many men had guns? This, of course, varied from chiefdom to chiefdom. Those
located closer to the main trade routes had more guns. Those of the northern and north-
eastern Grassfields had few. Zintgraff’s accounts and photographs (1895) show that the
chiefdom of Bali-Nyonga, at the end of the major route leading from the coast to the west-
ern Grassfields, had many guns. Perhaps up to half of the warriors were equipped with
serviceable flintlocks. In the neighbouring confederation of Mankon, according to oral tra-
dition, one out of three or four men had a gun. The total male population was about 1500
in 1890, with perhaps 350 to 500 guns. In 1978, a total of 1561 ‘dane’ guns were registered
at the Sub-dividional Office for the Mankon Area Council. But a survey of some one
hundred guns in the compound of their owners showed that more than half of the guns
owned by Mankon people were not registered, so that a number of 3000 guns for the Man-
kon Area Council is a minimum (this total includes all the guns, even those that were out of
order). The sample of guns consisted of 27% tafana, & ~afurukwan, and 67% of more recent-
ly made flintlock and percussion guns. Thus the 3000 guns may include some 800 fafana
and 180 dfurukwdn for an Area Council including five chiefdom (Mankon, Chomba, Nsong-
wa, Mbatu and Ndja) — Mankon being by far the largest. The figures obtained from oral
tradition and from the count in contemporary Mankon coincide fairly well: granting that
Mankon people did not get rid of their old imported barrels over the last fifty years, they
must have had around 500 guns in 1890, for a total population of ca. 5000 within the con-
federacy of Mankon. However, these figures should not be taken as the last word on the
matter: many guns may have been lost or put out of order during the colonial wars. Mankon
men also tend to sell their fafana guns because they consume too much gunpowder (about
twice as much as any other gun), and to acquire recently made percussion guns instead. Some
areas of the Grassfields were combed by dealers who collected flintlocks for the tourist
market. All in all, however, the figures given above are certainly on the conservative side.

According to many informants, guns were seldom used in hunting. Instead, traps, nets
and spears were used. The only exception may have been that of the leopard — the noblest
and most valued game. Many oral accounts report leopard-hunting with guns. However, the
actual tactics used in such hunts is not clear. It might be that the leopard, once sighted, was
lured into attacking a group fo gunmen. But even this way of hunting would have been high-
ly dangerous because of the risk of misfiring, though the discharge of an 11 or 12 gauge
smoothbore at close range must have been quite effective in stopping a leopard in full
charge. It may be that hunters were willing to run high risks to win the rewards associated
with the killing of a leopard. Often, it was the gift of a wife by the chief — an invaluable
reward in a society where titled men monopolized the women and forced many junior men
to remain bachelors for life®.

6 Percussion guns were introduced between the two World Wars and hunters started making use of
these. The percussion gun is much more reliable than the flintlock and its hangfire is greatly reduced.
Many owners of flintlocks have had them turned into percussion guns by the local blacksmith — a very
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I was never told that guns were used for the protection of crops as suggested by White
(1971: 178—79). It seems unlikely to me that the introduction of maize was linked, in the
Grassfields, to the introduction of guns that made it possible to protect the crop from mon-
keys and other pests. For one thing, gunpowder was very expensive in the Grassfields, be-
cause of the great distance from coastal markets. The gain made by protecting the crops
with guns would have been offset by the cost of gunpowder.

Guns and ‘Prestige’

The popularity of guns in the nineteenth and twentieth-century Grassfields may not be
entirely explained by the comparative advantage they gave in warfare. Nowadays, as in the
nineteenth century, they are displayed at death celebrations and annual dry season festivals.
On such occasions, men parade with their guns, individually or more often in groups of
kinsmen or friends. The parade is usually directed towards the bereaved family, to express
respect and sympathy, as well as to honour the dead, or, during the annual festival, to
honour the chief. Sometimes, an individual or group who want to honour a person or
another group parade in front of them. The parade is a public display, and while leaping
backwards and forwards, brandishing his gun, threatening and mock-fighting, the gunman
tries to attract the attention of the crowd by his antics. The more grotesque the parade, the
more fascinating it is. Well performed, the sight attracts the attention in an irresistible
manner. At the end of the parade, the men come close to the persons they want to salute,
brandish their guns, run to the periphery of the dancing field, and discharge a volley. The
report is tremendous — much louder than that of a rifle or a modern shotgun. It livens up
the proceedings. It adds to the atmosphere. Everyone obviously takes immense pleasure in
these crakers, under the watch of a couple of weary government ‘gendarmes’ waiting for the
accident or the fight that occurs from time to time.

The noise has important connotations. Dillon (1973: 161) reports that in Meta’, one of
the peoples of Bamenda area, gun firing in anger is a kind of ritual statement that brings a
sustained wrong to the attention of God and the village.

The gun, on such occasion, is something to be displayed. It is a symbol of wealth and
manhood. At Mankon, a man without a gun is laughed at and called a woman. Before the
European conquest, being given a gun by one’s father or the chief was almost a rite of
passage. A man was established when he had been given land, a wife and a gun.

In the nineteenth century, celebrations accompanied with gun-shooting were occasions
of musketry practice. Other occasions were the periodical meetings of war clubs. During the
meetings, there was no systematic training, but dancing and gun-shooting. At least these
meetings and other celebrations must have helped keep the guns in working order.

Before the European conquest, guns were traded from the coastal area together with gun-
powder, cloth, salt, beads and brass rods, in exchange mostly for slaves. All these goods were
exchangeable against each other and were convertible into brass rods. The conversion be-
tween slaves and imported goods could be made anywhere between the Grassfields and the

simple and cheap transformation that makes a gun a better hunting weapon. Besides, all the guns traded
or made since the beginning of the century are small bore, which are more adapted to hunting than the
big tafana.
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coast. Around 1900 a gun was worth 30 to 60 brass rods in the Bamenda area, depending on
its quality and condition. This is to be compared with the 150 to 200 brass rods or their
equivalent in imported goods (including guns) that had to be paid for a slave at the same
time in the same area. The goods of the long distance trade formed a network of exchange
that was quite distinct from the regional trade in subsistence goods. It was controlled by
wealthy and titled men, who by the same token controlled the distribution of such items as
guns — the ownership and display of which brought ‘prestige’ — but, more importantly,
which could be converted into household expansion through the purchase of slaves and pay-
ment of bridewealth. Nothing would be further from the truth than to see the acquisition
and display of guns as a kind of conspicuous consumption similar to that which according to
Fisher (1972: 73), obtained with the horse in the central Sudan. One would rather apply to
the guns of the Grassfields what Law (1975: 2) wrote of the horse in reply to Fisher: “the
importance of horses in ‘conspicuous consumption’ is only comprehensible as a secondary
phenomenon deriving ultimately from their role in warfare.”
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