VAGLA
people name
Vagla (sing Vagli, Vɔgli)

language
Vagla, Kɔlma, Kajumu

home area
Vagla Hɛri   about 800 sq km

other local peoples 
most Vagla villages are shared with Birifor, Gonja, or both 

principal town 
Tuna  (population 1970 1,696; 1984 2,444; 2000 3,975)

chief
[name and where he has his stool or skin – which is it?]

name of God
Kɔrawiizi

principal local god
Sɔnyɔ Kiipo    shrine at Sonyo (Senyon) 15 km south of Vagla Hɛri

main occupation
farming

location     Vagla is in Sawla-Tuna-Kalba District (District offices at Sawla), and comprises a cresent-shaped chain of 14 villages linked by roads between Bole, Dabɔɔri, Tuna, Sawla, and Grupe, and reaching west to Dagbiigu. There are many Vagla in Bole District (District offices at Bole), where they use a distinctive Vagla dialect.
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VAGLA POPULATION   

 (Note: None of the 2000 Census figures correspond with our expectations. The total of 41,684 is nearly 8 times our 1984 estimate, and there cannot be nearly twice as many Vagla in Upper East as there are in their area of origin. We contacted the Census office about this but have not received any comment. The Ethnologue and Joshua Project estimates are more likely to be correct.)  
Table 1
VAGLA – COMPARED BY YEAR

	
	not listed  in 1960 Census – 

Local estimate
	1984 estimate
	2000 Census
	2003 Ethnologue
	2006
Joshua Project

	3 N Regions
	2,100
	5,019
	16,520
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Other 7 Regions
	130
	235
	25,164
	
	

	GHANA Total
	2,320
	5,254
	41,684
	13,500
	13,280

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 2
VAGLA – COMPARED BY REGION   

[Vagla were not listed separately in the 1960 Census but were then estimated at 2,230. PLR 1986 estimated the population at 5,254, a 136% increase. 2000 Census gives the number of Vagla as 41,684, a 793% increase, which is hard to believe. It shows more Vagla in Upper East Region than in their region of origin, though we have no record of migration to that region. We feel the figure of 9,617 for Upper East must be wrong.]


	 Northern regions

	Upper East
	Upper West
	Northern
	NORTH TOTAL

	9,617
	1,698
	5,205
	16,520

	Southern regions

	Western
	Central
	Greater Accra
	Volta

	5,332
	5,736
	5,314
	275

	Eastern
	Ashanti
	Brong Ahafo
	SOUTH TOTAL

	1,799
	5,201
	1,507
	25,164

	GHANA Total
	
	
	41,684


LANGUAGE, DIALECTS, PEOPLE, AND HOMELAND


VAGLA is a Gur language of the Grusi (west) sub-group, most closely related to Isaaling, Chakali, Tampulma, and Dɛg.


Dialects are Bugee (spoken by a minority in Jentilpe) and Bole.


Language use    Nearly all villages in the area are a mixture of Vagla, Birifor, and Gonja, and many Vagla and others speak two or more languages. Jentilpe, Tuna, and Sooma churches have the largest proportion of Vagla speakers. There are also many Dagaaba, and Dagaare is widely used in Catholic churches. 


The trade language is Walii.  Gonja and Dagaare are taught in schools in the Vagla area; Vagla is taught in two Nakwabi schools by the GILLBT SIU worker.  Vagla is used in ECG churches in most villages, though Tuna and Sawla churches also use Birifor and Walii, and there is a Safaliba community in Tuna. Many Vagla in Bole speak Gonja, but still see themselves as Vagla.
LITERACY/BIBLE TRANSLATION

	 GILLBT started 

language study 


	GILLBT started literacy work
	         NT started                          
	NT printed


	Literacy students enrolled
	OT started

1992

	1962
	1968
	1966
	1977 and 1984 (1,500 sold out)
	1980s: 370

2010 ?
	completed in draft 2009


ORIGINS AND HISTORY 


Vagla faalaa wia gives accounts of chiefs and elders in 14 Vagla towns.


The invasion by Jakpa and the establishment of the Gonja kingdom is usually dated in the 1600s; thus the Vagla must have arrived in their present homeland before 1600.


Later Samori and Babatu came from the west, possibly from Mali, to fight the Gonja and subdue them. The Koŋ brought them, aiming to take over the Gonja paramountcy. The Jentilpe Vagla helped the Gonja fight them and drove them back. After this Samori and Babatu came again and and deceived the Jentilpe Vagla by seemingly coming in peace but then they fought them, and killed many of them. Their bodies were packed in a very deep hole and earth was put over them; a mound was raised outside the village which is there to this day, and it has become an ancestral mound. 

AUTHORITY


After the Gonja kingdom was established the Vagla became subject to the Gonja, paying tribute in the form of farm produce, certain parts of animals killed, and so on. During the slave trade the Ashanti dominated the North, and demanded payment in the form of slaves from Gonja; the Gonja in turn raided surrounding groups, including Vagla, and used the slaves to pay the Ashanti. 


Payment of tribute was discontinued in the early 1980s. At the same time the Vagla were seeking legal means to throw off Gonja control and to assert their independence, and there was a violent clash in which houses were burned and literacy books destroyed.  There were further disputes in 1984 over chieftaincy and the setting of fish-traps.


Following these incidents the Vagla continued to be subject to the Gonja paramount chief and to the Gonja chief at Bole, but had much more freedom. All ethnic groups are now represented in District Council and Assembly. (PH)


Vagla villages have both a Gonja chief (because it is within the Gonja Traditional Area) and a Vagla chief (thus recognising Vagla rights to land). The Vagla skin rotates round the clans, and requests for land to farm are made to the Vagla clan head for that section. The person asking for land must also inform the Gonja chief. No payment is made to either chief if the land is for farming.  Land for building incurs a fee depending on the size.  Similar sums are paid to both Vagla and Gonja chiefs.
MIGRATION


Ghana 2000 Census figures indicated very high levels of migration to various regions of Ghana, but either these numbers were greatly exaggerated or the 1960 Census and my 1984 figures were greatly underestimated. However there has long been considerable migration of young men and women especially to Côte d’Ivoire and Burkina Faso in search of cash income and the household goods it can buy, or to escape family problems.  In the 1980s girls engaged in prostitution in Abidjan and Burkina Faso.  Men migrate to Ashanti and Brong Ahafo to work on cocoa-farms, to farm themselves, to earn money for radios etc, or to go into business. They may return home annually.

INHERITANCE 


Traditionally patrilineal. Fixed property such as farms and trees formerly passed from a man to his brothers, and if there was no survivor in that generation, to the oldest son in the next generation. Women did not inherit; but nowadays, through Christian influence, the wife also can inherit.

THE COMPOUND, FARMING, AND DAILY LIFE


Compounds are made of square or rectangular rooms with flat roofs of mud supported on thick branches.  Formerly family homes were joined together so that the whole of a Vagla village appeared to be a single construction.  One could walk across the roofs from one side of the village to the other. There were no external doors, and to reach the front door of an individual home one had to climb onto the roof by ladder (a notched tree-trunk) and descend by a similar ladder into the yard belonging to that home. Houses built more recently are separate, and include rooms roofed with metal sheets. [please confirm]

Nowadays individual family members tend to live less close together than 20 years ago.


Farms tend to be nearer to the village than 20 years ago – 1.5 km rather than 5 km. .  They grow yams, guinea-corn, cassava, beans, groundnuts, okro, pepper, pumpkins, sweet potatoes, etc.  The Vagla do not burn charcoal. Women collect sheanuts, dawadawa pods, and mushrooms in the bush. Tractors were introduced in the 1970s-80s and the Agriculture Department has tractors for hire; some use bullocks, others continue to use the hoe.  


Hunting    Nowadays hunting is not allowed without a licence, but game is scarce and though there are still some deer, wild pigs, and monkeys, hunters have to be content with smaller game such as deer, “grasscutters” or bush rats, monkeys, and guinea fowl. Elephant and buffalo were occasionally seen until the 1970s – now they are confined to the nearby Mole Game Reserve, where hunting is prohibited. Even outside the Game Reserve and in the open season one cannot hunt without a licence.

Crafts include making baskets, mats rope, stools, hoes, and formerly household utensils.  There are a few Vagla blacksmiths.  Very few women, perhaps 2%, do cotton spinning.


Markets at Tuna, Bole, Sawla, Sɛnnyɛre, and Kalba sell a wide range of local produce such as yams, grain, cassava, beans, bananas, mangoes, oranges, animals, and charcoal; other goods are brought in from outside: shoes, clothing, bread is baked locally. Hoes and cutlasses, plastic goods, push-bikes, are sold in the markets.  


Tuna and Bole markets run a 7-day cycle (Monday and Friday respectively), while the markets at Sawla, Sɛnnyɛre, and Kalba run the traditional 5-day cycle.


Water    There are boreholes and dams but some still have to carry water on the head from a distance of 1 km, and in the dry season even further.


Electricity     Tuna was connected to the national grid in about 1999 and wiring was installed in hundreds of properties throughout the town, but power did not finally arrive till the end of 2008.


Fuel    Firewood, charcoal, kerosine; some shea-butter oil is used in lamps.


Food    Fufu and TZ are the staple foods, with beans, rice, sweet potato, and rice.

EDUCATION AND HEALTH


Education    Nearly all villages now have primary schools, Catholic schools at Tuna and Jentilpe, government schools elsewhere.  Tuna has both a government and a Catholic JHS.


Health    WEC/ECG started a Tuna clinic in 1962; there is now a Catholic clinic. In the 1980s a general and maternity clinic opened in Kalba, and all villages had TBAs.  Now some villages have clinics and all have a trained health assistant. There are District Hospitals at Bole (50 km) and Damongo (80 km over a bad road).  

SERVICES



There are police stations and post offices at Tuna, Bole, and Sawla.


Transport    Passenger minibuses (“trɔtrɔs”) were introduced around 2000, and run daily to Tamale, Bole, Wa, and between Tuna and Sawla; also from Tuna to Bole and Sooma; from Sawla to Bole, Tuna, and Jentilpe; and from Jang and Dabori to Tuna on market days. Metro Mass Transport connects Tamale, Wa, Bole, and Kumasi.

RELIGION

	estimated %age
	Traditional
	Muslim
	Christian
	No religion

	1986
	90
	3+
	2+
	

	2010
	80
	5+
	6
	


Traditional Religion  [based partly on a  text written in 1986]

Korawiizi, meaning Lord of the souls, is the Vagla name for God.  He is good, and is the giver of life, but is too far away to be involved in ordinary people’s everyday life. tPossible derivation: kora (king), kuari (make or create), wiizi = spirit.


gods (vuga, sing vug)     
Sɔnyɔ Kiipo is the god of the Chɔriba, and his main shrine is at Sonyo, at the extreme south of the Vagla area; but since the Vagla were saved from a famine many years ago after making sacrifices to him they have taken him as their chief god. He is believed to be able to kill witches and wizards, to give protection and to provide food and health. He has “representatives” in each Vagla village, and is approached for protection from witchcraft, for food and health, and for all other purposes. Many travel to attend his annual festival at Sonyo.


According to Baakuuk, the priest of Sɔnyo Kiipo, the Chɔriba migrated originally from central Gonja to Sonyo, but the date is not known.


Kɔɔli enables a sensitive person to detect and destroy trees which host bad bush spirits and wizards.  It protects the farm.  It lives in a pot until it is summoned. Kaala cures snake-bites, and keuh is a medicine against snake-bites. 



Bolo is a woman's fertility shrine.


Sigma is the god associated with death; he kills witches and wizards, and grants men fertility. Sigma has power over all, even the chief, and is greatly feared. Women are initated into Sigma in the bush, where they learn a secret Sigma language. The Sigma dance takes place at this initiation, and also at funerals. Dancers wear grotesque, frightening wooden masks with skirts of rope hanging from the brim; the male and the female form of the god dance together. They appear to be sleeping at the start of the dance, and are awakened by a child blowing a reed pipe. 

Motigu, in the Chakali area, is the centre of the Sigma cult, and there is an image called Dadbontolgu representing Sigma against a wall on the village outskirts. Daboori and Jaŋ, about 40 km from Motigu and on the road to Motigu, are the Vagla centre of the Sigma cult. 


Wiizi is the personal soul given to each individual at birth, and it looks after his or her welfare.  If misfortune strikes, you may find from a diviner that your wiizi is angry -- perhaps jealous of sacrifices you have given to other gods -- or even that it is absent.  The diviner will advise the victim to set up a shrine in his room by sacrificing fowls and a pigeon; he is given a bangle at this time.  In time of trouble he may sacrifice a goat to it, or a turtle if one is available. Wiizi may be represented by a moulding by a wall.


Earth-shrines    Sacrifices are offered twice a year or in an emergency, by the heu-hiŋ or earth priest.


Each section of a village has a bosie-wiizi (soul of the outside), whose shrine is set at the bottom of the ladder leading to that section of the roof-tops.


Witch-finders are known as pigii, diviners as vugri.  [what is the difference?]



Ancestors are invoked in times of sickness, misfortune, and death, and during the fire festival.  They command sacrifices through a diviner.  The sacrifice is made by the oldest surviving member of the patriline whose ancestor called for the sacrifice.


Kiah is the place where digging tools for burial, and horns for dances, are kept.


Diizeŋ is a house or room of the ancestors [in the village square?] where sacrifices are offered to the ancestors; it is also a meeting house, and the clan head lives there.

Islam


Islam is strong among the Wala to the north and the Gonja to the south. Though Islam was introduced to the Vagla before 1900 there are few Vagla Muslims; they have no mosque of their own but worship with people of other language groups.  Vagla have long been resistant to Islam.


The imam in Tuna is neither a Vagla or a Gonja [can we say what people he belongs to?]  After learning to read and recite the Qur’an in children’s makaranta, he went for further Islamic studies with the Imam at Bole for a week at a time over a period of six months before he was called to be imam. His son also attended a makaranta, and can deputise for his father at the mosque to make the morning and evening call to prayer. 


Sawla and Bole both have Islamic schools within the state system.

Christianity


The WEC mission started work in Tuna in 1942. WEC missionaries served in Tuna and Jentilpe. In the 1990s they had a German youth worker in Tuna, replaced in about 2000 by a national youth worker based in Techiman. GILLBT supports a full-time literacy worker who uses GILLBT materials. The work of WEC gave birth to the Evangelical Church of Ghana (ECG) which also has congregations in Kpandai, Gonja, and Dɛga. The ECG work pioneered in northern Ghana led to planting of congregations in Tamale and Accra, and to establishment of a vocational school in Mamobi, Accra.


ECG Tuna have a copy of the Jesus Film dubbed in Vagla, and a projector for showing it, and it has been shown in most Vagla villages. However the cost of transport limited its use to only 12 showings in 2006-2008. 


The Catholics and Church of Pentecost came into the area around 1959-60. The Catholic Church is now by far the largest in the area


The whole NT has been recorded on cassette, and GILLBT Scripture in Use staff take the recordings to Vagla village listening groups (the Faith Comes By Hearing programme, FCBH).


Following publication of the Vagla NT in 1977, the language has increasingly been used for preaching and worship in Vagla villages, especially in ECG. 

	CHURCHES

IN TUNA
	approx adults present  4 Jan 09
	languages of worshippers

(guess in italics)
	language of sermon (interpretation in italics)
	Bible study materials used in worship
	Pastor’s/leader’s library (no of books)                    (to be confirmed)

	AOG
	20
	Safaliba, Vagla
	English
	English lesson book
	20

	Catholic
	500
	Birifor, Dagaare, Vagla, Walii
	English
	?
	100+  [check]

	Christ Frontiers
	16
	Birifor, Gonja, Vagla, Walii
	English
	
	5

	COP
	65
	Gonja, Birifor, Walii
	English (Walii)
	
	10

	ECG
	75
	Birifor, Gonja, Vagla, Walii
	Vagla
	Vagla lesson book
	50  [check]

	Life Centre
	20
	Twi 
	Twi (Birifor, Eng)
	
	5

	Zion Community
	?
	?
	
	
	



The only pastor who preached in Vagla was Pastor Jebuni of ECG. He and the Catholic priest were the only ones who had had formal training. Most churches were not using the Vagla New Testament. 


The 18 towns and villages listed are all shared by Vagla with Birifor, Dagaaba, and Gonja. Choriba villages are a separate people. Thirteen Christian denominations are at work in the places shown. 

Christian denominations / Muslim presence
	Assemblies of God
	AOG
	Musama Disco Christo
	MDC

	Baptist
	B
	Methodist Chuch
	Meth

	Catholic
	Cath
	Presbyterian Church
	Pres

	Christ Apostolic
	CA
	Zion Community
	ZC

	Christ Foundation International
	CFI
	
	

	Church of Pentecost
	COP
	Muslim presence
	

	Deeper Life
	DL
	Mosque
	Mosq

	Evangelical Church of Ghana
	ECG
	Praying place
	Pr pl

	Life Christian Church
	LCC
	Imam
	Im



The Christian churches have congregations as shown below.  Languages used in worship are indicated by B (Birifor), D (Dagaare), G (Gonja), S (Safaliba), T (Twi), W (Waali)    
Villages, churches, denominations, mosques, traditional gods (see key below)
	no of churches  86 

no of churches  10
	AOG  

-    

3
	B      
-     

 -
	Cath

8

13
	CA    

2?

 3
	CFI

-  

 -
	COP     

2?    

5
	DL 

 -     

1
	ECG

 5   

 7
	LCC

-   

 1 
	town god

	Sooma
	
	
	c
	
	
	c
	
	c
	
	Sooma Yogu

	Jang, Jam
	
	
	c
	c
	
	
	
	c
	
	Jang Dum

	Nakwabi
	
	
	c
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sɛnnyɛri
	
	
	c
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dagbiigu
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Jentilpe
	
	
	cV
	
	
	cV
	
	cV
	
	Gindaa 

	Grupe
	
	
	c
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Kunlɔg/Jelinkɔg
	cV
	
	cVD
	
	
	c
	
	cV
	
	

	Sakpa
	
	
	c
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	MAJOR TOWNS
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Tuna
	cVBS
	
	cVD
	c
	
	
	
	cVBW
	cVB
	Gbalbii

	Sawla
	c
	
	c
	c
	
	
	
	cVBW
	
	

	Bole
	c
	
	c
	
	
	c
	c
	cVGW
	
	Bɛɛl Dum

	CHORIBA
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sonyo
	
	
	c
	
	
	c
	
	
	
	Sɔnyo Kiipo

	Seripe
	
	
	c
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	no of churches  86 

no of churches  10
	MDC

  -         1
	Meth   

 -     

 3
	PC    

 -     

  2
	ZC   

  -     

  1
	Mosq
	Prayer place
	Imam
	Islamic (GES)

	Sooma
	
	
	
	
	Ahmadiyya 

mosque
	1
	
	1

	Jang, Jam
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	

	Nakwabi
	
	c
	
	
	2
	
	
	

	Sɛnnyɛri
	
	
	
	
	2
	
	
	

	Dagbiigu
	
	
	
	
	no Muslims
	
	
	

	Jentilpe
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	

	Grupe
	
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	

	Kunlɔg
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	

	Sakpa
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	

	MAJOR TOWNS
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Tuna
	
	cVT
	c
	cVBT
	4
	2
	1
	

	Sawla
	c
	
	
	
	5
	many
	1?
	1

	Bole
	
	c
	c
	
	8
	many
	1?
	1

	CHORIBA
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sonyo
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	
	

	Seripe
	
	
	
	
	
	1
	
	


SOURCES AND RELEVANT LITERATURE
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GILLBT Vagla faalaa wia (Vagla history), GIL, 1980

R S Rattray "The Tampolense and the Vagla" in Tribes of

  the Ashanti hinterland Vol 2, 1932

CONTRIBUTORS
N Gillard, questionnaire answers, 1985

Pat Herbert, questionnaire answers, 2007

ORAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Pastors Jebuni 0208 234126,  and James Jobadi 0209 407657;

APPENDIX
VAGLA VILLAGE NAMES AND THEIR MEANINGS




Sooma
a place of acceptance (because a certain woman was allowed to stay)

Tuna
protruding rock (a man wanted to settle beside a big rock, bituunii)

Nukɔɔbɛ (Nakwabi)
I will settle here – if others hear the noise I make they will come too.

Gindaabol (Gonja Jentilpe)
hill village (Gɛɛloŋ settled there) 

Gorbol (Gonja name Grupe)
Gor village

Bɛɛl (Bole)
bɛɛl zɛɛ under the bɛɛl tree  one of the first settled when coming from Sisaalaland and so named this place after that

Chɔrbaŋ
so many young trees (daa chɔɔra) there, so they left Bole and settled there in the midst of the Choraba people

Sɛnnyɛri (Sanyeri, Senyon)    
 name in Waalii; it means mixed strangers,  Gonja, Vagla, and others

Dagbiigu                             
the first settler was Gbiigu
Sɔgla (Sawla)                       
named after a previous settlement when they first arrived form Sisaala 

Kunlɔg (Gilinkon)                
baŋ giluu kɔŋŋi  they couldn’t surround it 
Gorbol (Gonja name Grupe)
Gor village ollli gorbaa  meat surrounded them to settle  [please explain]
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