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Slavery in Colonial Cameroon,
1880s to 1930s

ANDREAS ECKERT

Introduction: Colonialism and Slavery in Cameroon

The 'slow death for slavery',1 the complex and regionally very different
ways in which slaves were emancipated during the colonial period, has
received much attention in recent scholarship. So far the historiographical
debate has more or less omitted the former German colonies. Among these,
the issue of slavery was by far most important in German East Africa. In this
territory, there were slave plantations on a major scale as well as a
considerable trade in slaves, both visible to European travellers and early
colonial administrators. Anti-slavery rhetoric played an important part
during the colonial conquest.2 In Cameroon, as in the other German
territories3 in Africa, slavery was never the great issue that it was in German
East Africa. During the conquest of Cameroon, anti-slavery arguments only
played a minor role.4 It was the general feeling in Germany as well as
among most Germans in Cameroon that slavery was no great evil in this
territory and would solve itself in time.5 The first governor, Julius von
Soden, for example believed that the introduction of a money economy
would result in its abolition, for Africans would soon discover that it was
simpler to hire workers for the transport of goods into the interior than to
rely on recalcitrant slaves.6 In numerous other reports on slavery in
Cameroon various colonial governors recommended that it was sufficient to
let time pass and slavery would disappear by itself.7 Von Soden's successor,
Governor Eugen von Zimmerer, stated in 1892 that in many societies slaves
were already a powerful force that masters found impossible to control. The
Germans half-heartedly launched a number of ordinances against slavery
and the slave trade,8 but only occasionally made sure that these legal
measures were translated into action.

Though contemporaries played down or even neglected the problem of
slavery in colonial Cameroon, slavery was not a negligible quantity, but an
important element of the transformation of local societies and sometimes
even a factor in colonial politics. In many regions of what later became
Cameroon, various forms of slavery played a critical role during the pre-
colonial period.9 Slavery remained an important feature in the early colonial
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134 SLAVERY AND COLONIAL RULE IN AFRICA

period and was never seriously attacked by the Germans or by the
subsequent French and British colonizers. The present article attempts to
link the scattered literature on slavery in colonial Cameroon with my own
research findings in order to provide an outline of a still very much under-
researched topic. As will be shown, until the 1930s legal measures only had
limited effects on the ground, even in coastal areas where the European
presence and influence were comparatively strong. This chapter will include
a discussion of legal measures and practical steps against slavery as well as
an analysis of changes at the grassroots level, which were often little related
to anti-slavery legislation and operation but which had a profound impact
on the ground. Two regions will serve as main examples: the Littoral and
Adamawa in the North of Cameroon. During the nineteenth and the first
decades of the twentieth centuries, slavery was central to political, social
and economic life in these areas.

Slavery in the Nineteenth Century

Various forms of slavery played a critical role in the historical development
of the Duala of the Cameroon Littoral. Duala functioned as a minor but
steady supplier to the Atlantic slave trade until the 1830s.10 The Duala view
of their own way of life and its relationship to outside groups is intricately
bound up with conceptions of servitude. Historical evidence also makes it
clear that servile groups constituted important sectors of Duala social,
economic, and political organization. Slavery was an important part of a
very complex precolonial system in the Littoral which Ralph Austen has
accurately described as 'hegemony without control'." Within nineteenth-
century Duala society, slaves were at once the key element in the
construction of an effective commercial organization and the exploited
victims of such enterprises - exploited either indirectly through limiting
their avenues of advancement, or directly as victims of petty warfare, ritual
sacrifice or plunder. The slaves functioned, as Austen has put it, as
'productive capital and negotiable chattel'.12 There were severe limits to the
impositions which could be placed upon Duala slaves. By most counts
slaves constituted a majority of the population in Douala throughout the
nineteenth century and the only groups among them to be under close
surveillance were those in relatively privileged positions as household
retainers and crews of trading expeditions. The majority worked in
agriculture or as auxiliary fishermen in relative autonomy from their
masters. 'Household' (as opposed to 'field') slaves acted as the major
agents of inland trade and other affairs where kinsmen could not as easily
be relied on. Slaves in this position usually came from distant areas — in
particular the Cameroon Grassfields - as children and consequently
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SLAVERY IN COLONIAL CAMEROON 135

maintained no ties with their home areas, but they were still identified
within Douala as a somewhat foreign element wielding considerable power.
Some individuals of slave origins could rise to high positions in Duala
society. The most striking example is David Mandessi Bell, a Grassfields
child who was brought into the household of King Ndumbe Lobe Bell
during the 1870s and eventually became a very successful entrepreneur and
one of the most powerful figures in this dominant clan. His slave origins,
however, prevented him from aspiring to the actual Bell chieftaincy.13

In the case of nineteenth-century Adamawa with its centre Ngaoundere
in the North of Cameroon we are dealing with slavery on a major scale.14

The Adamawa jihad, an extension of Usman dan Fodio's conquest of the
Hausa states of Nigeria, was undertaken in the early nineteenth century by
small groups of Fulbe who established a Muslim emirate and a number of
lamidates. The Fulbe, however, were substantially outnumbered by the local
'pagan' groups of the region. Ngaoundere was no exception in this regard,-
and the rapid integration of conquered Mbum and other peoples into the
Fulbe state, which transformed large numbers of former enemies into
effective elements of the state political and economic apparatus, is
remarkable. In addition to locally conquered 'pagan' peoples, the size of the
servile population at Ngaoundere was further enlarged by slaves captured at
distances of 200 to 500 kilometres from Ngaoundere town itself. These
captives were brought back for resettlement at Ngaoundere either as
domestic slaves or as farm slaves in slave villages.15 This long-distance
raiding, which was a regular occurrence from the 1850s up until the first
decade of the twentieth century, was a large-scale phenomenon. European
observers at the end of the nineteenth century estimated that as many as
8,000 to 10,000 slaves were taken on these raids annually. Those captives
who were not settled at Ngaoundere were sold to Hausa or Kanuri traders,
and Adamawa soon gained a reputation as a 'slave traders' Eldorado'.16 By
the second half of the nineteenth century, Adamawa had become the main
source of supply for the Sokoto Caliphate." The demographic situation at
Ngaoundere in the nineteenth century can be summed up as follows: At no
time following the establishment of the Fulbe state did the proportion of
slaves and vassals to freemen ever fall below a one-to-one ratio, and for
most of the period the ratio was probably more like two-to-one.

Whatever the exact number and proportion of slaves in the pre-colonial
period, they were not all of uniform social and legal status.18 Even among
the slave population at Ngaoundere itself, there were marked variations in
status. Slaves could be owned by private owners or by the state. In the case
of private ownership, slaves normally performed farming or herding work
or could serve as domestic slaves in the master's household. The state-ruler
owned substantial numbers of farm slaves, but there was also a category of
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136 SLAVERY AND COLONIAL RULE IN AFRICA

court slaves linked to the office of the ruler. Many of the latter performed
domestic tasks in the ruler's compound while others served as officers in the
government or military. One problematic issue with regard to the Fulbe
system of slavery atNgaoundere is the question of increasing rights enjoyed
by at least some of the slaves who had been born in captivity. Some form of
progressive modification of slave status was only logical in a situation
where slaves might hold important public office and where, in theory at
least, masters were under the obligation to convert their slaves to Islam.
Although the full details of the practice are not clear, it appears that in the
case of household and court slaves who had been raised as Muslims in their
masters' households, their owners were morally, although not legally,
barred from selling them. On the other hand, farm slaves in Ngaoundere
were subject to a more severe regime, and they and their children were sold
at their masters' will.

The structure of slavery in Adamawa in the nineteenth century was
determined primarily by military and commercial factors. The involvement
of slaves in production in Adamawa, while undoubtedly the source of much
of the food on which the Fulbe states subsisted, was of relatively minor
structural importance. The slave-raiding activities of Ngaoundere had their
own inbuilt and self-perpetuating rationale. The majority of the slaves taken
in raids were traded to other Fulbe states, and it was more as a means of
exchange than as means of production that slaves constituted the principal
source of Ngaoundere's wealth.

Slavery in the Cameroon Littoral during the Colonial Period

The internal traffic in slaves and domestic slavery slowly diminished with
the imposition of colonial rule, but it did not cease. The influence of the
authorities was limited to the coasts and around the few military posts in the
interior." Until the turn of the century there was no real effort on the part of
the Germans to abolish the internal slave trade and slavery. Even in areas
like Douala and the Littoral where the German presence and influence were
comparatively strong, slavery was far from being suppressed. The German
rulers of Cameroon not only hesitated to interfere with Duala slavery but for
a time unwittingly encouraged its expansion. German policy up to 1902 was
officially aimed at undermining slavery by indirect measures. Many
Germans did not believe that legislation could or should be used to promote
profound changes in the Duala social order. Theodor Seitz, the District
Commissioner in Douala during the 1890s, retrospectively stated that the
'transformation of the entire native economy ... must, by itself, bring about
the disappearance of slavery'.20 The officials of the new German
administrative court at Douala were willing to disturb local customs only
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SLAVERY IN COLONIAL CAMEROON 137

when they directly affected European interests (for instance in trade); they
therefore rendered numerous judgments enforcing property in slaves.21 It
was only in 1895 that Seitz announced that the government court would no
longer entertain appeals for the restoration of slaves. But no such restriction
was placed upon the purely African courts of first and second degree,
officially established by the Germans from 1892 onward among the Duala
and neighbouring peoples.22 Moreover, an 1895 decree outlawing the
internal Cameroon slave trade seems to have received little enforcement or
even publicity for some years. As late as 1901 Manga Bell, the leading
Duala chief, successfully persuaded the government to pardon two
convicted slave traders because no native really understood that such
transactions were illegal.23

The economic situation created by the German presence on the
Cameroon coast even appears to have stimulated an increased demand for
slaves among the Duala. The little data available on early colonial slave
sales suggest that the demand for slaves may have gone down during the
first decade of German rule but rose again around 1900. From the interior
to the coast the value of a slave rose. A slave cost 5,000 cowries in Foumban
and 10,000 in Bangou in 1900.24 A slave bought among the Babimbi in 1901
valued at 6 marks was worth 50 marks further along the Ndogobesol river
towards the coast, and 100 in Edea." In Douala, an adult male slave cost
between 100 and 160 marks, or even 200, a women 200 to 300, and a young
man or a young girl half the price charged for an adult of the same sex.26

The shift in the internal Cameroon slave market coincided with the
beginning of Duala commercial cocoa farming at the turn of the century.27

There is some evidence that at least the early stages of Duala commercial
cocoa-planting depended upon the labour of slaves. Slave settlements
established by the Duala at various inland points for producing and helping
with the trade in palm products were converted into centres for growing
cocoa. More slaves were again purchased from the interior. Only towards
the end of the German period did slave labour diminish in favour of paid
workers, although this was not the result of deliberate intervention by the
colonial state. When on 21 February 1902 the German colonial authorities,
embarrassed by a couple of damning missionary reports on slavery and
slave-dealing,28 finally promulgated an ordinance for the gradual abolition
of internal slavery in Cameroon, they presented themselves 'as virtual
spokesmen for Duala institutions'.29 The first article stated that 'the
customary law established among the Duala people, whereby the children
of domestic slaves are regarded as half-free, is to be applied throughout the
Protectorate'. The second said that 'children born to half-free individuals
after the promulgation of this ordinance are free'.30

These measures did not interfere much with Duala social relations. The
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138 SLAVERY AND COLONIAL RULE IN AFRICA

only direct effect the German government probably could have upon servile
institutions at this point was to hinder further recruitment of slaves from the
hinterland. The increasing effectiveness of colonial rule in general must
have made procurement of slaves far more difficult. In general, imposition
of colonial rule provided new resources to the local 'bargaining process'
between slaves and their Duala owners. Previously, flight was an option
open only to comparatively few slaves. Desertion was extremely hazardous
because of the danger of re-enslavement and of the violence this often
entailed. When, however, the German colonial administration gradually
undermined the coercive power of Duala slave owners and reduced the risk
of re-enslavement in areas under its control, flight probably became more
common. This in turn forced Duala slave owners to improve increasingly
the treatment of their slaves. This was especially true of working conditions,
in order to strengthen the tenuous ties of reciprocity and retain at least some
measure of control over the lives of their slaves. More and more slaves
obtained a greater measure of personal autonomy. When he created his first
plantation, Duala chief Manga Bell faced the refusal of his slaves to plant
cocoa, as it was unknown to them and its profitability compared to trade
was not guaranteed.31 Governor Jesco von Puttkamer stated in 1901 that
Duala slave masters had to provide gifts in order to get their slaves to do
specific work.32 In many cases, slaves became dependent farm workers for
their former owners, but this was an improvement of their former marginal
social position. Oral evidence suggests that during the first decades of
colonial rule, relations between master and slave still had a strong
paternalistic aspect. The Duala word sango means father or head of the
family, and this was what a slave called his Duala owner. Each slave
working on a Duala plantation had some autonomy as he had the use of a
patch of land sufficient to produce what he needed. Everything he could
produce on his land during his leisure time belonged to him. As he would
do for his own children, the sango paid the dowry for each of his adult
slave's wives. However, the slaves' families could be dismantled at any
time, notably by giving one or more members away as compensation for a
debt."

From 1908 on, German accounts of the Duala plantation system became
more open. This may be because it had by this time become possible for
Duala farmers to attract free labour. Most Duala planters employed workers
who were apparently not part of their household units. Pastor Modi Din
employed eight Bali people on his 60 hectares plantation near the Mungo.
David Mandessi Bell, Manga Ndumbe and Paramount Chief Duala Manga
employed several hundred people on their large estates. A list of Mungo
plantations and their labour force compiled in October 1913 indicates that
most of the workers came from traditional bakom groups. Bamileke are
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SLAVHRY IN COLONIAL CAMEROON 139

even cited as 'Bakumkum' (little slaves). But only two workers are
specifically mentioned as slaves.34 The rest of the people are listed
according to their villages of origin, but that does not give a clue to their
social status. All in all there is very little evidence available to reconstruct
in detail the slow death of Duala slavery and the shift from slave labour to
other forms of labour in the Duala agrarian enterprise.

In theory there should have been competition for labour between big
German plantations around Mount Cameroon and Duala farmers: the
Germans drew most of their workforce from inland regions, particularly the
'Grassfields', which had previously supplied slaves for Duala agricultural
and trading efforts.33 But the Duala do not seem to have experienced any
labour problems, because they could mobilize slaves they already owned
and draw upon sources of indentured labour not accessible to Europeans.
Also relevant was the fact that employment on their farms offered a more
attractive means for free labourers to earn cash for taxes and other purposes
than the notoriously harsh German plantations, which were often regarded
by Africans as a new form of slavery and on which labourers were known
to die like flies.36 Despite this enlarged Duala commercial agriculture,
labour relations, especially on older plantations, kept a paternalistic ethos
that recalled the period of slavery. Duala planters continued to give a plot of
land to their workers, where the latter could produce what they needed for
subsistence. Methods of recruitment were still far from any model of a true
labour market. When they needed men, Duala planters went to a village in
the interior and talked to the chief, to whom they offered presents such as
soap. In exchange, the chief authorised recruitment of labourers, providing
that the planters paid their head tax. Men either came alone or with their
families, if they already had one, and most of them did not return home,
because life on these plantations was allegedly better than in their villages
of origin. Some married locally and had children who became 'Duala
children', being absorbed into Duala society.37

World War I ended German rule in Cameroon, which was then divided
into British and French Mandates. Douala and most of the Dualas'
plantation areas became part of the latter. During the first decade of the
mandate period, the French government consciously promoted the type of
rural capitalism already practised by the Duala. Their plantations were most
important for France's aim of a mise en valeur of the Cameroon territory, as
the huge former German plantations were in British Cameroon. In the
1920s, Duala planters almost exclusively used non-Duala labour on their
expanding cocoa farms. These outside labourers were not slaves, as the
Protestant Mission (Societe des Missions Evangeliques) asserted, but freely
recruited male labourers who were fed and - irregularly - paid. The living
conditions of these labourers, who still came for the most part from the
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140 SLAVERY AND COLONIAL RULE IN AFRICA

former slave-recruiting areas of the Duala - the Grassfields and Bamileke
Highlands - are difficult to determine. According to some French
administrative reports of 1925, labourers had a tolerable existence. Later
reports, however, insisted that their situation was hardly better than that of
slaves.38 In any case, the Duala planters seem to have had no difficulty
obtaining manpower, probably because, as in the German period, Bamileke
migrants and others preferred work on Duala plantations to work for
European plantations or other European enterprises. The French came to
depend far more than the Germans on direct taxation of the Cameroon
population to balance the colonial budget. Duala planters initially benefited
from new pressures on interior groups to enter the labour market. In this
context, some contemporaries complained that the French forced labour
policies enforced or at least helped to maintain slavery.39 The French
administration in Cameroon considered it necessary to explain to the
Colonial Ministry in Paris that forced labour in Cameroon had nothing to do
with slavery.40

In the Depression of the 1930s, Duala agricultural enterprise
experienced a crisis from which it has never really recovered. The key
reason was that the Duala, faced with falling cocoa prices, could not
successfully maintain a paid working force of the size needed for their
commercial farming.41 However, there is some evidence that slavery was
still a feature in Duala society in the 1920s and later. For instance, David
Mandessi Bell provided in his will (probably drafted in the early 1930s) for
payment for 'the children of women bought'.42 Paramount Chief Richard
Manga Bell wrote in his will that his daughter 'shouldn't be sold'.43 In the
immediate post-World War I period, French administrative reports had
already stated that the only slaves still coming into Douala were young
children 'adopted' into urban households, where they performed domestic
tasks.44 Informants in Douala also told me that some of their neighbours
came to Douala in the 1920s as children who had been snatched in the
Grassfields and then worked in the households of wealthy Duala. In this
context we also have occasional complaints during the 1920s and 30s
(mainly from missionaries) about the practice (not only in Douala) of old
men buying girl babies at a low price and selling them when they come to
maturity at a large profit.45 Moreover, in the 1940s and 1950s the accusation
of slave origin was used by Duala individuals to prevent persons of servile
origin from claiming 'customary' rights to urban land plots.46 In Duala
society, the stigma of slave origin could never be fully erased. Even to this
day it is considered highly impolite, even dangerous, to speak openly about
the servile origins of any Douala resident, although everyone knows that a
large part of the 'indigenous', i.e. Duala-speaking, population is descended
from imported slaves.
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SLAVERY IN COLONIAL CAMEROON 141

Slavery in Colonial Adamawa

As to the suppression of slavery, there was even less colonial engagement
in northern Cameroon. A statement by Governor von Puttkamer in his
memoirs is very characteristic of German policy towards slavery in the
Adamawa region: 'The German resident in Adamawa should rule as little as
possible, he should leave it to the local rulers. In this context I also gave an
order that the extremely mild domestic slavery should continue to exist
unhindered'.47 The recollections of Kurt von Morgen, leader of the first
German expedition into Cameroon's hinterland, also offer some insight into
German thinking. Morgen pointed out that slavery in Adamawa was not as
cruel as most Europeans believed and was merely 'a kind of serfdom'; that
slaves were happy; that masters drew their confidants from among the slave
population; that the only cruel aspect of slavery was the slave raid, which
ought to be stamped out; and that if a slave were set free he would regret his
manumission!48

Germany got the biggest part of Adamawa (even though its capital, Yola,
fell under British rule) and a small area of Bornu.49 All in all, there was
relatively little German economic interest in this area. The main aim of the
Germans was to divert part of its trade (mainly in ivory) to southern
Cameroon. Hence the political and military influence of the Germans in
northern Cameroon remained fairly weak, even after some successful
military expeditions around 1900.50 Although von Puttkamer in general
disapproved of slavery, he claimed that it would be better for the Germans
not to interfere. In a letter to Chancellor Otto von Bismarck in 1889 he
asked Bismark to consider that slave owners had made free trade possible
for everybody 'by subjugating the fetish-negroes, cannibals and other
savages who before were completely shut off from the outside world.'51

What is striking in von Puttkamer's arguments is his barely concealed
admiration of the perceived absolutism/despotism of the Adamawa state,
which - according to von Puttkamer's interpretation - had established law
and order instead of an impenetrable chaos. Consequently he saw slavery as
an 'admittedly somewhat cruel process of development', the fight against
which should be left to the Africans.

According to the existing German anti-slavery legislation, it was part of
the duty of German district officers to stop slave raids and the slave trade.
But that was it. The colonial government kept to Bismarck's advice Wo//
temgere1 and when they published reports dealing with the situation in
Adamawa they carefully deleted those passages where the existence of
slavery was mentioned." In 1907 the German district commissioner in
Adamawa wrote: 'To punish each person who buys or sells a slave would
mean to punish the whole of Adamawa.'" Governor von Puttkamer himself
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142 SLAVERY AND COLONIAL RULE IN AFRICA

was convinced that slavery formed the basis of the political and economic
position of the Fulbe and therefore had to be tolerated, otherwise 'they
would be ruined'. Von Puttkamer also stressed that in order to promote a
'successful development' it was sufficient to stop the slave raids; according
to him it would not be wise to interfere either in religious or in social
matters.54

In view of this German policy, it is no surprise that for British Northern
Nigeria, 'German Kamerun was a notorious source of slaves in the first
decade of colonial rule'.55 Adamawa had been a major source of slaves in
the nineteenth century, not only for the Sokoto Caliphate but also for Borno
and adjacent areas to the south and southwest. This vast region continued its
traditional role under colonialism.56 However, the numerous cases of slave
trading were only recorded when the British or French in the neighbouring
colonies were affected in one way or another and therefore there was a risk
that the colonial administration would be accused of allowing slave dealing.
In 1907 a clerk of the Royal Niger Company uncovered a lively trade in
slaves from Ngaoundere to Bamun in western Cameroon whereupon the
German administration reacted by cautioning the Lamido. However, the
Englishman who had brought this inconvenient affair to light was criticized
by the responsible German district officer Striimpel: 'As many Englishmen
he doesn't take into consideration that an ancient custom such as the trading
in slaves cannot be brought to an end overnight.'57 German officials tended
to turn down and even tried to make British complaints about slave dealing
in German territory seem stupid. For instance, in February 1903, the British
Resident in Yola wrote to his German counterpart in Garoua: 'Sir, I have the
honour to inform you that slave dealing and raiding appears to be going on
unchecked at Gaundri in German Adamawa where there is a large slave
market. Numbers of slaves are constantly being purchased in Gaundri and
brought into Yola Province. I am given to understand that the Chief of
Gaundri makes periodical raids upon Sakka and neighbouring tribes for the
purpose of keeping the slave market stocked'."5 The German Resident
responded in a laconic way: ' . . . a place named Gaundri doesn't exist in
German Adamawa, consequently at a place called like this there can be no
slave market.' To the Governor the Resident wrote: 'Gaundri means without
any doubt Ngaoundere. I have warned the Sultan Mai that he should stop
slave raids and the trade in slaves.'59 In 1906 the German district
commissioner in Garoua noted with regret that there was a divergence in the
views of British administrators in Northern Nigeria and the German
administration in Cameroon about slavery, something which would cause
constant frictions between the two colonial powers. The Germans
considered the very strict British policy 'of severely punishing every trade
in slaves' as 'inappropriate'. They agreed that professional slave traders
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SLAVERY IN COLONIAL CAMEROON 143

should be punished but saw no need to proceed against 'minor cases'.60 In
essence, it is very difficult to say how much influence the German colonial
regime had on slavery in Adamawa. However, it may be that slave dealing
was at least made more difficult. Slave traders learned not to draw the
colonial power's attention to themselves, as this would have restricted their
freedom of action.

However, German northern Cameroon (especially the border area)
produced even more slaves during World War I. The 'disturbed state of the
Cameroons', as one British official observed, made it 'the happy hunting
ground of the Hausa trader who does not care where he goes and what he
deals in, provided he gets a large profit.'61 As a result of the war, Hausa
traders flocked to the Cameroons in search of slave children. In the course
of the post World War I division of Cameroon into French and British
Mandates, large parts of Adamawa fell under French administration and
some areas or districts (those adjacent to Nigeria) were transferred to the
British. The Treaty of Versailles in 1919 provided for a League of Nations
which would oversee the administration of Cameroon and other ex-German
territories as the representative of the international community. The
agreement between Britain and France and the League over Adamawa
called for the development of good administration and a speedy end to
slavery and related ills. However, both French and British administrations
had little impact on the ongoing slave trade in Adamawa. Especially in the
British zone, slave dealing continued apace, especially in children.
Kidnappings along the Cameroon frontier were reported regularly. By the
mid 1920s, Adamawa local officials were more cooperative in suppressing
the trade, even though children were still smuggled through for another
decade at least.62 British reports to the League of Nations in the period up to
1927 contained the encouraging news that slave dealing and slavery in
Northern Cameroon were becoming extinct.63 However, doubts must be
entertained about the veracity of these reports. At least until the late 1920s,
the British effort, if there was any, to abolish slavery in the Adamawa area
was a failure.64 During this period, the British needed the Fulbe 'slavocrats'
to help implement and operate the colonial system. A good example of the
ongoing existence of 'slavocrats' is Hamman Yaji, the District Head of
Madagali. He remained a steadfast practitioner of slave raiding and
continued to extend not curtail the slave regime in his district before he was
removed from office by the British in 1927.65 However, slowly but surely
the quest for a workable system of local administration in the Adamawa
Districts led to a more serious anti-slavery campaign. It is difficult to
determine the role of the League of Nations in this development. The
agencies of the League exercised a watchdog role and made
recommendations to and exerted moral pressure upon Britain, but in the
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end, the League was never able to directly promote change. The real
impetus for administrative change, which encompassed an attack on
slavery, came from Britain itself. The British were anxious to further the
commerce of Adamawa but recognised that unless slavery and slave raids
were eliminated neither production nor exchange could flourish.66 Similar
things could probably said about French Adamawa, even though the
evidence is still far too thin to establish a comparative perspective.67

However, in spite of colonial anti-slavery efforts, slavery remained a major
issue in the Adamawa region until the post World War II period. According
to Froelich in 1950 there were approximately 23,000 Fulbe living in the
Ngaoundere state as compared with 35,000 non-Fulbe who were still
identifiable as ex-slaves or servants of the Fulbe.68

Conclusion

In the areas which are now Cameroon, slavery was the most important
institution of labour mobilization during the pre-colonial period and
remained important in many places during the first decades of colonial rule.
Although it issued numerous decrees, the German colonial government was
very reluctant to emancipate the slaves. Many officials seemed convinced
that slavery would disappear by itself. Moreover the Germans recognized
that the emancipation of slaves - especially in Adamawa - would bring
significant social upheaval. Moreover, the desire to make their government
in Cameroon as inexpensive as possible and to utilize cheap African labour
encouraged them as well as the colonial powers who succeeded them,
France and Britain, to turn a blind eye to slavery. The slow death of slavery
in Cameroon was mainly unrelated to their efforts, but was primarily - as
shows especially the Duala case - the result of changing economic and
political conditions. However, in northern Cameroon the institution of
slavery survived on a considerable scale until the 1950s.
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