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1. Introduction 

This paper  represents a first ateempt to synthesize  parts  of  fieldwork  carried 
out at Sukur'between  August 1992 and  February 1993. Sukur (CU 13"33'-13"37' 
E.; 10"43'-10°46' N.), now in Adamawa State  (Nigeria), is located 25 kilometres 
due West of  Mokolo  and 17 kilometres  south-south-West  of  Madagali.  Sukur has 
long b e n  a  name to conjure with (see  for  example KTRK-GREENE 1960 and 
M0HA"ADOU 1988), but  before Our stay  was in hct little known. It had been 
only  occasionally  and  briefly  visited  and  reported  on  by  officers of the  colonial 
powers (STRfhPELL 1922; SHAW 1935; PViAcBRIDE 1937; KIRK-GREENE 
1960), a missionary, KmP (1935), on  whose  account  most  others are based, an 
archaeologist (SASSOON 1964), and  historians (BARKINDO 1985; PONGRI 1988). 
Statements  below  unsupported  by  references  derive  fiom Our fieldwork;  we 
emphasize  that t h i s  paper  results 8.om  preliminary  reflections on Our material. 

2. The power of rain and of iron 

Chiefly  power in the  more  hierarchized  societies  of  the  Mandara  mountains is 
typically  associated  with  the  ability to make  and to withhold  rain  (e.g. VINCENT 
1975,  1991, and this volume). Sukur  has been known since Barth's (1857, 
2:397-398) t h e  as an important  polity,  though  the  authorities  cited  above  have 
categorized  it  variously as a chiefdom,  a  kingdom  and as a divine  kingdom. It is 
therefore  doubly  paradoxical that the Xidi' (chie0  of  Sukur had and has no 
control  over rain, and that, although Xidis were  and are  not  divine  kings, yet they 
were  fiequently  deposed or killed. This paper  attempts to resolve  these  paradoxes 

c e  following  conventions  have  been  used in writing  Sukur (Sakun) words: 
x- voiceless  velar a proXimant (as in German 'nach') 
dl - voiced  lateral & 'cative 
tl- voiceless  lateral  fricative 
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imperialisms  of  the  nineteenth  and  twentieth  centuries. Bana (M0-u 
1988), Kapsiki WAN BEEK, this volume),  Mafa  (e.g., SEIGNOBOS, this volume) 
and  others’  claims to Sukur  origin  find  no  support within Sukur,  where only 
Gulak is acknowledged as a  daughter  settlement.  They  should  rather  be  regarded 
in the  same  light as the  claim,  very  common in West  and  Central t o  
Yemeni or Meccan roots,  or  for that matter  Vergil’s  attempt in the Aeniad to 
establish  Rome as the  inheritor  of  Trojan  greatness. 

Sukur  never  achieved  political  control  even  over  the 30 square  Elometres of 
its own plateau  (Fig. 1). Thus,  while the people  of  Damay - an  hour’s  walk fiom 
central S u h r  - speak  Sukur4,  and  oral  traditions  tell  of  a  period  when certain of 
their  clans  resided in Sukur,  there  is  no  evidence  that Damay was  itself  ever a 
subject  settlement.  The  same is true of  Kurang,  a  mixed  Sukur  but  predominantly 
Kapsiki community on  the  southern  end  of  the  plateau  and an hour  and a 
quater’s walk fiom Xidi Sukur ’s house. 

Figure  1. Part of  the  Sukur  plateau, lwking north  across  the  ceremonid area 
1 (Potla) and  the  mountain  shrine  of  Mixyrux  towards  the  Damay  peaks. 

The  people  of  Sukur  refer to themselves,  the  mountain  settlement  and to their 
language as S b .  

4 
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Figure 2. One of the best  preserved  stretches of the  northern  paved  way (civi 
mungm) near the former  iron market. 

3. The antiquity of  the iron trade and of the Dur dynasty 

In January 1993 a test excavation  directed  by M.O. ADESINA (National 
bfuseum, yola) and N. DAVID was carried  out at a midden site  located in close 
proximity to the Xidi house in Sukur  (Fig.  3). This, the first archxological site 
ever  dug in the  central or northern  Mandara mountains, revealed  over  3.5 m of 
stratified  deposits  (the  bottom  was  not  quite  reached) that containd quantities  of 
pottery,  beads,  iron,  iron slag, bone  and charmal. The  pottery  is  throughout 
clearly  ancestral to modern  Sukur  wares,  while artefacts  of  iron and bone  were 
confidently  identified  by  Sukur  onlookers.  The  midden has not b e n  used as such 
this century and its antiquity  will smn be  established  by  radiocarbon  dating;  we 
suspect that it goes back at least to the  16th  century AD.  though it dms not 
appear to predate  the  first  (13th or 14th century?) appearane of cowrie  shells in 
this part of Mica. 
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(1 968:73), the paved way was said $0 have b a n  
built by ‘c6mtless gangs of slaves’. 
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Figure 4. The  house ofXidi Suhr looking  West from Mungwolay  hill.  The main 
wall  encloses  an area of about 0.65 hectares.  The  midden  site is visible  directly 
above  the  centre of the  house. 

4. Phases in the  history of Sukur 

Although the  use  of a political  terminology  borrowed from Western 
institutions  distorts  Mandara  reality, we  have  no alternative  but to use it. In al1 
Mandara  societies  the  elders  of  the  various  patriclans  constitute  some fonn of 
‘council’ that is ‘chaired‘  by a personage  whose  powers  Vary from minimal to 
very  considerable on ‘magico-religious’  and  ‘secular’  axes,  and  whose title is 
variously  glossed as ‘chief, ‘priest-chier, ‘prince’, ‘king’  or  ‘divine  king’. 

Seniority,  both in terms  of  age  and  of  priority  of  settlement’,  is the first 
principle  of  Mandara  politics.  The  second  is  that  seniority  can,  albeit  rarely,  be 
overturned  by  superior  power,  ultimately  based  either  on main force or on 
monopoly of a resource.  We  may  speak of ‘hierarchized’  societies in which a 
chief  possesses  considerable  secular  authority that is supported  by an apparatus 

~r ior i ty  of  settlement  is  itself  usually express4 in terms  of  privileged 
relationship  with  forces  of  nature,  conceived  of as genii loci. 
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Table.  Sukur  clansg,  titles  and  holders'  functions  by  inferred  phase  of  cultural 
development. (H) indicates  that  the  title  is  inheritcd  within  a  patriline 
(potentially  reverting to the  clan),  while  others  (obviously excepfing the 
Xidi himself) are appointcd  by  the Xidi. 

Phase I - Firsi seiilement 

CLAN TlTLE FUNCTTON 

Tuva day KurB Smith Who buries  the 

Tuva Xidi duy (H) Senior  funerary  smithlo 
Dumsa T l d u v  0 Sacrificer,  assistant to duy 

Phase II - Pre-dynustic (Kulusagi phase): primarily  title-holders  with  ritual 
duties  and  members  of  the chief s 'household'. 

chiet' 

K u r h  

CLAN TITLE FUNCTION 

Kulusagi 
Gada 
Habga Oy 
H. Ghumtuva 
Xwatla 
Ravay 
Ravay 

Yenna 

Gada 

Tlamburum (H) 

Chief  of the  sacrificers 
Sacrificer 
Sacrificer 
Sacrificer 
Sacrificer 
Sacrificer  (not a smith) 
Chief s barber  and 
cIrummer (a smith)" 
Chief s 'ear' in  lower 
Sukur11 
'Chamberlain' to the chie" 

Three clans,  Bakyang,  Burdlung  and  Msdow are no  longer  represented  on 
Sukur  mountain.  The MiduZa title used to be  vested  in  Bakyang. 

Io The &y KurB's section of Tuva  appears  never to have  been  charged  with 
burials  other than that of  the  chief.  The last Xidi duy died CU 1985. His Tuva 
section  no  longer carries  out  burials  for  others. 
While  these  clans  were  present  during  the  second  phase,  these three titles are 
obviously wnnected to the third. 

11 



l2 Allies of clan Dur +th the s m e  praise n m e  and, accordhg to one tradition, 
dl descend4 fiom the fomder of the Dur dgmasty. 

liaises with him. Oral traditions suggest a relatively  recent  immigration of th is 
group whch is elosely  masssciated with, and  is oftep1  regarded as, a section of 
clan Gada. 

l3 The Kaozha usz@wy is of the s m e  clan as the Wula r h a k e r ,  a d  
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There is a measure  of  agreement in Sukur that the  closely  related  TuvaI4  and 
Dumsa  clans,  said to have  descended  from two brothers of those m e s ,  were 
first to settle  on  the  mountain  (whether  alone or with  other  clans).  The  Tuva  are 
of  the  smith-potter  caste  and  the  Dumsa  of  the fanner caste.  The duy Kurh,  
senior  elder  of  one  of  the two Tuva  sections, is said to have  been ‘chief .15 The 
Society  of this first phase - if it indeed  existed at al1 - was  small  and  very  simple. 

We can infer  much  more  regarding  the  second  phase.  One  of  the  title-holders, 
the Duluta, is,  according to oral  tradition,  the  senior  descendant  of a former 
chiefly  line that replaced that of  the day KurGa before  losing  power to the 
founder  of  clan  Dur as the  result  either  of  the  latter’s  political  guile,  or  of his 
talent as a judge,  or  both.  (The  legend is in fact a cliché; almost identical  stories 
are told  of  the  replacement  of  the  Tuva-Dumsa  chief  by  one  of  Kulusagi  clan.) 
The DuZuta has special  powers  and  responsibilities  over  water from the ground, 
including  the  location  and  building  of  traditional Wells.  Although the  temptation 
to fil1 gaps in the knowledge  of  one  Mandara  Society  by  reference to another  must 
be  resisted,  it  would  seem,  in  the  light of VINCENT’S contribution to this volume, 
that Duluta‘s powers  over  water,  terrestrial  and  celestial,  may  formerly  have 
been  more  extensive.  Her  paper  thus  supports  Our  interpretation  of the Duluta as 
representative  of a former  priestly  chieftainship.  The  case  is  strengthened  by  the 
important  role  he  plays in the  biennial  male  initiation  rites,  and as the  senior  of a 
group  of  title  holders,  the Mbusujivoy. These  persons,  best  described as 
‘sacrificers’,  have  special  responsibility  for  dealings  with  important  local  spirits 
to whom,  before the  main  sorghum  and  millet  harvest,  they  sacrifice  on  behalf  of 
Sukur  Society at large. Duluta and  the  sacrificers  represent a simpler  and  less 
hierarchized  phase  of  Sukur  Society, in which  clans  were  more  localized  than 
they are today,  more  ritually  self-sufficient  and  more  closely  tied to the genii 
loci. The  Kulusagi  chief of the  time,  quite  possibly  the community‘s ra in-der ,  
is unlikely to have  exercised  temporal  power,  and  may  best  be  termed a ‘priest- 

14 The  Tuva  ‘clan’ is divided  into two segments - the  people  of duy K u r h  and 
the  people  of Xidi duy - that marry each  others’  daughters  and  in this respect 
behave as if the  segments  were  themselves  clans.  However  members  of  the 
two segments can inherit  each  others’  widows  and  they  do  not marry women 
Who are or have  previously  been  married to living  men of the  other  segment. 
In this they  behave as members  of  the  same  clan.  Clans  in  Sukur are variably 
defined  in  practice. 

l5 ‘Chief in a vague  and undehed sense,  and  not to be  construed as a 
blacksmith-king (roi-forgeron) in  the  sense  of SEIGNOBOS (e.g., 1991). 





267 

Throughout this celebration  he  is  mystically  protected  by  representatives  of 
preceding  phases. &y Kur@ the  senior  elder  of  phase 1, dances on  his  slab at a 
distance - he  will  bury  the Xidi and  cannot  approach him in  life - while Duluta 
and TZaduv dance to the  Xidi's  right  and MbusuJivoy to his left.  Another  of the 
sacrificers mounts  guard  on  the hi11 above. 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

The replacement  of  chthonics  by  economics as a basis  for  structures  of  power 
is a common  pattern  worldwide.  Power  predicated  upon  control  of the 
uncontrollable is inherently  unstable  and  thus  an  unsuitable  foundation  for 
complex  polities  designed to maintain secular  control  over  the  long term. In the 
Mandara,  unsuccessful  rainmakers are driven  out  and  have  been known to be  put 
to death.  Why  is  it  then that the  Dur  chiefs  of  Sukur,  whose  power  stemmed  from 
the  iron  trade, seem to have  ruled  either  briefly or unmemorably or both? Al1 but 
two of the  very  short  list,  going  back  only to the end  of the  nineteenth  century,  of 
ten  past Xidis Who can be  firmly  established as datable  historical  personages 
were  either  deposed  or  killed. Was Xidi Suk-ur a sacred  or  divine  king, as has 
been  claimed (SHAW 1935; KIRK-GREENE 1960), as also  (though  in Our opinion 
on inadquate grounds)  for  the  chief of the  dynastically  related Murghi of  Gulak 
(VAUGHAN 1980)? Most  definitely  not; it is not the Xidi's ritual fùnction to 
control  uny  natural  forces ( s e  DE HEUSCH 1985:36).  Hedged  about  by ritual 
restrictions he  may  be,  but Xidi is an essentially  secular  figure.  Rather than 
divine  king, a better analogy is President  and  Chief  Executive  Officer  of a firm 
whose  Directors,  the  elders  of  clan  Dur,  held  preferred  shares  and  battled  in the 
boardroom  for  the  top  job.16 In a firm producing to a market with an almost 
infinitely  elastic  demand,  and  thus  assured  of  selling its entire  output, it is of 
minor  concern to the  workforce Who is  in  the  front  office.  The  intemecine 
squabbles  of  the  Dur  mattered  little to the  other  clans so long as they  did  not 
disrupt  the  iron  trade. 

The  special  economic  circumstances of Sukur  resolve  the  apparent  conflict 
between  long  term  continuity  of  Sukur's  political  and  economic  power  and  the 
impermanence  of  individual Xidis.17 In Sukur we are  dealing  not  with  yet  another 
of the predatory states of the  West  African  Savannah,  but with an industrial 
corporation  that  successive  colonial  powers  would  have  been  only too glad to 

l6 Or rather  was, since Xidi is now a civil  servant,  salaried  by  the  state. 
17 The analogy suggested  is  not  applicable to the Murghi of  Gulak,  whose 

participation  in  the  iron  trade  was  much  less  and  whose  reason  for  'killing 
their  kings' is certainly  different  from  that of the  Sukur. 
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