AHON SOCIETY IN NDOM 

By S. N. Ejedepang -Koge
INTRODUCTION
Ahon society was established in Ndom Mwasundem, Southern Bakossi in present day Tombel Sub-Division, long before colonisation. It is claimed that the society was bought from the Bafaw people, at great cost. The cost included the sacrifice of a young slave who had grown up amongst the Bakossi (Etumbe), the supply of many cows, pigs, goats and fowls, as well as palm oil and wine. In addition to these, much cooked food well supplied with much meat and palm oil was provided daily. It took several days for the payment of the price and the rite of initiation to be completed. After plenty of lengthy discussions between elders of the two peoples, the first act the initiation ritual took place. It was the sacrifice of the Etumbe. This was a very painful but inescapable act for the Bakossi, because, traditionally, they do not condone the spilling of human blood, unless in very exceptional cases. Much feasting followed the sacrifice because the other items that constituted the price began being supplied.
Having acquired Ahon at such a great price, the Bakossi reserved the society for its nobles and the well to do free-born natives only. They stratified the society into three classes of Saa’Nhon, Epie and Messam. Each class has a distinguishing dress and dancing apparel or equipment.
STRATIFICATION IN AHON SOCIETY

(CLASSES IN AHON SOCIETY)
1. Saa’Nhon: This is the highest class. It also demands the highest membership fee, paid in nines: cows, pigs, goats/sheep, fowls, food, and calabashes of palm wine.

Its dress is a black shirt and loin-cloth (Medine) and a red cap (Melab).

The dancing equipment consists of the dress above and a rod with its upper part covered by a completely black mane of a ram (Ndibel’Elob).

It also uses a shorter Elob called Esung’ Elob/Esu’Elob or Esu’Ebwagel
2. Epie is the second class. It attracts a membership fee paid in sevens of the items listed under Saa’Nhon above
. 
The Epie dress consists of any loin cloth and any shirt, and the red cap, 

Its dancing equipment consists of this dress and a rod with its upper part covered by a the mane of a ram that has more than one colour called Elob e Ntan (Ntanee) 
3. Messam is the third class. Its membership fee is paid in fives of the items listed under Saa’Nhon above
It has the same dress as the Epie Class, but

Its dancing equipment is a spear called Akong de Messam
INTRODUCTION OF A NEW CLASS:

NKUG ME AHON
Because slaves were denied access to Ahon, they founded their own society and named it

Palengom. In the course of time, Palengom came to be involved in plenty of occultism, 

Resulting in much surreptitious poisoning of its members and non-members who had any 

problems with them. Although to the outsiders it was known as a mere dance group when
the full extent of its activities became known this group was much feared and detested. 
As a result of the evil in Palengom, following the abolition of the Slave Trade and 
Slavery, planned to outlaw it. But they needed something to replace it. They targeted 
freed slaves who, having acquired some wealth aspired to be recognised by the display of 
such wealth. To attract and placate opinion leaders and wealthy freed slaves, the Bakossi
decided to create a new class in Ahon Society. With this single act, henceforth, they were 

able, not only to control the secret and dangerous activities of the ex-slaves but, also to 

tap their wealth slaves. 

4. The new and fourth class was named Nkug me Ahon, for short, Nkug.  Its price was paid in threes.

The dress is the same as for Epie, but his cap may have any colour apart from the red.

Its dancing equipment may be any walking stick or an umbrella 

At the initiation into Ahon, all novices or initiates dance using the stem of a plant called Etutub. It is of the dracaena family.

SPECIFICATION OF DRESS AND DANCING 
EQUIPMENT FOR THE FAMILIES OF NDOM
Seven Extended Families make up Ndom Village. They are located within the village. They are listed in the table below which also shows their Ahon dresses and dancing equipment: 

Name of Family                    Ahon Dress                        Dancing Apparel                               

                                    Medine, Nsob/Menzobel    Ndibel, Esung’Elob, Ntanee,   Akong               
1. NdabeMwen        Yes           Yes                  Yes         Yes            Yes       Yes
2. NdabeMechang   Yes           Yes                  Yes         Yes            Yes         No    
3. Ndabe’Aban        Yes           Yes                  Yes         Yes             No         No
4. Mbonge                No            No                   No          No              Yes        No
5. Ekoed’Etug          Yes          Yes                   No          Yes             No         No
6. Mbidehem            Yes          Yes                  Yes         Yes              No        Yes
7. NdabeNnepen      Yes           Yes                  Yes         Yes            Yes         No
8. NdabeNjeb           No            No                    No         Yes             Yes         Yes

NdabeNjeb is considered as the eighth extended family of Ndom. In fact, it is a small external village located at a distance of about three kilometres to the east of Ndom. As a village, it is called Tape. In the 1960s Tape amalgamated with another small village called Etube, which is also closely related to Ndom. The amalgamation produced the new chiefdom of Tape-Etube
Since the introduction of Ahon in Bakossiland and particularly in Mwasundem, many adaptations have occurred as a result of the changing economic and social situation. For example, membership has reduced considerably because very few people now join the society because the price is too high for many. Many young people leave the village at an early age to pursue western education before they can get interested in the society. Furthermore, in the past Ahon was the most important source of animal proteins, because though the Bakossi kept livestock, they hardly slaughtered them voluntarily for meat except for birth, marriage or death celebrations or payment of membership fee into Ahon, Mal or Ekumechi societies. Because people are relatively poorer today, few ever become members of the society. As a result, to attract new members, the fee has been reduced considerably in the course of time.
For example, membership has fallen considerably. Very few people now get initiated into Ahon, not only because they lack any incentive to bring them in, but also because they are relatively poor and cannot afford the high price for membership.
The price for membership into Saa’Nhon (the highest class) has fallen from the original 9 X 4 types of animals, cooked food and palm wine, to only nine animals of any type and food and palm wine. Today, people pay as low as two animals and are considered as those members who may not even have completed the membership. Such members now dictate the stratification and place themselves in higher classes.

Since the practice of these dances is difficult to come by today, the funeral of lat Chief Ray Emmanuel Ajebe  Ejedepang Koge at Limbe, and Ndom respectively, has permitted me to peep into these societies and especially Ahon, and  write down these reminiscences.

Initiation into Ahon is done only in one’s own village community. Once this is done the new member is accepted in any other village that operates the society. Initiation is authorized only after a serious screening of a novice patronized and introduced by one of the Ahon members of his extended family. To acced to Saa’Nhon, there has to exist a vacancy, for there is a limited number of Saa’Nhon for every extended Family and village. 

However, in very exceptional cases, important sons of Bakossiland have been initiated by 

the whole collective of Ahon groups from all over the tribe. It happens when it is 

necessary to confer or bestow special honours on the person concerned. In 1955, Behon 

did this for the late Honourable Francis Ajebe Sone after the Bakossi had hand-picked 

him to represent them in to the just created Southern Cameroons House of Assembly in 

1954. The late Nhon’Mbwog Richard Mambo Ntoko became ruler of the Bakossi in 

1956. Later on, in 1969, he was initiated because the Bakossi realized that their ruler had 

to be present in every forum where decisions touching on the lives of any branch of his 

people were taken. It is in that wise and to show the general support for their son in a 

turbulent time and province that the Honourable John Ebong Ngole was initiated when he 

was appointed Governor of the very tense North West Province during the turbulent 

political decade of the 1990s.
Ii is necessary to make a comparison here with what the female Society of Ngonde has 

done recently. Like men, the womenfolk may exceptionally initiate into their highest 

society, Ngonde, a woman who has performed a spectacular act. They chose Mrs. Rose 

Ngassa as a rare woman to be accorded this honour. She is a very successful woman who 

suddenly turned her attention to the politics of Tombel. Unhappy with the absence of a 

any spirit of development in the Tombel Municipal Authority, and anxious to reverse this 

trend, she decided to contest the 2007 municipal council election. She defeated the

incumbent Mayor Nhon Dr. Ntoko Mekolle. This is a feat that that no woman had ever 

before performed in Bakossiland. Therefore, to put a special stamp on the inauguration 

of the first Lady Mayor of Tombel, the women initiated her into Ngonde. They went 

further by conferring on her the title, Menone, which means, “Just watch or observe”.
The name, Menone (Enone or Enongene are male equivalents) is usually given to a baby 

girl born after the parents have lost many children. Fearing that she too would pass away, 

they give her that unusual name. 
The Municipality of Tombel had just lived a traumatic experience. It elected a young 

Mayor who, it was hoped would usher in youthful and forward looking change. 

Regrettably, he brought a nightmare that has shocked everyone and poisoned the politics 
politics of the municipality. Because the women contributed a lot to vote out the 

incumbent Mayor, they conferred the title Menone on the new Mayor Mrs. Rose Ngassa. 

This title is an invitation for all to be patient with and, watch the new and first woman 

Mayor of Tombel, and see how she would change the Tombel Municipality.
AHON MEMBERSHIP
Membership in Ahon can be acquired by cooptation, the recommendation of a member by a fully subscribed member. The person who recommends is usually a relative who can avouch for his character. Secondly, when a recommended member’s candidacy has been approved, he begins to pay the regular price. The price is not paid all at once. Rather, it is paid over a course of time according to the means available to the candidate. 
There exist three ways of becoming a member: Firstly, one may voluntarily decide to become a member by approaching a relative who belongs to the society, to introduce him. Once his candidacy was accepted, he calls members and provide a live-animal as part of his initial membership fee.
Secondly, in the past, members usually organised a grand Ahon Dance (Atande d’Ahon), simply to show-case their society and so attract people to it. It was in fact a ploy to recruit new members.

Thirdly, death celebrations constituted very opportune and relatively frequent moments for recruiting new members and especially for well to do parents to initiate their most loved male children (see below under, The Day of Celebration).

Membership may be lost temporarily by suspension. In this case once the suspension period is over and the suspended member has fulfilled the conditions for re-integration, he is readmitted. 
Membership may be lost permanently in case of a serious crime against the society or the community as a whole. For example if one were permanently exiled from his village he would automatically lose his membership in not only the Ahon in his village but also in the whole community of Ahon in Bakossiland. 

A member may, exceptionally decide to voluntarily withdraw from or quit the society for one reason or another. For example, a member who joins a society that is deemed incompatible may want to withdraw. When Christianity first came to Bakossiland, Missionaries considered Ahon, Mall, and Ekumechi Societies as incompatible with Christianity. Therefore, they obliged converts not only to quit these societies but, also forbade them from paying the price or fine for withdrawal. This was very offensive to the societies. It usually caused plenty of friction on the one hand, between the given society and its withdrawn member and, on the other hand, between the Church and the society in question. 
Such withdrawal is considered as a form of resignation, a breach of the regulations of the society which attracts a fee or fine. The fee/fine to be paid by the withdrawing member consists of one cow (today this is assimilated to a huge pig), and one bottle of strong drink. 
MEMBERSHIP OF AHON IN NDOM 
AS OF 30TH APRIL 2008:
The members are categorised according to the following classes:

Saa’Nhon: Titus Nsioge, Gideon Ewang, David Meteh, LateRay Emmanuel Ejedepang Koge, Peter Ejedepang Bwese, Chief Samuel Mbende, Hans Ngule, Emmanuel Masango Ebong, Emmanuel Ewang E’chabe, Ngome Abel Sobe.
Epie: Chief Fritz Ntoko Mukete, Sakeo Ekwoge, S. N. Ejedepang-Koge, Otto Ekane Akwensioge, Itel Mwabe.

Messam: Elias Koge, Marcus Nsioge, David Ediage, Alfred Etone, Emmanuel Epang Ngolebong

NKUG: Yacob Nkede, Moses Ekwoge.

Membership in Ahon can be acquired by cooptation, the recommendation of a member by a fully subscribed member. The person who recommends is usually a relative who can avouch for his character. Secondly recommended member having been approved begins to pay the regular price, once the candidacy is accepted. The price is not paid all at once. Rather, it is paid over a course of time according to the means available to the candidate. Membership may be lost temporarily by suspension, or permanently in case of a serious crime against the society. 

A member may, exceptionally decide to withdraw. Such withdrawal which is a form of resignation attracts a fee or fine. The withdrawing member has to provide one cow (today this is assimilated to a huge pig), and one bottle of strong drink. 
ON THE DEATH OF NHON
The death of Nhon is shrouded with ritual, and each one of the rituals is a pretext to rip out something to eat and or drink. Three episodes characterise the death of Nhon:

 Firstly, unlike the death of natives who are not members of Ahon, no crying is permitted whatever, until the Behon have declared their member dead. When the Behon arrive at the deceased’s home, they are given a cock (Kub e Nkanag) which they use to carry out Nkanag (the ritual during which the death announcement is made). There is, however, confusion as to whether a cock (Kub e Nkanag) or a sheep/goat (Mbod e Nkanag) is to be given and used for the rite. Since whatever is given is retained by the Behon for food, some people would want it to be a goat or a sheep. However, the majority of people and especially the older members of the society insist that a cock, not a goat/sheep is used. Once this ritual has been performed, the family may cry.
Whereas in ordinary death it is Kod (age-mates) who wash their deceased mate, Ahon insists that its members (Behon) should wash, dress up, coffin and bury their deceased member, according to their ritual. They receive some refreshment after burial, like others who have come to the burial. This is called Ndyied e Ndim (post or after burial meal).
Secondly, three days after burial it is customary to organise Ahieg during which the family prepares food and drinks that are served to men and women separately.
Thirdly, the Post-Burial or Post-Funeral Celebrations: The deceased’s family may desire to organise at once the post-burial/post funeral ceremony Ngande instead of the usual third day ceremony called Ahieg. In this case, a special date-fixing rite (Ahe Chu/Ngande akag) is organised jointly with Behon, as a prelude to the Ngande. At that ritual, the date of the Post-Burial or Post-Funeral Ceremony is set. For this date-fixing ceremony, Behon require a goat/sheep (Mbod) and a bowl of food simply called Ndong (pepper. This food is well spiced with pepper, and supplied with much palm oil and meat.
CELEBRATING THE DEATH OF NHON
As already indicated above, Ahon is, per excellence, a consumption society. As such, it invents or devices many occasion for it to receive food and drinks. This is epitomised by the death of its member during which weeping or mourning for their member consists in eating and drinking (feasting) at every instance.
On the Day of Celebration (Ngande):  
In the morning, Behon go to clean Mbwog me Ahon (the Ahon grove). A member of the family who belongs to the society begins the clearing and others follow suit. In the course of working, they receive some palm wine and a strong drink. 
At the end of this task, they may return home or stay on to prepare for the dance. While preparing for the dance, they receive a jug of palm wine, two crates of beer and some food to eat. They also receive a cock which the leader of Ahon handles as he dances. 

During the dance, non-members who are moved to join the dance jump in, and by that token they are deemed to have expressed their desire to be initiated. After the dance, a relative who is a member introduces them to the group. He pays a fine by providing a pig which is eventually converted as part of his membership fee. Death celebrations thus constitute opportune moments for recruiting new members and especially for well to do parents to initiate their most loved male children.

At the end of the dance, they receive a ram (Etioged, specifically called Mbod e Mbage). The ram is slaughtered and shared amongst the dancers according to their areas of origin.
On the day following the dance, Behon of the deceased’s village assemble at the home of the deceased member to receive post-celebration entertainment. It consists of 
(a) In the case of Saa’Nhon: three cows, usually any three huge live-animals. They prefer pigs, although a huge ram is acceptable as one of them. 
(b) In the case of Bepie and Messam, two cows 

(c) In the case of Nkug me Ahon, one cow

These animals are slaughtered and shared according to their tradition amongst the existing classes of Ahon (usually four: Saa’Nhon, Epie, Messam and Nkug). Members of each class move to a corner and equitably repartition their share according to the number of its members.  They further receive a bottle of strong drink. But, no food is served.
Cleansing the Compound (Ahyio a Dyad): 
Seven Days Behon return to clean and cleanse the compound or quarter that had hosted the celebrations. This is a purification rite that also serves as a severance rite between the deceased and the living. After this ritual, the deceased is said to have become a worthy ancestor. This ceremony consists in the removal of the ritual materials: Ngegeng (the small dracaena also called peace plant), Etutub, amongst others, and the various skin and log drums that were used to produce the music for the dance. Henceforth the compound returns to its normal rhythm.
