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SOM E N OTES O N  THE 

-E T T L E M E N T-M O U N D S  O F  C EN TR A L G O N J A

by R. D uncan M a thew sonv

M uch  o f  the a rc h a e o lo g ic a l  research w h ic h  has been done under the 

V o l ta  Basin Research Pro ject has been in Central G o n ja  w i th in  the v i c i n i t y  o f  

the V o l ta  C o n f lu e n c e  J  This consisted o f  e xca va t io n s  on six mound sites and 

the survey ing  and mapping o f  a number o f  o th e r  p rom inen t mound groups.

These mounds com m on ly  appear in c lusters as a t  B u t ie ,  O ld  Buipe and the 

e x c a v a te d  site o f  N e w  Buipe (Y ork  1967 e t c . ) ;  o r  in groups w h ic h  are strung 

ou t a long  the W h ite  V o l ta  as a t  K isoto  and K p e c h i le g b e  (M athew son 1967),

M any o f  these mounds are a b o u t tw e n ty  fe e t h igh  and are ro u g h ly  o va l  in

shape w i th  a long d ia m e te r  o f  about tw o  hundred fe e t .  In many instances

these large mounds are associa ted w i th  sm alle r  mounds w h ic h  are o n ly  three or

fou r  feet h ig h .  These mounds may be interspersed among the la rger mounds

as at K p e c h i le g b e ,  o r e n c i r c l in g  one in d iv id u a l  mound as a t  J u n i .  There appears

to be a v e ry  close assoc ia t ion  be tw een  mounds and baobabs, as they  are com m only

found on the edge o f  sites -  sometimes measuring over  ten fee t in d ia m e te r .

The e xc a v a t io n s  on the Jun i and K iso to  mounds have c le a r ly  in d ic a te d  

tha t they  represent the co l lapsed  remains o f  m u l t i - s to re y e d  b u i ld in g s  and p robab ly  

consist o f  three main successive periods o f  c o n s t ru c t io n ,  A l th o u g h  a l l  that 

remains o f  these structures is the low er f lo o r  and its correspond ing  w a l l  stumps, 

the depth  and nature  o f  the deposit  w h ic h  covers these o c c u p a t io n  floors c le a r ly  

ind ica tes  th a t these structures must have had an upper s to rey , and tha t this 
deposit represents the co l lapsed  remains o f  its swish w a l ls .  This depos it  is u su a l ly  

about fou r  to f iv e  fee t t h i c k ,  on top  o f  w h ic h  lies the bo ttom  f lo o r  o f  the nex t 

b u i ld in g  phase. To some e x te n t  the co llapsed  swish w a lls  have been co n ta in e d  by 

the bo ttom  courses o f  the th ic k  e x te r io r  w a l ls  w h ic h  helps to a c c o u n t  for the 

progressive b u i l d - u p  o f  the mound, and e xp la ins  to some degree the h igh a n g le  o f  

rest tha t these mound deposits sometimes have .

* M r .  R. Duncan M alhew son is a Research Fe llow  in the D epartm ent o f  A rc h a e o lo g y

1 . A  b r ie f  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  this w o ik  is found in A rc h a e o lo g y  in the V o l ta  Basin -  

1 9 6 3 -6 6 ,  V  . B . R . P. a ^d D epartm ent o f  A rc h a e o lo g y ,  Legon7 w :
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These m u l t i - s to re y e d  structures had a ground f lo o r  w h ic h  comprised o f  small 
re c ta n g u la r  a d jo in in g  rooms, the smallest o f  w h ic h  p robab ly  measured about 

9' by  1 2 ' .  The e x te r io r  w a lls  were over a foot th ic k  in the bottom  courses, 

w h ic h  in some cases ex tended  beneath the ground f lo o r  le v e l .  -These bottom 

floors had a ha rd , pounded surface w h ich  u p -w a rp e d  s l ig h t ly  a t the w a l l  

ju n c tu re .  Some o f  the w a l ls  were plastered w i th  a f ine  s i I ty  —c la y  m ix tu re  w h ic h  

had been a p p l ie d  ove r  the rough swish surface. The occurrence  o f  c la y  cy l in d e rs  

w h ic h  are id e n t ic a l  to the d ra in  pipes on the f la t  roofed b u i ld in g s  in T im buktu  

and th ro ughou t the Sudan, in d ic a te  tha t these structures must have had a f la t  
ro o f .

The e x te r io r  w a lls  were never meant to take the fu l l  w e ig h t  o f  the  upper 

storeys, but served p r im a r i ly  as 'c u r ta in  w a l ls '  w h ic h  co n ta ined  an in te rna l 

t im b e r  s tructure  tha t p robab ly  took the main stra in o f  the upper le ve ls .  There is 

some e v id e n c e  tha t t im b e r  u p - r ig h ts  ex is ted  a long  the inside o f  the w a l ls .  The 
a l ig n m e n t  o f  these support ing t imbers is not a t a l l  c e r ta in ,  but they  must have 

supported cross beams upon w h ic h  sm alle r timbers were la id ;  th e re b y ,  form ing 

a wooden p la t fo rm ,  w h ic h  was the main s truc tu ra l feature  o f  the upper f lo o r .

There is good e v id e n ce  to  in d ica te  tha t swish was a p p l ie d  on top o f  the p la t fo rm  

and in be tw een  its wooden jo in ts  w h ich  must have he lped to  b ind  it  to g e th e r ,  as 

w e l l  as p roduc ing  a smooth f lo o r  surface.

The d a t in g  o f  these mounds has not ye t been c o m p le te ly  reso lved, This 

w i l l  u l t im a te ly  depend upon the d e ta i le d  po t te ry  analys is  o f  the in d iv id u a l  mounds 

and th e i r  re la t io n s h ip  to  the to b a c c o -p ip e  c h ro n o lo g y .  The absence o f  pipes 

from the Jun i and K isoto  mounds in d ica te  th a t th e i r  successive b u i ld in g  periods 

were o c c u p ie d  p r io r  to the m id -1 7 th  cen tu ry  and the loca l in t ro d u c t io n  o f  the 

pipe (O zanne  1 9 6 2 ) .^  O n  the o ther hand, the tw o  la te r  phases o f  the K ru n k ru n -  

mboi mound (F l ig h t  1967), as w e l l  as the la te r  periods o f  the N e w  Buipe mounds, 

c o n ta in  pipes w h ic h  in d ic a te  tha t these sites were o ccu p ie d  re sp e c t ive ly  u n t i l  the 

la te  17th and 18th c e n tu ry .

The p o t te ry  from these mounds p r im a r i ly  consists o f  q number o f  pa in ted  

wares w h ic h  are d e co ra ted  by simple g eom etr ic  designs. O ne  o f  the most common 

forms o f  d e c o ra t io n  are l ine  patterns w h ich  are sometimes accom pan ied  by va ry in g  
motifs  o f  ha tch ings  and crosses. More e la b o ra te  designsdo e x is t ,  e s p e c ia l ly  at

2 .  It may w e l l  have a r r iv e d  in the north a t a s l ig h t ly  e a r l ie r  date  -  possib ly

w i th in  the f irs t q u a rte r  o f  the 1 7th c e n tu r y .
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N e w  Buipe, as w e l l  as pa in ted  wares w h ic h  have a zoned impressed and incised 

d e co ra t io n  . How th is g rea t v a r ia t io n  in p a in ted  designs m igh t be c h ro n o lo g ic a l ly  

re la ted  is s t i l l  u n c e r ta in ;  h o w e ver ,  some s im i la r i t y  does ex is t w h ic h  should 

enab le  some c o r re la t io n  to  be made w i th  the po tte ry  o f  the upper periods 

( I V - V I I I )  in the N e w  Buipe sequence to  tha t o f  the pa in ted  wares from the o ther 

mound sites.

The K iso to  Bowl is a ve ry  d is t in c t iv e  p o t te ry  form th a t occu rred  in great 

q u a n t i t ie s  in the K iso to  mound, and as i t  has been subsequently  found at four 

o the r  e x c a v a te d  mound s ites, i t  has become an in v a lu a b le  c ross-da t ing  ' fo s s i l1.

It had been noted  e a r l ie r  as o c c u rr in g  as surface p o t te ry  w i th  p a in ted  wares w h ich  

were  associa ted w i th  mounds in the c o n f lu e n c e  area (Davies 1964), bu t fu r ther  

survey w ork  has demonstrated tha t its d is t r ib u t io n  is cen tred  p r im a r i ly  in the area 

on both  sides o f  the W h ite  V o l ta  just north  o f  the c o n f lu e n c e .  Excavations have 
shown th a t i t  is p r im a r i ly  a p re -p ip e  p o t te ry  form and a l th o u g h  it has a fa i r  degree 

o f  u n i fo r m i ty ,  small va r ia t io n s  ex is t  in rim fo rm , d e c o ra t io n ,  and shape w h ic h  has 
p rov ided  a useful c h ro n o lo g ic a l  index fo r  the im m ediate  p re -p ip e  leve ls  (F l ig h t  and 

Mathewson -  in p re p a ra t io n ) .

The d is t r ib u t io n  o f  these mound sites conforms v e ry  c lo s e ly  to  the known 

area o f  G b a n ya  se tt lem en t and to  some e x te n t  re f lec ts  th e i r  o c c u p a t io n  o f  'C en tra l 

G o n ja  du r ing  the m id -1 6 th  and 17th ce n tu ry  (See W i lk s  1966). A l th o u g h  a 

c loser d a t in g  o f  these mounds is s t i l l  ra ther u n c e r t a in , ^  there is a strong suggestion 

tha t the o c c u p a t io n  periods a t  Jun i and K iso to  m igh t be con tem porary  w i th  Periods 

V  and V I  at N e w  B u ip e .4

A l th o u g h  the G b a n ya  had become the dom inan t e lem en t in C en tra l Ghana 

by 1600 A D ,  i t  is d i f f i c u l t  to de te r in e  w ha t are the s p e c i f ic  in trus ive  G banya 

tra its  and w ha t should be a t t r ib u te d  s im p ly  to  p re -e x is t in g  au tochtonous  c u l tu ra l  

e lem ents .  How far th is pa in ted  p o t te ry  should be cons idered as part o f  the Gbanya 

c o m p le x ,  the reby  re f le c t in g  an e a r l ie r  u n d e r ly in g  M ande t r a d i t io n ,  is v e ry  uncerta in  

(M athew son 1968a). The po tte ry  sequence at N e w  Buipe has revea led  pa in ted  
p o t te ry  w h ic h  long a n te -d a te s  the a r r iv a l  o f  the G banya  (York  1968). It may w e ll

3 .  See F ligh t 1968 f o r a  te n ta t iv e  c h ro n o lo g y .

4 .  Two C - l 4 dates have been re c e iv e d  from the Jun i mound w h ic h  gave mean 

dates o f  1460 A D .  for the e a r l ie s t  per iod  and 1 630 A D . for the la tes t.

These dates w i l l  be assessed at a la te r  t im e .
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be tha t there are tw o  d is t in c t  p a in ted  p o tte ry  t ra d i t io n s  superimposed at N e w  

Buipe -  an e a r l ie r  type  o f  zoned impressed and inc ised  pa in ted  wares and a 

g e o m e tr ic  and design p a in t in g  sty le  w h ic h  occurs in the la te r  G banya  le ve ls .

It is v e ry  te m p tin g  to  associate these m u l t i - s to re y e d  b u i ld in g s  c o m p le te ly  

w i  th the a r r iv a l  o f  the G b a n y a .  The large co n c e n tra t io n  o f  mounds w i th in  the 

M p a h a - B u t ie ,  K u s a w g u -T u lu w e , K a faba -La rm isa  and Buipe areas s trong ly  

suggests th a t they  c o u ld  v e ry  w e l l  be a p r im ary  G banya  fe a tu re .  H o w e ve r ,  

mu It i -s to reyed  b u i ld in g s  represent a savannah type  o f  a rc h i te c tu re  w h ic h  is 

w idespread  th ro u g h o u t the Western and C e n tra l Sudan, and i t  is q u i te  possible 

th a t th e y  were  a l re a d y  e x is t in g  in the area p r io r  to  the G banya  in v a s io n .^

Large ly  th rough  the e ffo r ts  o f  Hausa and Bornu traders , ^  a number o f  these towns 

p ro b a b ly  had by the end o f  the 15th ce n tu ry  de ve lo p e d  in to  im portan t t rad ing  

centres w h ic h  la rg e ly  c o n t ro l le d  the trade across the V o l ta  Basin (M athew son 1968b, 

1968c).  It is h ig h ly  l i k e l y  th a t there was a t  this t im e a s ig n i f i c a n t  Dagomba 

e le m e n t w i th in  the c o n f lu e n c e  area '7 w h ic h  to some e x te n t  de ve lo p e d  and m a in ta in e d  

the f lo w  o f  t rade  w h ic h  a t t ra c te d  M uslim  traders , and thereby  estab l ish ing  com m erc ia l 

l inks  w i th  the Mossi and Hausa States. Some o f  fhe mounds in this area may in 

fa c t  represent in i t i a l  Dagomba o c c u p a t i o n , 8 w h ic h  was prompted by the econom ic  

im portance  o f  the c o n f lu e n c e  area as the m a jo r northern  o u t le t  for the h ig h ly  va lu e d  

forest com m od it ies  o f  g o ld  and k o la .

5 .  Excava tions  a t  Y e n d i D abar i  have in d ic a te d  the ex is tence  o f  possible m u l t i -  

s toreyed b u i ld in g s .  (See Shinn ie  and O za n n e  1962).

6 .  M us l im  groups at M p a h a ,  K a fa b a ,  and Buipe c la im  to  have se tt led  be fore  the 

a r r iv a l  o f  the G b a n ya  and to  have come from Hausa or Bornu (G o o d y ,  1964; 

L e v tz io n  1 9 6 6 ) .

7 . Kasawgu (Kaw saw  o f  Tamakloe) was a p p a re n t ly  i n i t i a l l y  a large Dagomba 

s e tt le m e n t w h ic h  was the scene o f  v e ry  heavy f ig h t in g  w i th  the G b a n y a .

(See a lso G o o d y  1964).

8 .  Bilegas (a Dagbane word) are w a fe r  c isterns w h ic h  have been dug down through 

the surface la te r i te  in to  the soft decomposed b e d ro c k .  They are associated 

w i th  mounds in areas w h ic h  do no t have an a l te rn a t iv e  w a te r  su p p ly .  A l th o u g h  

th e i r  d is t r ib u t io n  is u n c le a r ,  many o c c u r  in the Butie area and it is probab le  

th a t th e y  w ere  i n i t i a l l y  a Dagomba fea ture  w h ic h  d eve loped  as a result o f  

c o n ta c t  w i th  Hausa w e l l - d ig g e r s .
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A l th o u g h  the G b a n ya  may not have I n i t i a l l y  in t ro d u ce d  these b u i ld in g s  

in to  th is  a re a ,  th e y  c e r ta in ly  became c lo s e ly  assoc ia ted w i th  them . It is 

q u i te  c le a r  th a t many o f  these mounds represent o c c u p a t io n  a t 'd i f f e r e n t  periods.

It has been no ted  th a t  there were  fou r  mounds s t i l l  be in g  o c c u p ie d  a t  Butie as 

la te  as 1914 (C a rd in a l  1 9 3 1 ) . ^  A  mound c lu s te r  a t  Butie ind ica tes  v e ry  recent 

a b a n d o n m e n t ,  as on top  o f  one o f  the la rg e r  mounds, a re c ta n g u la r  f lo o r  p lan 

is s t i l l  re c o g n iz a b le  a long  w i th  exposed t im b e r  supports, and a p a r t ia l ly  

c o l la p se d  swish w a l l  (M athew son  1967). These mounds must be the ones th a t 

w ere  s t i l l  b e ing  o c c u p ie d  just o v e r  f i f t y  years a g o .  H o w e v e r ,  th is must be a 

un iq u e  in s ta n ce ,  and it  is p robab le  tha t the desc r ip t io n s  o f  th is  ve ry  la te 

o c c u p a t io n  in d ic a te  th a t  i t  represents in part an a d a p ta t io n  and u t i l i z a t i o n  o f  

p re - e x is t in g  mounds w h ic h  had long s ince been abandoned (See Tom in l ison  1954),

There is no doub t th a t these b u i ld in g s  w o u ld  have served as a h ig h ly  

e f f e c t i v e  de fens ive  p o s i t io n .  D u r in g  the G b a n y a  invas ion  o f  D agom ba, in 

a b o u t the f i rs t  decade  o f  the 18th c e n tu r y ,  " K u m p a t i "  b u i l t  f l a t  topped  houses 

('houses o f  N a v ro n g o  type  w i th  no grass roofs ')  w h ic h  the G b a n ya  de fended 

a ga ins t  the  o n com ing  Dagomba (T a it  B ) . These fo r t i f i c a t io n s  were supposedly 

b u i l t  a t  the va r ious  p laces w here  he en ca m p e d , some o f  w h ic h  m igh t s t i l l  be 
seen in " D u n i " ,  a v i l l a g e  o f  Singa^O (Tamakloe 1931).

These m u l t i - s to r e y e d  b u i ld in g s  represent an a rc h i te c tu ra l  t r a d i t io n  o f  the 

savannah zone w h ic h  e c o lo g ic a l l y  belongs to  the low  ra in fa l l  areas north  o f  the 

forests. The a p p a re n t  ex is te n ce  o f  th is  type  o f  b u i ld in g  a t  B ono-M anso 

(M e y e ro w i tz  1951) s ig n i f ie s  h o w e v e r ,  the p e n e tra t io n  o f  m a jo r  northern  c u l tu ra l  

in f lu e n ce s  in to  the forest f r in g e ,  the e x te n t  o f  w h ic h  has ye t to be d e te rm in e d .

9 .  The main Butie mound f ie ld  consists p ro b a b ly  o f  ove r  th i r t y  mounds. These 

are v e ry  c lo s e ly  set to g e th e r  and are  o f  v a ry in g  shapes w h ic h  may in d ica te  

d i f fe r e n t  types o f  b u i ld in g s .  T he ir  da te  is v e ry  u n c e r ta in ,  but th e y  may have 

been o c c u p ie d  as la te  as the 19th c e n tu ry  when Butie  was a s trongho ld  against 
A shan t i  p e n e t r a t io n .

10 . Tam akloe m entions th a t  the swish had been m ixed  w i th  honey instead o f  w a te r .  
A  s im i la r  t r a d i t io n  is co n n e c te d  w i th  Jakpase re , a b u i ld in g  in the K pem be- 

Salaga a re a ,  w h ic h  is reputed  to  have been b u i l t  by  " J a k p a "  ou t o f  a m ix tu re  

o f  swish and s h e a -b u t te r .  The fu l l  e x c a v a t io n  o f  this site is p resen t ly  be ing 

u nd e rta ke n  by  the w r i t e r .
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