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editor’s introduction

People Have Succeeded in Overcoming Tremendous 
Space, But Not the Distance between One Person and 
Another

Welcome to the first issue of volume 6 of the Journal of West African History. 
I borrow the title of this introduction from an adage from the Igbo people of 
eastern Nigeria. Indeed, the people featured in the articles that make up this 
issue have in varying ways succeeded in “overcoming” the spaces that they have 
been forced, thrust into, or simply found themselves in. In particular, the articles 
focus on different kinds of space— both physical and metaphorical— that connect 
people to one another, whether it be in a physical sense, as in the built spaces  
of the Liberian Nella Yella prisons, or the workers’ camps and company towns of 
Cameroon; in a geographic sense, as in the Basel Mission “constructed and imag-
ined” space of the Abokobi Salems, Gold Coast; or in the sense of metaphorical 
spaces, engendered on the one hand by petitions brought by the Beninese people 
during the early years of the Kerekou regime; or by the production of rubber in 
colonial Gold Coast.

The Salems of Abokobi were spaces of reinvention by enslaved persons and  
ex- slaves; Nella Yella was a space of forced, and often unjustified, retribution of 
criminals and political prisoners alike; the Cameroonian workers’ camps and 
company towns were spaces of colonial spatial injustice and discrimination; the 
Beninese petitions were spaces of redress, political agitation, and interrogation; 
and the difficult landscapes of the rubber plantations and markets in Gold Coast 
straddled a space that was both metaphorical and physical as evidenced in the 
workings of the rubber plantations of colonial wartime Gold Coast, and the actual 
cash crop it produced. Taken together, these physical and metaphorical spaces 
represented political, economic, and social- built space or landscapes of existence 
and survival, ranging in time from early to mid- colonial Gold Coast, to late colo-
nial to independent Cameroon, Liberia, and Benin Republic.
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In “The Humble Petition of Johana Nyewuame Bekrah: Straddling ‘Spaces,’ 
Identities, and Negotiating Boundaries in The Gold Coast Christian ‘Model Town’ 
(Abokobi), ca. 1860– 1980,” Ernest Sasu Kwame Sewordor situates the sociospa-
tial landscape of Abokobi, a Salem established by the Basel Mission as a site for 
the resettlement of freed slaves or strangers (zongo). He investigates the social 
and spatial strategies that the Gã, the original inhabitants of Abokobi, employed 
to maintain their status above that of the resettled freed slaves. By focusing  
on the actions of one woman ex- slave, Awo Naa, who in 1977 brought a petition to 
the Basel Mission in Switzerland, the author is able to not only speak to the gen-
dered legacies of slavery in the Gold Coast, but also discuss issues of identity and 
belonging, as well as space, boundaries, and power. The article is also about Gã 
hierarchies and the process by which “outsiders” tried to “become Gã.” In particu-
lar, Sewordor extends the argument that in sharp contrast to the Christian notion 
of a single community without social divisions, the Gã people of Abokobi strate-
gized to create separate neighborhoods for the resettled strangers. They did this 
through their control and ownership of land, which allowed them to maintain 
their status relative to that of the freed slaves and their descendants. Sewordor 
further posits that the zongo sought to achieve social ascendancy by entering into 
patron– client relationships with members of the Basel Mission.

Timothy D. L. Nevin’s “Liberia’s Belle Yella Prison Camp (1910– 1990): Repres-
sion, Stigma, and Forced Labor in the Heart of the Rainforest,” investigates Belle 
Yella prison in the apparatus of repression in Liberia under different regimes: 
from 1910, when the prison was first built, until 1990, when it was closed down. 
He does this through the use of oral histories from formerly incarcerated polit-
ical prisoners who were imprisoned during the mid- 1980s. Nevin’s account is 
about punishment and repression in one of colonial West Africa’s fiercest prisons.  
He places Belle Yella Prison Camp as a troubling site of state tyranny engendered 
by the manipulation of a barred and controlled built space in twentieth- century 
Liberia. The author presents an “open and honest” chronological overview of the 
prison’s painful history, showing that Belle Yella was used as a site of repression 
both before and after independence. He argues that the destruction of Belle Yella 
in 1990 occurred in part because it was so widely regarded as a symbol of extreme 
oppression. Nevin concludes his article by calling for a memorial at the site of the 
former prison to honor its victims.

Whereas Nevin visualizes Belle Yella prison as a space of forced punishment 
and repression, in “‘In the Nature of a Crusade’: Wartime Extraction and the Seeds 
of Industrialization in the Gold Coast,” Keri Lambert conceptualizes plantation 
workers’ towns and the rubber cash crops these plantations produced as met-
aphorical spaces where agitations for independence and the nationalist strug-
gle were vocalized and realized. Before World War II, the Gold Coast exported 
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rubber in only small quantities, especially when compared to its flagship industry, 
cocoa. In this article, Lambert charts the changes in the production of rubber 
in the Gold Coast after the fall of Southeast Asia to Japan in 1942, from mini-
mal to considerable production, resulting in the British seeing the Gold Coast as 
an alternative supplier of rubber. Towards this end, these same colonials, Lam-
bert argues, implemented new policies to extract as much rubber from the Gold 
Coast as possible. Unfortunately for the British, however, Gold Coast farmers, 
traders, and investors did not share the colonial government’s vision regarding 
rubber production and its place in the Gold Coast economy. This dissonance led 
them to not only criticize Britain’s hold on the colonial economy, but in the late 
1950s, when a quest for a diversified economy shaped by campaigns around rub-
ber, the disagreement became part of a larger process of nationalism articulated  
by the Convention People’s Party. In the final analysis, Lambert’s article shows 
that Gold Coast rubber farmers and entrepreneurs were as important to the anti- 
colonial struggle as their counterparts in the cocoa industry.

In “CDC Company Towns in Cameroon: A Case of Shaping Built Space to 
Articulate Power and Social Control in Colonial and Postcolonial Perspectives,” 
Ambe J. Njoh, Esther P. Chie, and Liora Bigon visualize Cameroon Development 
Corporation’s (CDC) urban built space of workers’ camps and company towns as 
articulations of state repression and social control. They argue that there was an 
intentionality to the design and architecture of the space that allowed the colonial 
government to assert power over the inhabitants of these workers’ camps and 
company towns. In particular, “CDC Company Towns in Cameroon,” revisits the 
articulated purpose and function of the Cameroon Development Corporation 
workers’ camps built by the British colonial government in 1946. The authors argue 
that whereas the expressed purpose of the camps was to provide for the welfare 
of Cameroonian workers, they instead served the broader goals of the colonial  
and postcolonial state to maintain social control and enforce European con-
duct and work ethic principles. Toward this end, the British colonials employed 
strategies of spatial isolation and uniformity of built- space style. The company 
towns and workers’ camps were at first segregated by race, then in the postco-
lonial period, by class. This segregation allowed the colonial state to facilitate 
internal security and surveillance, as well as solidify hierarchies. The authors end 
by extending their argument about company towns as colonial projects to other 
African countries, suggesting that these spaces can still be found today in the form 
of corporate campuses of such multinational companies as Google and Facebook.

Volume 6, issue 1, closes with Alexander Keese’s article, “Petitioning about 
the Revolutionary Nation: Social History and Communication under the Early 
Kérékou Regime in Benin, 1975– 1977.” In this piece, we learn about the creation of 
powerful and influential metaphorical spaces engendered by the use of petitions 
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as sites of redress and individual rehabilitation in postcolonial Beninese society. 
The petitions represented a space in which demands were transformed and trans-
lated; a space where they could evolve into something profound with far- reaching 
consequences. Letters and petitions about various frustrations were tendered 
from the local level up to the presidency. From issues ranging from accusations of 
social conflicts and land litigation, to general corruption, love affairs, rumors and 
accusations of poisoning, plots of murder, accusations of sorcery and witchcraft, 
dangerous conspiracies against the government, and to a lesser degree, issues of 
forced marriage, Keese argues that petitions in Kérékou’s Benin became spaces or 
vehicles for articulating dissatisfaction with the regime and conspiracies. These 
petitions had the power, sometimes without sufficient evidence or proof, to “end 
careers of individuals working in the public sector”; people, who for the most part, 
were not presented with any avenue or space for rehabilitation or redress. Keese 
further argues that the petitions represented a “filtered and partly constructed 
perspective of the past,” which encouraged the formulation of “observations” on 
the sociopolitical experience of individuals in the early years of the Kérékou state 
(1975– 77). He ends by arguing for a deeper analysis of the existing archives as a 
space for reinterpreting postcolonial histories and illuminating social tensions 
and debate in postcolonial society.

I now end this introduction, not by reengaging the myriad ways in which the 
authors of this volume have attempted to reimagine and historicize space, but 
rather speaking to the way in which we as editors of JWAH have attempted to 
“overcome” a different kind of space, this time an intellectual and linguistic space. 
It is thus with pleasure that I introduce the newest member of the JWAH editors’ 
team, Vincent Hiribarren. Hiribarren comes to us via King’s College, London, and 
is a historian of space, territories, and borders. His published work focuses on 
northern Nigeria. Originally from France, Hiribarren has taught in France, China, 
Guinea and England, and comes aboard as our editor of French West African 
publications. Hiribarren fills an important space in our French language publish-
ing; one that our bilingual journal has begun to “overcome” with the publication 
in this issue (and thanks to our French language book review editor, Mark Deets) 
of our first French language book review.

It is with great pleasure that I present volume 6, issue 1, of the Journal of West 
African History.

Nwando Achebe
Founding Editor- in- Chief
Michigan State University
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