
The Ekot Ngba 
of Mamfe division 

by Doctor P. C. Mafiamba 

The Ekot Ngba are one of those small but distinct ethnic groups 
which lie astride the Cameroon-Nigeria Border in the new Akwaya 
Sub-District north-west of Mamfe division. Called Olitti by the 
Germans and Asumbo by the British (both nomenclatures being only 
partly correct), they certainly are not Tiv (Munchi) with whom they 
are often confused. 

Closed District 

The Ekot Ngba area is one of the least known parts of Came-
roon, having but a newly constructed airstrip as its only modern 
means of communication with the outside world. To the Germans 
it was little known, and even regarded as wild and dangerous. 
In German Colonial times the Ekot Ngba and Esimbi areas formed 
part of the North West Region of Bamenda District which was 
declared a "closed area" by Governor Seitz's Proclamation of 
24 April 1908, non-residents and non-natives could only enter this 
region on production of a written permit issued by the District 
Office in Bamenda 1. By Proclamation dated 28 december 1913, 
an administrative post was established for the Asumbo area2, 
but the outbreak of World Wart shortly there after prevented any 
lasting German influence being established in the area. 

1. Amtsblatt of 15 May 1908 pp. 33-4. 
2. Amtsblatt of 15 January 1914. 
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Genealogy of Ekot Ngba 
According to Councillor Tata Nyevi of Tinta, one of the oldest 

living authorities on the history and customs of this area, Ekot 
Ngba resided! at Eto, the ruins of which can still be seen on the 
Cameroon side of the Plateau on which the Obudu Cattle Ranch 
is situated. He begot four sons and a daugther after whom the 
various clans are named. The clans are: 

1. Okus (or Asumbo proper). This is the senior branch of 
the tribe. 

2. Ovande Ekot. 
3. Bechebe (or Becheve) Ekot. This includes the numerically 

important sub-clan of Oligiti (or Oliti). 
4. Omana Ekot, and 
5. Ama Ekot (the daugther). 
6. The Messaga Clan is an off-shoot of the Ame of Okus Clan. 
Owing to pressure on the land at Eto, the Ekot Ngba tribe 

dispersed. The Bechebe Clan moved to Etingmeshi in Ketele, and, 
after a family quarrel, the Oligiti (Oliti) sub-clan moved away and 
scattered, some settling at Akwaya, Ngali and Miyere in Cameroon, 
and at Baligeti (Aligetti), Umana, Okwete and Utanga in the eastern-
most part of Obudu Division of Eastern Nigeria. Another tradition 
has it that after leaving Eto, the Akwaya people under Chief Apa 
resided on Ivadakala Hill in Kakwenye and thence they went to the 
present Akwaya. 

All the Asumbo (Okus) on the other hand moved from Eto to 
Kakwenye, a place midway between Tinta and Badchama. This 
was a very long time ago and the Kakwenye settlement was a large 
town the ruins of which can still be seen on Kakwenye hill. At 
Kakwenye the Asumbo settled on the following large hills: Esoko, 
Ivodokwon, Ivadakala, Ekwunisahe and Ekwengapa. Atimba Ekom, 
the old chief of Kakwenye, confirmed that all Asumbo people settled 
at Esoko hill (one of the hills which ring Kakwenye was so identi-
fied, but it is now overgrown with big trees) and that a section of 
Okus (Asumbo) under Evo-Ete moved thence to Tinta. Other 
Asumbo migrated to Amanavil, Asato, Batanga, etc., in the eastern 
part of Akwaya Sub-District. 

The Ekot Ngba Clans and Villages are as follows: 
1. Okus (Asumbo) Clan: 

Tinta, Utanga (small), Osato, Amanavil, Omayo, Ntemele, 
Okuravil, Kakwenye, Ame, Otungo. 
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2. Bechebe Clan: 
Kalumo, Katingo, Ketele and the Oliti sub-clan comprising 
Akwaya, Ngali, Mutomo, Anumojinga, Miyere and Okirika (a 
new settlement — the original inhabitants having migrated 
to Nigeria). 
Oligiti villages in Obudu, Nigeria, include Umana, Ukwete 
(lkouete) and Utanga (big). 

3. Omana Clan: 
Okwete, Agbokoko, Utanga (big), etc. All of these settle-. 
ments are in Obudu Division, Eastern Nigeria. 

4. Ovande Ekot: 
In Cameroon: Matene, Atolo (Batoro), Magbo (Magbe). 
In Nigeria: Matemi, Ngasso, etc. 

5. Ama Ekot: 
Amayo, Amanavil, Batanga, Osato. The Ama Ekot clan is 
regarded as part of the Okus (Asumbo) clan as Ama Ekot was 
a daugther of Ekot Ngba, Okus being the eldest son. 

6. The Messaga Clan: 
Now the farthest group to the north-east of the district, 
are emigrants from Ame in Asumbo clan. It is made up of 
the following villages; Balin, Bakingo and Bagundo. 

Neighbouring Peoples 
Kakwenye village (in two quarters; several villages in this 

region are divided into quarters some of which are quite distant 
from the others) marks the southern limit not only of the Asumbo 
but of all Ekot Ngba as well. Here one enters the forest zone 
with its rectangular mud wall houses with mat roofs, in contrast 
to Tinta, Akwaya and other Ekot Ngba villages in the grassland 
where the houses are round and have cone-shaped grass roofs. 
South of Kakwenye is Badchama; to the extreme north, close 
to the international border but forming an enclave in the Ekot Ngba 
area, are the Njobo; and to the east bordering Menka area in the 
direction of Widekum Manta. Captain Cowan3 placed these 
peoples in the Ekot Ngba tribal group but in fact they are quite 
distinct ethnic groups. 

3. An intelligence Report of the Asumbo District of Mamfe Division by 
Capt. J. R. G. Cowan, Asst. District Officer, 1935—Archives. 
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The Njobo (Ekot Avi) Clan is the only pure Tivi (Munch') group 
in Cameroon. Their original home was at Utongo, far to the south 
of Njobo village. The Badchama and the Njobo, then neighbours 
— for the Badchama lived at Asunda, not far from Utongo — fell 
out, and in the ensuing battle the Njobo killed Enogbe and Tam-
bia-Egbe, elder and junior brothers respectively of a Badchama 
family. The result of the battle seems to have been indecisive, 
for while the Badchama retreated south-westwards to their present 
home, the Njobo too retreated northwards to their present home 
and beyond into Benue Division, Nigeria. This incident ap-
pears to have occured in the early 18th century4. The Njobo have 
strong cultural influence over some of their Ekot Ngba neighbours, 
the Oliti in particular whose dances, music and tribal marks on the 
face resemble the Tiv. Whereas a good many Oliti people unders-
tand the Tivi language, the Asumbo being further south do not 
as a rule understand it. 

The Manta Clan have a distinct language and are not related 
to either the Asumbo or Mbulu, although they attend court in 
Mbulu. 

The so-called Ekwot Clan spoken of by Cowan is not known 
either in the Ekot Ngba area or even in Badchama which it is 
supposed to include. In Tinta "Ekwot" means bush and this 
term is applied to the forest dwellers—which include Badchama; 
instead there is a clan called Tankwa Clan (the name seems to be 
familiar to only a few people) which includes Badchama, Uhive 
and Olulo. The home of the Badchama has already been traced 
to Asunda, near Olulo, far to the north-east of the present forest 
village of Badchama. The Uhive found north-east of Akwaya 
village formerly resided at Makumumu, south of Akwaya on the 
way to Tinta. Anzamenowo, a powerful Badchama chief, united 
Badchama, Uhive and Olulo; but only Olulo and Badchama are 
really related. The Badchama people understand Anyang (Taka-
manda), Mbulu and Menka and all of them are said to belong to 
one big family though Badchama people insist that they are dis-
tinct from any other group. After their war at Asunda, the 
Badchama and Njobo made perpetual peace by "cutting the body 
and mixing blood", and by sacrificing a goat and they now con-
sider themselves as "related by blood". This practice of establi-

4. Land & People in Nigeria by K. M. BL.Lhanan and J. C. Pugh, London 
1961 p. 62. 
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shing "relationship" by "cutting the body and mixing blood" is 
widespread in the Akwaya sub-District; such a relationship pre-
cludes waging of war by one "brother" against the other. The 
Badchama seem to have been a powerful people; they resisted 
the German advance into their area. 

Recent immigrants into the Ekot Ngba area include the Esimbi 
(they numbered 83 during the 1953 census) who live in scattered 
hamlets in the Messaga Ekot area, and the Ngemba immigrants 
from Babadji (Wum Division) who have established themselves 
with a new chief in the village of Bombe in the east of the district. 

Monkey Legend 

In the Oliti area the monkey is regarded as a sacred animal 
and is not killed or eaten. Legend has it that the monkey saved 
the clan from extinction in a war, for by holding up its tail the mon-
key swam and conveyed the people to safety across the river. And 
at funerals, so the story goes, monkeys come to take part in the 
ceremonies; there they are fed with bananas. The monkey is 
even represented in the head-piece of the "Oyaya" dance mask. 

Marriage Customs 
Marriage customs show a close resemblance with those of 

the Esimbi. Child betrothal was the rule. Circumcision used 
to take place at a very late age. The young man took snuff at the 
time of circumcision which is by a native doctor and was not ex-
pected to evince pain as this would subject him to ridicule. After 
circumcision the young man was attended to by his wife-to be till 
the wound healed. Before and on the day of circumcision there 
was a lot of feasting and drinking of corn beer. On the day of dis-
charge from circumcision the young man was presented with 
2 pieces of loin cloth, 2 cutlasses (1 having a sheath), 1 gun and 
gunpowder. There was a lot of firing of guns by agemates who 
had already been circumcised. Marriage took place immediately 
after circumcision. Nowadays most parents prefer to send their 
sons to hospital for circumcision when they have reached puberty: 
this saves the high expenditure of slaughtering of pigs, etc. 

Formerly dowry payable to the parents of the bride consisted 
of 60 goats (valued at 10 German Shillings each), 3 guns clothes, 
fowls, palm wine, salt and cowries. An important social problem 
these days is the tendency for the young generation to contract "free 
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marriages", that is, living together without payment of dowry. 
Twins and "breach-delivered" children are highly honoured. 

Chieftaincy 

As Capt. Cowan noted, the Ekot Ngba never had a tribal head; 
they have been organised in independent clans. The chief as head 
of the village administration is not as powerful as those of the Ba-
menda grasslands; he rules together with the village elders who deli-
berate together on policy and arrive at a consensus. This is not 
to say that the chief is a figure-head. For example; although 
succession to the chieftaincy is not hereditary, the chief has absolute 
discretion in choosing whomsoever he wishes, a townsman no doubt, 
but not necessarily a member of his own family, to succeed him. 
Rarely is the chief's nominee opposed. Take for example the bor-
der village of Ngali. 

Ngali 

This is a village of some considerable size, having about 
40 houses and a population in excess of the 135 counted in the 
1953 census. The people belong to the Oliti sub-clan. A hard-
working people, they grow rice, tobacco, plantains, coco-yams and 
pepper; palm trees grow in abundance, so palm oil is produced 
in substantial quantities. 

Aju Engol was the first Ngali chief. He chose Okwanye, not 
a relative, as his successor. The Ngali people came from Ketele 
on the plateau under Chief Okwanye and settled at Ngali hill where 
the Germans met them. Chief Okwanye died shortly after arriving 
at Ngali and was succeeded by his nominee, Eto-Ena, a Ngali man 
and not a relative of the late chief. Eto-Ena was the chief when 
the Germans arrived with fire and brimstone from Tinta and Esimbi 
after the German-Bashuo War (in which the Germans did not par-
ticipate) around 1906/1907. Eto-Ena was already a middle-aged 
married person at the time of the arrival of the Germans. The 
Germans had only a rest house at Ngali; the Ngali people used to 
sel l bush rubber and palm kernels at the German factory at Bashuo 
in the Anyang country in order to get money to pay the German 
tax. It was in British times that the Ngali people came down from 
the hill and settled at their present site on the spur of the hill. 
At his death Eto-Ena was succeeded by Ebi Egel his relative whom 
he had chosen. The present chief of Ngali is an old man in his 
late seventies. 
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Installation of New Chief 

Generaly, therefore, the ruling chief chooses his successor and 
confidentially indicates him to the village elders. But it seems that 
in the Asumbo area in former times the chief-elect did not assume 
power till the lapse of two years during which he was kept under 
observation by the village elders. If they did not consider him 
fit they would choose another person as chief. The chief-elect is 
formally inducted into office in the presence of the village elders 
by the head of the family from which he comes. On being pre-
sented to them, the heads of the other families bless him by spitting 
lightly on him. 

Burial customs are akin to those of the Esimbi. When a chief 
dies there is a lot of feasting and drinking. The chief is buried in 
the house of his first wife, with head toward the outside and the 
rest of the body inside the house. The first wife lives in that house 
for the rest of her life. 

Industry 
Smithy is highly developed in the Oliti area; pipes, hoes, cut-

lasses, guns and bangles are among the principal articles made. 
Chief Abiney of Kalinga, one of the oldest chiefs of the Oliti area—
and recognised by the Germans as first-class chief — is reputed 
to have been an expert smith. An equally capable smith is Francis 
Kububu a young man of Motomo village near Akwaya. A modest 
pottery industry also exists. The absence until recently of a regu-
lar market in this area has hampered the marketing of these goods. 

The "Oda" 
In every Ekot Ngba village there is usually an "Oda" (house) 

a half-walled house at the centre of the village mainstreet, which 
serves as a community hall where seated on the three legged 
Esimbi-type wooden chairs and over cups of "kenn" (palm-wine) 
or drawing from a pipe, the village elders meet to relax and to 
discuss community affairs. On the rafter can be seen the skulls 
of wild animals killed such as deer, antelopes, wild buffaloes, etc. 

* * 

The Ekot Ngba, a little known ethnic group in the Akwaya Sub-
District can be seen to be quite distinct from any neighbouring 
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tribes, the Tiv (Munchi) in particular. Divided into six autonomous 
clans the majority of which are in West Cameroon, we have seen 
how neighbouring people—the Njobo, Badchama and Manta, not 
of Ekot Ngba stock—have come to live together and avoided 
war by introducing a system of "blood relationship" among them-
selves. The close cultural resemblances between the Ekot Ngba 
and the Esimbi of Wum Division are pointed out. 

APPENDIX 

Subsequent investigation has definitely established that the 
Badchama belong to the Anyang ethnic group. 

The Njobo (or Njawbaw) are the only pure indigenous Tivi 
(Tiv) group in Cameroon. They do not belong to the Ekol Avi 
Clan as stated by Capt. Cowan. The following answers given by 
Chief Abushi Akema of Njawbaw village to a questionnaire submit-
ted by me will be of interest to readers : 

Q. 1. Are Njobo Tivi? 
Ans. Yes, they belong to the Tiv Tribe of N. Nigeria. 

Q. 2. Did they leave their original home at Utongo after 
a war with the Badchama at Asunder? 

Ans. No. We have never stayed at Utongo and never 
fougth with the Badchama at Asunder. 

Q. 3. Do they belong to the Ekol Avi Clan? 
Ans. No. We belong to the Tiv tribe of Northern Nigeria;

the Ekol is first settler of this area. 
Q. 4. What other villages in Cameroon and Nigeria make 

up the Ekol Avi (Njawbaw) Clan? 
Ans. In West Cameroon only Njawbaw village speaks Tiv. 

In Nigeria, all villages and towns within the Tiv tribe 
understand Tiv. 

Q. 5. Is it true that the Tivi in Nigeria migrated from the 
Njawbaw area about 150 years ago? 

Ans. Yes, they migrated from around Njawbaw, and due 
to constant fighting brought by the Germans, quitted 
to the "Benue Plain" in Nigeria. 

Q. 6. How did you stay with the Germans? 
Ans. Having fought with the Germans many escaped and 

the few remaining had to start trade with them. 
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Q. 7. What is the dowry? 

Ans. We began with little "dashes", a number of goats 
and chickens, as requested by parents, lastly 30,000 f. 
or £40. Giving the father native cloth, meanwile 
making the mother-in-law happy with a pig. 

Q. 8. How is the chief chosen? 

Ans. When the rightful chief is dead, the vice (as it is our 
custom to have a vice) takes the throne with great 
ceremonies. 

Q. 9. Who was the first chief of Njawbaw? 

Ans. He was called Aga Ku right from the time of the Ger-
mans. When he died Chief Anga who is still alive 
took the throne; he is aged over 85. 
I, Abusi Akema, am a Vice to Anga, who is too old 
to walk. It is agreed that if he dies I shall take the 
throne; meanwhile all correspondence is directed 
to me. 

It is interesting to note that the German administrator at Ba-
menda, Hans Glauning5, after taking part in the demarcation of 
the Cameroon-Nigeria Border from Yola to Lake Tchad in 1903-4, 
left Esu (Wum Division) with Major Puder in february 1908 for a 
tour of inspection and exploration in the as yet unknown border 
district of Esimbi and the Ekot Ngba area. He was killed on 5th 
march 1908 near Atsho in the Bechebe area. It was after this 
incident that Governor Seitz issued a Proclamation (60 on 
24 April 1908)6 declaring the whole of the north-western part of 
Bamenda District a "closed area". 

5. E. W. Ardener et al: Historical Notes on the Scheduled Monuments of 
West Cameroon, Buea, september 1965, p. 7. 

6. Amtsblatt fur das Schutzgebiete Kamerun, Buea, 15 May 1908 pp. 33-4, 
with map. 
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