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, Abstract 

The  region of Lake Chad is one  of  the  earliest  and  most  important fwusses of 
cattle-breeding  in the Sudanic  savanna  zone.  Today, the area is inhabited  by 
three pastoral  groups,  the Buduma (Yedina), the  Fulbe  (Fulani)  and  the  Shuwa 
Arabs, Who possess Werent breeds of cattle.  The  Buduma are the  old- 
established  population,  and  their animals have  extremely  well  been  adapted to 
their  aquatic  habitat.  Fulbe nomads  infiltrated  the  region  from  the West from  the 
13th  century  onwards,  and  Shuwa  Arabs  reached  the  plains West of  the  lake  in 
the  18th  century,  afler  they had adopted  cattle-breeding  from  the  Fulbe  in  the 
eastem  Sudanic  zone. 

Among the  Fulbe a type  of  narrative  was  preserved  which can be  labelled  the 
"cattle-water  mythologem".  A  wide-spread  version  reports  about a water-spirit 
(djinn) Who impregnated a woman  called  Bajomanga  and  became the  ancestor  of 
the Bororo, the nomadic  Fulbe.  By that t h e  cattle  used to live  in  the  water  like 
hippopotami.  The djinn, by  employing  magical  practices,  made  the  cattle  come 
out  of the water  and  presented  them to his  human sons after he had taught them 
al1 necessary  techniques of herding  and  breeding.  The  Shuwa  adopted  the  basic 
pattern of this myth from the  Fulbe,  but  they  modified  the  topic  according to their 
specific  historical  and  environmental  experiences. It can be concluded that among 
pastoralists of the Chad basin  the  "cow-water  mythologem"  is  thus to be  regarded 
as a  reflection of real  incidents  and a core  element  of  their cultural  identity. 

~~~ 

The data of this article  are d y  based on  fieldwork  which was carried  out 
in the  Nigerian Borno State between  1990  and  1993  in the  course  of a 
research  programme  entitled  "History  of  culture  and  language  in  the  natural 
environment  of  the  West African savanna". 1 am gratehl  to the  German 
Research  Council  for its financial  support, to Our Nigerian  colleagues of the 
University of Maiduguri  and to al1 my informants on the  topic  of this article, 
particularly Al-Amin Djibrin, Who died in  199 1 , and to his son Danna 
Allamein  in  Maiduguri, to Muhammad  Abakr  in Kamzamo, to Abakr  "Ali  in 
Kirenowa  and to Abakr  Adam  living  in  a  nomadic  camp. 
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Etiological  myths  lack  foundation  in  religion,  and  the  belief that they state a 
truth,  which is essential  for  the  cultural  core  of  the  group, is less  evident. 

If we  accept  the  view  that  myths - to a certain  extent at least - are reflections 
of r d  facts, however  remote  in the  past, Our approach has preferably to be an 
euhemeristic  one. This means that  the myth is conceived as a  kind of historical 
source which can be  subjected to a  rationalistic  interpretation. 

In other  words, myths are  accepted as traditional accounts of r d  incidents  in 
human history?  Consequently,  the  position  of  structuralist  researchers Who tend 
to classify myths as patterns  of  imaginative  concepts,  is  not  of  much  relevance 
here. In his  recent  stimulating  article  on the  traditions  of  origin of man and  cattle 
among  the  pastoral  Fulani, ADEBAYO (1991)  in  principle  advocated a similar 
position,  although  he  employed  the  methodology  of  structural  anthropology in an 
attempt to reconcile  the  imaginative  and  symbolic  aspects  with  historical 
analysis. 

2. DESCRIPTIVE ACCOUNTS OF THE "CATTLE-WATER 
MYTHOLOGEM" 

Narratives  relating to a particular  connection  of  cattle  with  water are 
obviously  not  restricted  to  the  western  part  of  Africa  but  can  be  found - though 
less  distinctively - also in  other  parts  of  the  continent. This is  for  example 
indicated  by  the  belief  of  people  in  Ancient  Egypt  that  the  sacred  Apis bu11 
represented  an  incarnation  of Ptah, the  god  of  the  river  Nile. In the  area  of Our 
concern  there  are two ethnic  clusters  which  conserved  the  "cattle-water- 
mytheme",  the  Fulbe  and  the  Shuwa  Arabs. 

2.1. Fulbe versions 

There  is  hardly a people  in  Africa  which  is  more  distinctively  associated  with 
the  keeping  of  cattle  than  the  Fulbe,  particularly  the  semi-nomadic Fulbe nu2 
and,  even  more,  the  nomadic Bororo. Nu? (Sg. nugge) means  cattle  in  the 
language  of  the  Fulbe  (Fulfùlde).  The  Bororo  are  sometimes  also  called Fulbe 
Zudde (ladde = bush),  because  they  used to r o m  around  with  their  herds  in 

'4 In this  context,  the  following  statement  by MILLER (1980,  p. 50) is  convincing 
to me:  "The  style of presentation  in  no  way  changes  the fact that  evidence, 
something  surviving  from  the  past,  may o"ur in  even the most  structured 
narratives.  'History'  does  not  stand  in  opposition to 'myth', nor  even  'histories' 
to 'myths'.'' 
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have this state of  &airs  remedied. As a  result  the  water-spirit  appeared  in 
public  and named the children.  Later he  brought out  twenty-two  cattle (twenty 
cows  and two bulls)  and two male  slaves  and two female  slaves  from  the  river 
and  divided  them  equally  between the two boys . . . 
According to another  version  of  the  above story, the  son  of  the  water-spirit 

was  seven  years  old  when  he  asked  his  mother  concerning  his  father's  name. 
Bajemongo  took  her  son to the river to see the  water-spirit, Who told the'boy to 
make  seven  piles  of  Wood  and to light  them, but on  no  account to look  round.  The 
cattle  then  appeared at six of the piles,  but  the  boy  looked  round  and  saw  the 
queen  of the  cattle  disappearing  in  the  water. His father  then  said to him that had 
he  not  been  disobedient al1 white  races  would  have had cattle, but on  account of 
his act some  would  now  be  without.  The  water-spirit,  whose  name  was Fu, led 
away  the  boy  from  the  river,  followed  by  the  cattle.  After a time  he halted, 
instructed his son to light a fire and  then  dived  down  an  ant-hill.  And that is why 
cattle  will  put  their  horns  into an ant-heap,  and  when  lying  on the  ground  you c m  
hear  them snif f  and  cal1 'Fu,  Fu, Fu!'. 

With  respect to northern  Nigeria  and  southern  Niger  similar  versions  were 
collected  by DE ST CROIX (1972, pp. 8 sq.) and DUPIRE (1962, pp. 29 sqq.). A 
comparative s u r n m a r y  of their  slightly  divergent  contents  was  presented  by 
STENNTNG (1959, p. 20): 

"The first Fulani to own  cattle  is  expelled  from a Fulani  settlement.  The 
context  of this expulsion is not s t a t d .  He  wanders  alone  in  the  bush,  enduring 
great hardship. A  water spirit appears  and  tells him that if he  obeys his orders 
he  will  acquire  great  wealth  and  be  the  envy  of  those Who despised him. In 
one  version  he  waters  al1 the wild animals in turn,  until  finally, in reward  for 
his exertions,  the  spirit  sends him cattle to water. In another  version  the 
Fulani is enjoined to wait  patiently by the  lake  until  the  source  of his future 
wealth appws. The  water  spirit  then  tells him to lead the cattle  away  and 
never to fail to light a fire  for  them at dusk,  lest  they  revert to their  wild  state 
and  leave him. The  settled  Fulani  despise  the  nomad  and  pour  ridicule  upon 
his harsh  way  of  life.  But  he takes a  wife  from them, and his progeny are 
eventually  able to'pursue their  pastoral  existence  without  intermarriage  with 
those Who spurned  their  ancestor.  While  explaining  and  justifymg the way  of 
life of the  cattle-owning  Fulani, this myth  retails a stereotype of the  relations 
of  Pastoral  and sedentary Fulani". 

There  are  numerous  differences  in  the  versions  of  the  myth.  The  Fulbe 
pastoralists  of  north-western  Nigeria,  for  example,  refer to white  cattle  emerging 
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they  were  offered  the  chance to acquire  cattle  and  become  proprietors of their 
own herds,  because  their  Arabic  masters  used to donate  them  calves for a 
certain  period  of  service". 

For  the  Fel1ata-Maarel3  it  is  obvious  that  they are in a  process of being 
assimilated  into  Shuwa Society  and  culture. It can be concluded  from  historical 
sources that the Shuwa,  from  the  very  beginning  of the  formation  of  their gabail 
(arab.; Yribes",  ethnic  groups,  Sg. gabila) were  mixed  with F~1be.l~ With  respect 
to a historical  interpretation  the  legend  reflects two aspects: 
1. the  Arabs  acknowledge  the  priority  of  the  Fulbe as cattle-keepers  in  time,  and 
2. impoverished  Fulbe  groups  joined  the  Shuwa  and  were  assimilated  by  them as 

Fellata-Maare. 

The story of  the  emergence  of  the first cow  from  the  water  became an 
integrate part of  mythology  al1  over  the  Shuwa-inhabited areas of  Borno, but its 
preservation is obviously  most  vivid  among  members  of  the  Fellata-Maare  clans. 
It is  therefore  not  surprising  that  the  contents  and  narrative  elements are very 
similar to those  described  for  the  Fulbe  in  the  last ~hapter. '~ The common 
features are as follows. A woman,  whose  name is however  not  remembered  in the 
Shuwa  versions,  is  impregnated  by  a djinn at the  shore  of  a  lake  or a river.  Their 
common  son  (sometimes  male twins) is  mocked  by  his  group  and  decides to 
search  for  his  father.  He  meets him, and  the djinn by  his  magic  power d e s  
cattle emerge  from the water,  which  are  presented as a highly  valuable gift from 
the  supematural  father to his  hitherto  unlucky  and  unpropertied  son.  The djinn 
teaches  his  human  son  the  techniques  of  husbandry,  the  building  of Wells, the 
arrangements  of  ropes  for  tying  the  calves,  milking  the  cows,  riding  the  bulls, the 
construction  of  enclosures  surrounded  by  thorn  twigs  (Shuwa: zeraib, sg. zeribe) 
and  the  lighting  of  camp  fires. This last-mentioned  fact  is  of  particular 

The  origin of this name  remains  uncertain.  According to an  etological 
explanation  which 1 collected  from  Shuwa  informants it came  into  existence 
as follows.  When  Fulbe  herdsmen  came to Borno they  were  asked  by the 
autochthonous  Kanuri:  "Are you Fellata?"  They  answered  "Fellata,  mare." 
Maré means "of  course'' in Kanuri  (cf. CYFI?ER/HUTCHISON 1990, p. 119). 
Cf. BARTH 1857/58,111, p. 236; CARBOU 1912,11,  pp. 51 sqq, 60. The 
mixture  of  Arabs  with  Fulbe  seems to be  highest  in  the  western part of  the 
Baggara  Belt  (cf. h/lAcMÏCHAEL 1967,I,  pp. 260,271,283). 1 have  dealt  with 
this problem  in  another  article (BRAUKAMPER 1993). 
1 specially  refer to a version  which 1 recorded  from  Chiroma Salih, a member 
of  the  Yillaga  clan in  Chuma  (Marte  District)  on  May  9,  1992. 
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The  humid  areas  of  the  Chad  basin  have  been  identified as one of the  earliest 
focusses  of  cattle-breeding  in  the  western  part of sub-Saharan  Africa.  Recent 
excavations at Gajiganna  in  the  Nigerian  part  of  Borno (1  99  1/92) provided  bone 
materials  of  cattle  which can be dakd back as far as 3000 B.P.”  The  Chadic- 
speaking  Buduma ( Y e d i n a )  and  the  Kuri  of  the  Chad  region””  possess  humpless 
cattle  locally  called kuri, which  originated  most  probably  from  an  ancient  breed 
of Bos primigenius. This type  of  long-horned  cattle  preceded  the  introduction  of 
zebus  (Bos indicus) from  western Kuri cattle  are so much  adapted  in  their 
way of life to the  aquatic  habitat  of  Lake  Chad that their  purebreds  can 
apparently  not  be  raised  in  regions  outside its shores. This observation is 
supported  by  the fact that  the  Kuri  breeds  of  the  Kanembu  and  the  Kanuri- 
speaking  Mower dong the  lower  Komadugu  Yobe  (i.e. West of  the  lake) are to a 
notable  extent  cross-bred  with  zebus.  The  cattle  of  the  Yedina  spend  most  of 
their  lives  f&g  half-submerged in the swamps  and  use to swim from  island to 
island. It is assumed that  the hollow  porous  nature  of  their  large  horns,  by  their 
buoyancy,  assist  the  animals as they  stand  in  the  marshes  with  only  their  heads 
above  the  water.”  They  also  seem to have  acquired  a  high  degree  of  resistence 
against  sicknesses  such as Trypanosomiasis transmitted  by Glossina morsitans 
(the tsetse fly). 

When obsening the cattle  of  the  Buduma,  people  originated  from a sahel 
habitat,  such as the  Shuwa  Arabs,  must  indeed have gained  the  impression that 
these animals were  leading a life  almost  comparable to that of  hippopotami. In 
their  view,  therefore, the cow  became  closely  associated  with  water. A saying  of 
the  Shuwa  refers to the  origin  of  domesticated an imals  as follows: “Al-baggar 
min d-b&, aZ-@imaZ min aI-&Y. (The  cattle  are  from  the  river,  the  camels  are 
fiom  the ~ i n d ) . ~ ~  Among the  Arabic  inhabitants  of  the  savanna Dar d-nh (the 
land  of  the  wind)  is a term  for  the  arid  sahel’imd  desert  regions. 

l9 Cf. BALLOUCHE, B E M G  et al. 1993.1 am indebted to the  excavator,  Peter 
Breunig,  Frankfurt  a.M.,  and Wim Van  Neer,  TervuredBelgium,  for  persona1 
communications  on  respective  results  of  their  research. 

2o A hypothesis  advocated  by FREYDENFIERG (1908, pp. 155, 159) and 
members  of the  “Mission  Tilho”  that  the  Buduma  were  of  Fulbe  origin  does 
not  seem  acceptable,  because  it  contradicts  the mjority of  relevant  linguistic, 
cultural  and  historical  data.  Cf. BOUQUET 199O,I, pp. 371 sqq. 

21 Bos indicus seems to have  first  reached  the  Afiican  continent in Egypt  during 
the XIIth dynasty,  i.e.  c. 1990-1780 B.C. (EPSTEIN 1971,I, p. 505). 

22 Cf. BIRKETT 1952, pp. 328 sq. 
23 1 recorded th is  saying  for  example  from  Muhammad  al-Nur Harun al-Rashid 

in  Khaddamari  near  Maiduguri  on  March 2,1990. 
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pastoral  practices  of  the  Buduma,  and  they  were  themselves  cotlstantly 
confronted  with  the  peculiar  conditions  of  seasonally  inundated  grazing  areas. It 
can hrthermore be stated that  their  connections  with  Fulbe  nomads,  protagonists 
of the mythological  cattle-water  syndrome,  were  more  intensive than in  any  other 
part of the  Baggara  Belt.  The  contribution  of  the  Fellata-Maare to the Shuwa 
qabail has been  emphasised  (cf. 2.2). The  impact  of  ecological  conditions on the 
one  hand  and  specific  interethnic  relations  on  the  other  hand  thus  resulted in the 
fact that the  myth  of the emergence  of  the first cow  from the water  became an 
integrate  part of  Shuwa  narratives. It can  be  regarded as an etiological  myth 
trying to explain  the  real  living  conditions  of  pastoralists  in  the  Chad  basin. It 
emphasises  the  role  of  the  cow as a central  element  of  their  cultural  identity. 
As it has been  pointed  out, 1 am presenting  a  basically  euhemeristic  analysis 

of the myth.  The  "cattle-water  mythologem"  clearly  reflects the drive  of  West 
African pastoralists to reconcile  their  empirical  knowledge  with  mental, 
conceptional  control  over  the  world  of  their  environmental  conditions.  One  could 
have  made a structuralist  analysis on this topic as well,  but this has  not  been 
attempted  here. 

It can  be  concluded  that  the  mythological  concept of the  origin of 
domesticated  animals  from  an  aquatic  habitat  was  developed  and  spread  by the 
Fulbe (most  probably  in  the  Senegal and upper  Niger  regions). In was  transferred 
in a more  or  less  standardised  mode1 to the  Shuwa, the westernmost 
representatives of the  Baggara  Arabs in the Chad  basin, Who subsequently 
created  their own modified  versions. 
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