5 WEST GRUSI PEOPLES 

HOW SISAALA, CHAKALI, TAMPULMA, VAGLA, AND DƐGA (MO) BECAME              FIVE SEPARATE PEOPLES WITH FIVE DISTINCT LANGUAGES

A dozen Gur peoples live north of the Volta Lake, in Upper West and Northern Regions; five of them belong to the West Grusi language group: Sisaala, Chakali, Tampulma, Vagla, and Dega. Sisaala and Chakali are in Upper West Region; the other three are in Northern Region.

They are now scattered over an area about 250 km from north to south, between the Volta Lake and the northern border of Ghana. All speak related languages of the Grusi (west) language group, but while they recognise one another’s languages, and have a lot of vocabulary in common, they cannot use the same version of the Scriptures, or properly understand one another. Though now seen as separate, they all share a tradition that they were formerly one, and that they split up some time in the 1600s.

The Vagla story follows. It is based on the version in Vagla faalaa wia, published by GILLBT, and it summarises the history of the Vagla as given by their own chiefs and elders:


“In the past the Vagla, Tampulma, Mo (Dɛga), Chakala, Sisaala, and Bugay were all one people and lived where the Sisaala now live.  All their customs were the same and they spoke the same language for a long time before they separated from each other.  They are all children of the same aunts and uncles and are therefore playmates even to this present time.

  
“It was a quarrel over a dog's head that made them separate from each other.  They sacrificed a dog and then divided it among themselves, all except the head.  The Sisaala leader was given the senior's share, but he wanted the head in addition to that.  The Vagla leader was the youngest and said the head should be his.  They were all demanding it, and a fight broke out among them.  Then the Vagla leader said he couldn't live with the Sisaala leader if he was going to be cheating him like this.  He said he would leave that place and find another place to stay where he would have no one to cheat him or have power over him.


[The Dɛga also claimed the head because the sacrifice was made to their god.]

   “It was then that the five peoples split up; four of them left and looked for new places to live.  They did not all leave at the same time and go to one place to stay.  Different ones left at different times and found their own places.  The Tampulma, Chakala, and Bugay people went east, the Vagla and Mo went south, and they all found places to live. Meanwhile the Sisaala themselves developed distinct dialects, making six ‘West Grusi’ languages altogether.
“
NOTE:   Grusi also includes “East Ghana”, comprising three Tem peoples, Kotokoli, Ntrubo, and Challa; and “North Ghana”, that is Kasena.
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