KNOWING THE BASSA PEOPLE


By Byron Tarr

My father was Gehdeah Tah and my mother was Zeoweh, a daughter of Dyedenblan and Nyannankpe of Gbor.  Tah’s father was Zokpo. Tah is a name given to a male twin; in traditional Bassa society, very few have surnames. 

My father was called “Jimmy” for two reasons. Firstly, because Gehdeah was derogatory, describing his tendency to impetuousness.  But given his “chiefly” status in the village state, not many people dared call him a name that probably upset him in his presence. My father cultivated liberica coffee and also raised a handful of goats and sheep.  That he had traveled outside Liberia made him “civilized.” My father was simply called Tah. 

The origin of the name Jimmy is not clear.  It probably was the appellation given him by Liberian agents of Spanish sugar plantations owners at Fernando Po, the present Equatorial Guinea, when he was being processed for shipment to that island. I know he went to Fernando Po, but don’t know much more.

Like many male natives of his generation, my father was pawned by senior Liberian government officials to the Spaniards. The pawns worked on Spanish sugar cane plantations. Officials were paid for their services recruiting the “native boys”; the recruitment used slave raiding strategies.

You may want to know that following a League of Nations investigation into this matter in the 1930s, Liberian President Charles D.B. King and his Vice President resigned. King was succeeded by his Secretary of State, the Edwin Barclay who had argued before the Supreme Court in 1919 that natives were not protected by the American-style Constitution.   

Some accounts have it that the Bassa people migrated from the Sudan. The Bassa we speak is said to have considerable linguistic similarities with a Cameroon ethnic group with the same name.  There are people who also speak Bassa in the Ivory Coast.  I think a sub-group of the Yoruba, spoken in southwestern Nigeria, has linguistic similarities with Bassa. 

The primary impetus of the migration included flight from tribal wars and famine. Inter-and intra tribal wars eventually disintegrated African empires and assisted the inhumane slave trade.

My father’s people inhabited a clan distant from where he settled in Gianda, where I was born. 

According to Bassa tradition, I was the reincarnation of my father’s recently deceased sister, Kami, and was accordingly named Kami Chu X when at birth. Upon entering school, I was renamed by the missionaries because the tribal name, like all cultural practices, was perceived as evil. 

Although Bassa society is patrilineal, most of what I know about myself is from my mother’s side. 

The oral tradition gives the following account of my maternal ancestors’ eventual settlement at Gbor, a satellite village of Gianda, driving their continual search for freedom and dignity. 

There are two very important determinants of status in African traditional societies.  Firstly, a family’s maternal ancestors must belong to an identifiable village state. Those without are regarded as having been descendants of female booties of war--descendants of slaves. A man who cannot identify his maternal ancestors’ village state is not respected, for his mother would have been captured in battle.  Such a man has a low social status. 

Second, one’s paternal ancestry and its characteristics must be known by the elders once he names the village state of his father’s origin. 

My maternal grand parents settled in Gbor long before Liberia was founded, having probably fled their original home in the interior of the African land mass.

The ancestors’ interactions with other creatures determined their taboo. Taboos include things in nature whose consumption customs proscribe.  A fish species, normally living in seawater, but found in fresh water, had not only crossed my maternal ancestors a dangerous “river,” but guarded their approach to their hilltop town. They later added a deer species that rescued some those of our ancestors who had been kidnapped and were being held in a cave under water. 

Once a person’s taboo is different from the majority of the residents of his village state, he is a stranger.  Strangers are given rights to farm on designated land, but cannot acquire ownership rights. Strangers are excluded from the phrase, “the people.” 

The chieftains of Cape Mesurado gave the settlers from across the sea rights to use the land, but never perceived that they would thereafter be dispossessed.

According to the legends that define my maternal taboos, the oracles instructed them to keep searching for a home until they had experienced a miracle.  That miracle eventually was in the form of “salt water fish” in fresh water.  They realized that Gbor was their home when the fish crossed them a creek. Fish is therefore their taboo. 

Land sale is proscribed in traditional societies because the “people” own the land. People in traditional societies include both the living and the dead.  The dead have a higher claim to the land. The ancestors abide both in the spiritual realms and interact with the living. They inhabit the land, and any one who desecrates it never goes unpunished.  Living people are trustees, prohibited from selling and desecrating land.  Land is inalienable, and the ancestors punish its desecration.  While alienation dispossesses the ancestors, desecration harms future generations. The elders exercise the guardianship: protect the ownership rights of the dead and ensures fulfillment of obligations to future generations.

There are no records of my birth. 

In early 1954, I first found myself in school at Mid-Liberia Baptist Elementary School at Zondo. I learned later that James, my Uncle William’s son, made the arrangement that registered me in the Mid-Baptist School at Zondo. Originally called Garmondeh, James was raised by my mother after his mother died in childbirth. My mother had to send James to other relatives when it was determined that another of my father’s other wives would “kill” him if he continued living with his aunt. Those relatives, and James’ father, were converts in the white people’s church.  

Chief Zondo was my father’s relative, and our village was just a few miles away. My mother had raised him when his mother died in child birth. 

At the time James enrolled me in school he was a student/teacher on the Mission. I entered at the pre-first grade level and stayed on the Mid-Baptist mission until July, 1957, when I transferred to the school my senior brother Philip had graduated from, the Seventh Day Adventist Mission in Lower Buchanan.  I was at the SDA School until the end of the 1959 school year.  Again, James brought me to live with him at the Firestone Plantations, where he was a teacher. Under his tutelage, I enrolled in the American School of Chicago, Illinois, a correspondence institution, in 1960.  I completed the college preparatory course in 1962.  In 1963, I entered Cuttington College and Divinity School, a liberal arts college operated in Liberia by the Episcopal Church of the US. I graduated from Cuttington with a degree in economics and philosophy in 1966. Between 1968 and 1972, I earned the Masters of Arts and Doctor of Philosophy degrees in Development Economics and Public Finance, respectively, from the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana, Illinois.

I have had the privilege of serving in three cabinet positions in the Government of Liberia.  I have worked for the UN as a professional tax expert, and have undertaken consultancy assignments in all English all speaking countries in Africa, except Namibia. I am the co-author of two books and the author of chapters in books, and of papers in professional journals published in the US and UK. 

I had four children; one died at five in a drowning accident.  The three living ones are in this country. The first son, the remaining twin, is a lawyer in New York City. My second son is computer graphics personnel in Chicago.  My daughter lives in Chicago, where she is a midwife. My children have had their own children.

Stanley, the twin, and his wife, have a son; Bruce has two daughters. Aimee has a son.
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