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LANDLORD AND STRANGER:
CHANGE IN TENANCY RELATIONS IN
SIERRA LEONE

By V. R. DorJaHN and CHRISTOPHER FYFE

THE relations between a stranger who leaves his home to settle in a distant
chiefdom in Sierra Leone and his landlord have for centuries been guided
by customary rules. They are of interest to the anthropologist studying
contemporary society, and to the historian who can sometimes elucidate
from them otherwise obscure incidents in the past. In this article we
describe the landlord-stranger relationship as it exists in Sierra Leone

-today, then give examples of how it has been applied at earlier periods.

Initial occupation and utilization of sections of rain forest by hunter-
horticulturalists of various tribes seem to be the primary bases of land
tenure in Sierra Leone. Referring to Mende country, Little writes that
‘access to farming land and rights to its occupation and use for purposes
of farming, derive from membership of certain families or descent groups,
who claim to have made the first settlement in the country’.! In Temne
country traditional history indicates a similar basis. Subsequent immi-
grants of the same or another tribe had to secure the permission of the
initial settlers to hunt, farm, or practise their particular trade. Thus the
first chief of the Kolifa area, Masa Kama Koranko, gave permission to one
Pa Bambara, a Kamara, to hunt the southern part of his domain and settle
if he wished. To strengthen his position, Pa Bambara married a daughter
of Masa Kama, and ultimately some of their descendants founded the
chieftaincies of Mayoso, Mabang, and Mamunta, all subordinate to Rowala.
As time went on and more immigrants arrived, each family or lineage group
went to the chief of a new area, gave him a gift and requested bush for
brushing. Usually the chief referred them to a lineage head who had
adequate resources and who would accept them as stranger-tenants. Thus
Ishe Mela (=Kamara), an early settler in the southern part of Kolifa
Mayoso, assigned sections of bush to several immigrant families who
settled villages there. Unfortunately there are no details of the terms of
agreement between Ishe and his strangers, if indeed the rights and obliga-
tions of the two parties were made explicit. Traditional accounts do
mention gifts (lambe in Temne) to the landlord and strongly suggest that
most immigrant groups married into the landlord’s lineage so as to gain
security of tenure. It is apparent also that immigrants did not at first enter

LK. L. Little, The Mende of Sierra Leone (1048), 82.



-AInseon) UoneIIsIaiupy

sam3EN Y3 Ul pase(d S I2A9T POI0dI[On Ses JELAL 3EYI '95IN00 jo ‘s1saddns ST,

€6 pue 16 (L561) A upnyT 35941 ‘UOIUEG JPRYUMIA] , "£6 312 *do fernar,
3O USWIPEAY Y USYAL 5'53d19031 0U 24eF oym $108UaSSOW UOHENSIUTIPY
2AnEN Aq Po309jo0 sem stqp ety pue ySiunioy tod reurwr 1ad spunod
om3 Aed o3 pey soueisur suo utr s8ued jo (wewpeay) srostazadns ey pres
€2IE BJT[03] SYI UX SISUTW paurniey -s[qeuonsenb Ajydny s1om jeqs mqu.E
JO S3UY, PUE  $33] OSUIDI[, PIPUBLISP SJOIYD STWOS ISEA] 3B 1LY} ‘I2A3MOY
‘ano pajutod aq pnoys 3] *S133UENS JO SIIIESIP SNOIIUO IOW Y3 SPEAd
03 W9y} payqeua Auotradns feotrewnu swswos nays snid yi[esm sty3 pue
Ayyream aynb owEdaq SIPUIL SWOS ‘DWIN U] "SIATIEU 91} POIIQUINUING IATY
01 w98  s13fuens, o3 safefj1a 2WOS UT pUE ‘43U 219M SUTUTII-PUOWELP JO
S9OUBISWINOID 9} Ing *, SPIO[PUE[, SE OUOY JO USWPESY pue SJ3IYD Y3
03 JUSM SISUTW JUBISTUIWI 313 AJ[eniTur 15e9] 18 pue ‘ sraduens, pafeo 2q 03
3WeD 003 98V T, "SPITONIIA] UBILYY 1SIA4 JOYI0 1SOWI PUB U0 BLISIG
JO seale j{z WX} SO[EW I[NPE Jo si3quuny 31e] parseine s,0561 I[pprw pue

41782 913 UT 3211381(] OWOY] Ul PA1IUad SUTUTW-PUOWILTP [RTATI[[E JIOTT 5],

*SIATIEU 0} 11 39] 01 SBY
£u0 oy ‘3wmn 1104s € Uy 3S00Y SIY JO Pl 398 03 sjuem pIofpue] Aue JT : Burarasqo
Ul M4 ST} PIOUBADE * © * JUIPIIS 9[03I) ¥ "UMO 1194} 30U ST 31 uaym Lyradosd
B 10§ 2482 0) L[o1] SS9] 2Ie PUE $I[09I) I} JO 3501} UBYL spIepuels Suwsnoy
I3M.0] YOTIWT 03 P3SN ST STURISTUILIT ISOUI JE} PATUSP Sq I0UUED J1 ‘pUEY 1730 372
uQ Aoueusy Iaao ySur [e1ow € ‘wiepd 10 ‘armboe Lewr oy asnoy e ut Juoy Leis 03
PIO[[E ST JUBU] € JT 3uax Ioqdry e 1e urede sesmuaid oy) s3] uoy pue ‘smedar
109J9 01 LjqIsUsIs0 ‘owin ® I31JR 00 SIUEUS} SIAOW PIOIPUE[ B U ‘SIUAI
30 19497 Butsut L[ersusd ® Jo $103° 9y pUR SUOHE[SI JUEUSI-PIO[pUE] PE] - * *

JO SUHIS} UT UMOIR2I] JO SIUBNQRIUT [2qLY) 313 £q
92uspIsaT jo 20e[d ul 1asouiny ySuy oqy surejdxe ,uogueqg (-psrexdrsyuraz
uaoq sey dysuone[a: 193usls-pIo[pue| oyl pswIof A[[EUONIpE} 1By}
suonesnqo pue s1q3u Jo uonE[PISUD 541} ‘1goxd Iof 1no WAY] JUSI 03 B
08 SIUEUS) STY 4q Pa10213 SISNOY 97138 03 §$909ns [ensed yiim pain piofpue]
Suistzdisius suo ‘exengdely] ut s,0561 A[res ay) U "sasnoy prmg sieSuens
Iy Yorym todn pue| o3 s1yBiI [RUOPEI} SIY SUTEIAT PIO[pUE] 9y3 AI1091[3
Ui puE ISU $9nEA puE] ‘dn pring sesle UEQIN SEB INQ ‘ONfEA OIWOUOI? S[IN]
sey s33g[fla Ul pue| 3Sn0Y 4", Sumiy Isyo Aue pue SmOpulm ‘s100p WY
Yis ABME 9¥E) PUE JA0WUSI ‘ToASMOY ‘AUI 9] ‘pIo[pur[ s1y Jo £uadord
913 dWI03q I $BY Y sasnoy Aur ‘Aeme SaA0UT, JaSUeIIS B JT I8yl palou
sey opr] -eoueniodunr junourered jo seam 1eys Iane[ ol sem 3 ‘Surairey
10y ysnq e J[9m se uspieS pue 9sNOY & PIING 01 YOIYMm UO PUE[ PIINDIS
PoI9PISU0D APEII[E SISWITE] ISOY 383 NI ST S[IYA "$3208] mau pado[asap
sey drysuomea 193uens-pPIO[PUE] A3 ‘SEATE UBQIN JO [3m013 9y YIIM

*AQ 189U JUSPISAX
uswsury Jesur(iied ou sey 1a8uens ayy j1 Aqesdss ‘uarpyo s 1s8uens
ST 10 UBIpIenS ST 04I9S [[Ia PIOJpUR] 34l U °,J0jueid 2yl Jo spuny
woay 1g3p 243 sded Joryo sy3 ‘A188$909U J1 ‘pUE ‘AI2INS SIY ST pUE] WY S)Ueid

£6t TIONVILS ANV QIO TANVT

*sTOUAUOuLS 3IB pIOTPUE] PUE I0jueId
1B} POIIOYU ST3] 'oLI ‘(QI6X) au0aT DLnlgy uo fiodeyl ponojodosyuy fSRWoY T, "M N g
‘parnypuw *9desur(nyed s I3YI0W ST O3 ‘3q
pasu J1 ‘may) puE pue| Jof ‘soyvw ‘sfesurqined s J911e) S| 01 351 SHOO] UBW SUWI, T
“usrej sty Buryeur up
ﬂﬁuﬂ Smm 03} SE 0§ JUBUa) iuz isouuye 9Fe} [[Ia SI3JNoqe] 3O pogs urml wguﬂsﬂu s, p1o]
-puE] 2anoadsord ¥ 01UT 191U 10U OP SUONEIIPISUOD OIUIOW0DD JeUl ABS 03 J0U SI SIY, ¢
S-bS61 ‘saou-prey paysiqndun) ‘uyelio ;
OYM UBW 2T} ‘}qP B SINOUT 125ULIIS € UM, JEY) SIIMIM SEWOY T, "SI3T30
SPIEMO} SUOTIOR S,JUBUS] STY YO S[QEIUN0IDE Py SI 3Y pUe 1IN0d S, I3
WUNOUIEIE J 9} UI JUBUS) S1Y X0] 91BJ0APE SE $3A19S PIOTPUE] Y1 ME[ JUWS T,
pUz apULIA] FopUs] ', Pe38oq, 2q [[i4 PIOJPUE} 9y} ‘Tedd PEQ B I2A0 WY
P13 03 3011 PIas IO PooJ 0 Xe} J0J AoUOW PIsu JUeU} 9y} pinoyg -smdsip
IOUTUI © JO JUSA3 ST} Ul UOTIRIPIW I0] PUE ‘90IAPE 10] ‘28eLirews 103 A1e55903U
yieas-~3pLaq oyt Surssewue ur d[ay 10§ PIOTPUE] ST 01 SY0O] JURUIL PILIIEUL
-un wy °,2m3yg-1oyses, € jo Sunpewos pue uoned  se popsedal sI oy
asues peoIq e U "193UeRIIS STY SPIEMO0) SUONIEST[QO SEY 003 PIOJPUE] YT,

y 93eour] 5, I9T0W 83 WOIJ PIINIAS
aq ued syydu-osn-pur] 9see] 3¢ SUWS ], Suowre ‘103 uomrsod 198uons € Ul
aTe ‘oFeaur] S, PIOTPUE] Sy} WIOIJ USWIOM JO USIP[IYD I8 OUM 250y} A[Ie[mod
mnred ‘sjueus) UOHEIIUSE-PUODSG JUSUINBUERIIE 9} MAUBI ISNW ‘Pedy
Aqruzey se ‘108590008 STY OTp Juswrearde oyl 03 Aired IoyIe PNOYG "UOSEIS
Surwurey yowos Jo pus 9Y) JB PamMIIAdI St juewaduelre oyl AJ[edN2I0313
ySnoyie ‘projpue] sry Aq Jesd Ioife Ieak pue[ peno[[E 9q [[Ms juEU
oy ‘suoryediqo neyy jyqny sented yioq I PIOJPUE] A3 YA SjusuRFuELIE
UAO IY) OYEWI iSOl SIOYIO fwirej 03 juswaaide oqy o1 Awred jou sem
oy A[rurey 9JBIPIUIIL ST SPISING duoAue jruriad jouded JuBua) YT, (€ 10§
TOTIENS J[NOLYIP B S3]E3ID SUOHE[2] [eU0sIadI23UT UT UOHILIJ PUE ‘S, pIOTpUE]
sTq jo 1red v Aj[eniaia ‘sosed 9WOS UT JuI00aq [[IA PIOYISAOY SJURTI] oY)
sours guestodun st Ayqueduio)) ° A[qESYI[, PUE ‘,183U0Y, ¢ [NreISUN 10U,
¢ patouurw [am, a1 Aaty3 J1 A[uo pardasoe oq pruom syueuay sandadsord
JEY) PISSIUS SIUBULIOJUT JUWS], 'siseq uosiad-c)-uosied e Uo SI 31 pue
‘1eaamoy “uewrosrde drarou0ds a[dumns e ury) SIow ST diysuonE[Rl 3y ],

"2.410{-420005 (21008 PUE SISUUEW Pood Jo yrew e—Asorousd s piofpue]
ST] JO SISYIO [[31 PUE ‘UOTIEUIPIOQNS JO JIBWI E—S}IS [[EUWS [2UOISEOI0
aa1d ‘oousrayep Jo yrew e—Apusnbary plofpuef suy 3tsIa 01 JySNO JuRLN
-1a8uens a3 ‘parendns A[ewriof 10U GENOYIfY "AoUrUSY JO SYIBW Y3 SIE
suonyeSifqo asa1 T, ‘uLre] s projpue] a1 ysniq dijoy pue ‘wiiy paudisse puE]
o3 WO $99I) NIy urepas pue swjed-Tio Sunssarey WOI UTRIIRI IsIAley
I9e 90U YSNY Jo [3ysnq 2U0 A1 01 pey ISZURNS U} I$ED JUWJ, U0
u] *dn 108 Juswaasde Jo SUIIH] O3 PUE SICISIOUE Y} O} IPRUI ST DYLIZES B
3315e [[e J1 pUE USWSUTY STY $)[nsuod 3y ‘paydeordde st peay Aruey e 99Uy
‘[reuzs A[EnsT ST 3N JUNOWE U S3LIRA (SPUSA] UL inppuen|) 2quiv] Teniul 34T,
“asn-pue] 03 $HYSLI ured 03 IOPIO UI SULISY § PIO[PUE] SY3I 03 3318¢ O} PIdIo]
U09q 9AEY SESIE ASU Ul Surss syueIdil ‘1aAsmoy ‘SIedd JUSIRI 210MW U]

_ 2 Pro[pue] 943 &q papnes
a1am tueyl Sulajoaut sondstp jeys pue eate JaY3 Ul of1f Jeonnod oy ou

AIXI YIHJOLSIMHD ANV NHVIOd ¥ A z68



304 V. R. DORJAHN AND CHRISTOPHER FYFE

large gangs refused to pay, violence followed and legally constituted:

authority broke down. The strangers, in this case, came to predominate,

even setting up their own ‘government’, independent of the legal adminis--
g up g P g

tration and oblivious to their obligations under the landlord-stranger

relationship.®

* %* *

The coming of Europeans of several nationalities to Sierra Leone in the

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries posed many problems for the Africans.

resident there. In coastal Sierra Leone and the adjoining country there
were only two fortified slave-trading posts of the type built on the Gold
Coast—Bence (later Bance, today Bunce) Islard in the Sierra Leone river,
and York Island (virtually abandoned after 1714) in the Sherbro river,
Elsewhere Europeans who came to trade did not congregate in forts.
They settled as individuals in towns and villages on islands or along the
river-banks, under the protection of the king or chief who ruled there.
Slave-traders were weicomed, for they brought trade goods otherwise

unobtainable. Kings were anxious to have them in their towns. They-
also wanted to keep them there, and prevent them taking their trade to

another king’s territory. So it was in the king’s interest to see that they
were secure and comfortable, and that they got an adequate return from
their trade.

There are indications that the Africans viewed the relationship estab-
lished with the trader as basically that obtaining between landlord and
stranger-tenant, Matthews, who traded in the Sierra Leone area in the
178v’s, describes several aspects of this pattern as set forth above:

.+ » when the adventurer arrives upon the coast with a suitable cargo . . . he

dispatches his boats properly equipped to the different rivers. On their arrival
at the place of trade they immediately apply to the head man of the town, inform.
him of their business, and request his protection; desiring he will either be
himself their landlord, or appoint a respectable person, who becomes security.

for the person and goods of the stranger, and also for the recovery of all money

lent, provided it is done with his knowledge and. approbation. This business

finished, and proper presents made (for nothing is done without), they proceed

to trade either by lending their goods to the natives, who carry them up into

the country, or by waiting till trade is brought to them.®

This system enabled Europeans to trade safely on credit. If debts were
unpaid the landlord paid them and recovered the loss by selling the debtor

or his relatives.11 .
'The landlord took full responsibility for his stranger.

¥ For a discussion in an official source, see the 1955 Report on the Administration of
Provinces, 4.
10 John Matthews, .4 Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone (1788), 142—3.

1t Thomas Winterbottom, An Account of the Native Africans in the Neighbourhood of,

Sierra Leone (1803), 1, 127-8.
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- » All Europeans who settle in this country place themselves under the protection
of some chief whom they style landlord and when the establishment is large as
at Bance Island and the Isles de Loss the title is considered as an honour. The
duty of the landlord is to plead your cause with the country chiefs. Every palaver
comes to him and the protegei [si¢] seldom hears of it ill it is adjudged. Receiving
annually a trifling present, his interest leads him to watch over that of his
protegei [sic], and to prevent every species of imposition.1

According to Dr Winterbottom, Surgeon to the Sierra Leone Company
17g2-6:

.. a qumcﬂ. or stranger, as they call him, is scarcely accountable for any
mwﬁﬁm which he may commit, whether through inadvertancy or design, the host
being considered as responsible for the actions of his ‘stranger’ 13

Thus the stranger was guaranteed protection from molestation, even
immunity from the consequences of his crimes, once he bad secured a
landlord.

At first sight the stranger seems to have had the best of the bargain. But
the landlord benefited too. He had the benefit of trade. He levied regular
duties on the stranger: rent, customary presents, and sometimes a com-
mission on sales.!* He could also exclude his strangers from local politics.
Having given up responsibility for their actions to their landlords they
could have no responsibility for the government of the country. So political
questions were decided by the natives themselves, for even wealthy non-
European strangers were excluded. Zachary Macaulay, Governor of
Sierra Leone in the 17g0’s, wrote of an approaching kingship election:
. . Signor Domingo and Pa Bunkie, though they have 2 great deal to say
at Palavers, can decide nothing, being strangers, that is to say not born
here’ 15

Nevertheless the rule seems to have been relaxed sometimes, perhaps
for an influential, powerful stranger. In 1803 the kingship of the Bulom
Shore, opposite Freetown, was vacant. The Sierra Leone Company,
which then controlled the Colony of Sierra Leone, had some land there,
and the Governor discovered that in consequence ‘we had the privilege of
naming the new king for the place’.’® But this seems to have been
exceptional.

‘Though the Sierra Leone Company, like all aliens, had a landlord, the
government in Freetown would not allow him the full customary landlord’s
rights. If there were disputes within the Colony the landlord was not
allowed to mediate them, as he claimed to be entitled to do. When the
landlord died, no new agreement was made with his successors. The

2 Zachary Macaulay Papers, Huntington Library,
Journal, 30 July 1793.

'* Winterbottom, op. cit. z14.

¢ Nicholas Owen, Fournal of a Slave-Dealer (ed. E, Martin}, 1930, 69.

15 Nmor.wq Macaulay’s Journal, loc, cit.
¢ Public Record Office—W.0. 1/352, letter enclosed in Macaulay, 5 Sept. 1803,

San Marino, California, Macaulay’s
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