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New Reconstructions of West African Economic Plants

Roger BLENCH
Cambridge

1 Introduction
1.1 Plant domestication and linguistic salience

Given the importance of West Africa as a centre for plant domestication and the
broader role of Africa in human prehistory, surprisingly little attention has been paid
to the linguistic evidence for plant use and domestication. As our knowledge of Afri-
can archaeobotany expands, it is clearly of interest to see If salient economic plants in
the archacological record can be matched against the nuclei of linguistic roots. Hohn
et al. (2007) reported on the surprising finds of millet in Southern Cameroun. Simi-
larly, Bostoen (2005, 2007, 2014) has analysed the evidence for the reconstructed
forms for economic trees such as the cil-palm, Elaeis guineensis, in Bantu. Bostoen
et al. (2013) point to the importance of vernacular names for anthropic species for the
reconstruction of forest history. Along similar lines, Blench (1996, 2003, 2006,
2007a, b, ¢, 2009) has put forward a number of proposals for reconstructions of Afri-
can economic plants. Connell (1998) explored the reconstructions for yams and oil-
palms in a rather more limited area, the Cross River languages.

Should we expect plant names to reconstruct? Blench (2007c; under review, b) ex-
presses a certain amount of scepticism about the possibilities of distinguishing loan-
words from true reconstructions, without much more reliable phonological data for
each linguistic family or subgroup. Perhaps this is to be too demanding; where a geo-
graphical cluster of cognate terms undoubtedly points to an interest in a particular
plant there will undoubtedly be lexical diffusion and semantic shift as well as genu-
ine cognacy between related langnages.

With this in mind, it seems useful to present a new set of etymologies for useful
plants in West Africa and compare it with whatever archaeobotanical evidence exists.
The paper' compiles a series of tables of related reflexes of what appear to be com-

'Much of the data comes from unpublished sources; principally my own in relation to Nigerian and
Camerounian languages. T would like to thank the many communities and individuals who have agreed
to work through field guides and lists of names. I am also grateful to Richard Gravina, Robert Hedinger,
Peter Lovett and Russell Schuh for access to much unpublished material.
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mon roots, but makes no assumptions as to whether these are true phonological re-
constructions or a mosaic of loanwords. In many cases, a mixture of the two is the
most likely. Many established economic plants have so far not been recorded in any
excavations; but their linguistic saliency hints for species to seek when sieving at a
site. In some cases, there is also historical data to explore. For example, the name for
the cola nut (Table 8) has undoubtedly spread through trade, although its routes seem
rather difficult to reconstruct.

1.2 Data representation

Collating data from a large number of sources and presenting it in tables requires a
considerable amount of compression to ensure the data is accurate and can be traced
to the original. Each of the tables presents the phylum for the language, abbreviated
as follows;

AA Afroasiatic
NC Niger-Congo
NS Nilo-Saharan

Where no phylum column is given, all languages cited are Niger-Congo. Two quasi-
reconstructions of Niger-Congo are given;

PWS Proto-Western Sudanic Westermann (1927)
PWN Proto-Western Nigritic Mukarovsky (1976-1977)

Neither of these are really reconstructions in the modem sense, but in the absence of
something more worked out, they can stand for common Niger-Congo forms. Citing
them does not mean that [ accept them, rather they are listed for the reference of the
reader, to compare with synchronic attestations. In some of the table titles I give a
“quasi-reconstruction”, a common form extracted from the attested words. However,
this should be treated as no more than a convenient reference form and certainly not a
worked-out reconstruction {(which may be meaningless anyway where a word has
been extensively borrowed).

Two further columns present the family (Chadic, Kwa etc.) and the subgroup (West,
Oti-Volta). Two names call for comment; Volta-Niger {(a proposed grouping of old
Eastern Kwa, Yoruba, Nupe etc. with the Gbe languages) and EBC standing for East-
emn Benue-Congo (the old Benue-Congo of Williamson (1971)). The language name
is the common name of a language. The attestation gives the original form cited in
the source. The Gloss column is the definition as in the source, given in the original
language, to avoid problems with overly convenient translations. The Scurce column
gives the source in abbreviated form and the reader needs to refer to the table on page
140ff. to find the expansion and then seek it in the reference list. So many prior
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" works of this type, starting with Greenberg (1963), were content to cite forms with-

~ out references. Often it is hard to find the original and sometimes it does not seem to
match the cited form. Each table has a commentary giving some biological back-
ground to the plant in question and a list of references, which cover only linguistic
discussions. In other words, where an author has discussed a root or proposed a re-
construction, it will be given here.

2 Economic trees

Economic trees have been exploited well before cereal agriculture, and it is often the
case that names applied to such trees are deeply embedded in language phyla such as
Niger-Congo, which must have been spoken by foragers for a long period. However,
the forest is very diverse and tree species only gain salience when a particular prod-
uct is exploited and traded. Thus the term for the shea tree, Vitellaria paradoxa
(Table 13), becomes conflated with the term for ‘oil’ when it was discovered how to
crack and roast the nuts, By contrast, a tree that regularly appears in excavation te-
ports, Celtis sp., seems no longer to be reflected in widespread roots, and is of little
importance today.

2.1 Palm trees represent a particular problem. Many lexicographic sources are not
very careful about identifying individual species and thus give rather general defini-
tions. However, the similar appearance of palms may also mean that semantic shifts
occur and names for one species jump to another in different ecological zones. Table
1 shows the reflexes of a root, something like #-bal-, where the original referent is
hard to establish.

Table 1. #-bal-, a root for palm spp. in Niger-Congo

Family Subgroup Language Form Gloss Source
PWS -bal- Palmwedel W
PWN -ba-, oil-palm, k. of palm M
-béle-
Mande West Bambara bi Raphia sudanica Bu97
Mande West Yalunka mpa Raphia sudanica Bu97
Atlantic North Badyara ba Raphia sudanica Bu97
Gbaya Bodoe bana palmier a huile Ro08
Kwa Guang Chumburung ka-bdy  oil-palm Sn
Kwa Anii gu-pa /a- oil-palm ALKwC1
Kwa Adttie ba palmier (raphia) ALKrCI
Kwa Ga abé palm-nut K99
Volta-Niger Emai iba unripe palm-kernel SEQ7

Volta-Niger Nupe ¢ba bamboo palm Bal4
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nearby trees. Palynological data on Efaeis pollen exists for Lake Bosumtwi in Ghana
(Talbot et al. 1984: 185), suggesting an expansion of oil-palms 3500-3000 BP and in
the Niger Delta ca. 2800 BP {Sowunmi 1999).

Although this root is common to the Benue-Congo languages and to ljo, it is proba-
bly not cognate with P-Ijo *demé. The -Ii forms may be loans into [jo from neigh-
bouring Benue-Congo languages. The perceived salience of the oil-palm began in the
southern humid forests, perhaps the Niger Delta, and spread outwards from there,
probably at a time when the upper limit of the forest was north of its present location.
Bostoen (2005) suggests this has no cognates within Narrow Bantu, but Akaose does
appear to be a counter-example. However, it certainly extends no further than the ex-
treme NW Bantu languages and is otherwise replaced by more well-attested roots.

Refs: Burkill (1997: 354 ff.); Bostoen (2005)

2.5 Table 5 shows the reflexes of #-ten-, a very widespread root for *oil-palm’ in Ni-
ger-Congo.

Table 5. #-ten-, a root for oil-palm Elaeis guineensis in Niger-Congo

Family Subgroup Language Form Gloss Source
PWN #-tandi k. 0. palm tree M
Mande West Bambara nten oil-palm Bu97
Mande West Susu teq oil-palm Bu%7
Mande West Koranko ten oil-palm Bu97
Mande East Samo tadn oil-palm Bu%7
Atlantic South Gola ma-tende leaves of (raphia} palm We2l
Kwa  Ga-Dangme Ga ten) oil-palm Kr99
EBC Cross River PLC *u-tén young oii-palm Co98
EBC Cross River PO *-1é mature oil-palm Co98
EBC Cross River PCD atén mature oil-palm Co%3
Bantoid Mambiloid Mambila ter oil-palm RMB
Bantoid Grassfields Yamba tep palm tree RMB
Bantoid Nun Chufie’ tin mbagd oil-palm RMB
Bantu CB *.ténde k. 0. palm tree G

Bantu PB *.{éndé oil-palm BLR3
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Dab6
Dab6
Da66
We2l
ALKrCl
ALKrC1
Ro03
Ro95
RMB
RMB

Ph Family Subgroup Language Attestation Source
NC Atlantic South Temne k-ola /t-
NC Atlantic South . SBullom kol
NC Atlantic South Kisi kollo
NC Atlantic South Gola ke-golo
NC Kru Dida gwoli
NC Kmu Bete G gwuli
NC Gbaya Bodoe gord
NC Volta-Niger Ewe godo
NC EBC Plateau Tasu ksk3rs
NC EBC Plateau Hyam goro
Commentary: The English name cola, or kola, presumably comes from the Temne

language of Sierra Leone (kolg) and similar words occur in neighbouring regional
languages (Dalby 1966).

2.10 Table 10 shows one of the most widespread tree-names in Sub-Saharan Africa,
the baobab, Adansonia digitata.

Table 10: A widespread root for the baobab, Adansonia digitata

Ph  Family Language Form Source
NS East Sudanic Nuer kusha An4g
NS Saharan Kanuri kiwa Cy94
NS  Songhay Songhay ko pl. koa DC78
NS Songhay Dendi kdd Zi
AA C, Chadic Bacama kawta Ne77
AA C. Chadic Bana kwakwd RG
AA C. Chadic Daba kakaw RG
AA C. Chadic Hdi kau RG
AA C. Chadic Mada kokor mbana RG
AA C. Chadic Logone Kotoko kuka RG
AA C. Chadic Makary Kotoko kal kuka RG
AA C. Chadic Malgwa kwakwa RG
AA C. Chadic Muyang dkram RG
AA C. Chadic Podoko huhuwa RG
AA C. Chadic Tera kukwa Ne77
AA W, Chadic Hausa kadkaa pl. kuik6okii Ab49
AA W.Chadic  Ngizim kauku Ne77
AA W.Chadic Karckare kuci Ne77
AA W.Chadic  GashuaBade  kukwéu pl. kikun RS
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Ph Family Language Form Source
AA W.Chadic Duwai kuko RS
AA W.Chadic Miya kushi RS
AA W, Chadic  Gurdug kwasla Co99
NC Dogon Dogon Toro Aro RMB
NC Kordofanian Heiban kwor An48
NC Kordofanian Abri kwugwor Andg
NC Kordofanian Tira Bor RMB
NC Kainji Lopa kufwo RMB
NC Kainji cLela kbt Ri01
NC Kainji Ror u-kuk RMB
NC Kainji sSaare u-kup RMB
NC Kainji Rogo u-ub RMB
NC Kainji Kuki up2 RMB
NC Plateau Tasu kuikdmi RMB

Commentary: First discussed in Blench (2007b). Baobabs are members of the Bom-
bacaceae, a pantropical family containing a number of well-known economically im-
portant plants like kapok, balsa and durian (Wickens & Lowe 2008). Six of the eight
species of baobabs are restricted to western and southern Madagascar, a seventh is
endemic to northwestern Australia, and the eighth is widespread in sub-Saharan Af-
rica but now introduced by humans throughout the warm tropics. The African baobab
is the best known of the eight species. Blench (2007b) has argued that baobabs must
have spread across Africa from east to west and that there has been some linguistic
crossover with the siik-cotton tree (Table 11).

Refs: Blench (2007b)

2.11 Table 11 shows a widespread African root for the kapok or silk-cotton tree, Cei-
ba pentandra.

Table 11: Silk-cotton Ceiba pentandra
Ph Branch Family Language Attestation Source

AA Chadic Central Mafa kirmbala BLS0
NS E Sudanic Sara Bejondo kunce Ad8l
NS E Sudanic  Sara Ngambay  kura LF79)
NC PWS -gu- W
NC Mande Toura gwéd \'AY%
NC Mande Wan kweE \'A%
NC Mande Mende ngiwd vV

NC Mande Loko nguuhd A%
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Ph Branch Family Language Attestation Source
NC Mande Looma gid \'A%
NC Mande Kpelle wuye \'AY
NC Mande Dan gwe A"
NC Mande San kond Vv
NC Kru Bete £33 ALKCI
NC Gur Bieri hun-ga/-si Ma7s
NC Gur Tayari ku-m/-na Ma75
NC Gur Nawdm gom-be/-ti Ma73
NC Gur Dagbane gu-nwa/-nse Ma75
NC Gur Moore gu-nga /-msi Ma75
NC Gur Baatonun  guma Bug5
NC Adamawa Mambay hiimi EA
NC Kwa Nawuri ga-keéliiv Sn89
NC Volta-Niger Yoruboid  Yoruba egln AbS8
NC Volta-Niger Yoruboid Igala agwu Bug5
NC Volta-Niger Yoruboid  Isekiri egungun Bug5
NC Volta-Niger Igboid Igbo dkpi Bug35
NC Volta-Niger Nupoid Nupe kiici Bal4
NC Volta-Niger Idomoid Yala igu Bu835
NC EBC Flatcau Kulu gu-kidmua RMB
NC EBC Plateau Berom kugul RMB
NC EBC Plateau Iten gkum pl. nikum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Cara fum pl. zlkum  RMB
NC EBC Plateau Izere kikam FMB
NC EBC Plateau Hyam cum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Shang ciim RMB
NC EBC Plateau Ida ipfum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Ashe i-kum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Tinor i-kum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Hasha ikum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Ayu fkiim RMB
NC EBC Platcau Ningye kum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Toro kumu RMB
NC EBC Plateau Tasu kdmi RMB
NC EBC Plateau Eggon ebzi akum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Tijili ukumu RMB
NC EBC Plateau Jili laiktima RMB
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Ph Branch Family Language  Attestation Source

NC EBC Plateau Eloyi kokim iika RMB
NC EBC Jukunoid  Kuteb kukum RKo
NC EBC Cross River Anaang ukim Bug5
NC EBC Cross River Ibibio tkim Bug5
NC Bantoid Bendi Bokyi bokum Bu85
NC Bantoid Ekoid Ejagham okdm w

NC Bantoid Grassfields Ngyemboon yuiim’ SA

Commentary: First discussed in Blench (2007b) the root for ‘silk-cotton’ seems in-
extricably mixed with the names for ‘baocbab’ (Table 10) and perhaps even the ma-
hogany (Table 12). Chevalier (1949) was the first to point out that Ceiba is a neo-
tropical genus and the apparently ancient presence of Ceiba in Africa is anomalous.
He counted nine species of Ceiba, eight of which are confined to the New World al-
though the most recent revision suggests there are 17 species. Chevalier thought that
the seeds may have floated across the Atlantic attached to the floss, although this is
apparently unlikely, because the seeds readily detach themselves (Burkill 1985: 280).
The similarities with cultural associations in West Africa suggest that it was inten-
tionally brought across the Atlantic, Irvine {1961: 191) assumed that “it was probably
introduced by the Portuguese”. There appear to be few archaeobotanical records for
silk-cotton in sub-Saharan Africa, but Bedaux (1972) reports both Ceiba and baobab
on the Dogon escarpment between the 12 and 14™ centuries, i.e. prior to any possi-
ble Portuguese introduction.’

Refs: Blench (2007b)

2.12 Table 12 shows a root for the African mahogany, Khaya senegalensis, with the
apparent shape #kom-, also attested in Chadic and Kanuri.

Table 12: Reflexes of #kom-, African mahogany Khaya senegalensis

Ph Family Subgroup Language Form Source
AA Chadic West Nimbia dgo Ma

AA Chadic West Miya kwam RS

NS Saharan West Kanuri kaam Cy%4
NC Tjoid Izon Mein ko Ab96
NC Gur Oti-Volta Moore kéka /kéthi Ma7s
NC Gur Oti-Volta Dagari ko- /-r Ma75

7 René Cappers {(p.c.) has extracted references to Ceiba from his personal database giving dates for
Ngoma am Tsodilo in Botswana 9-1000 AD and Matlhapaneng in Botswana at 7-1000 AD which seem
credible.
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from the medieval village of Saouga and note that shea-butter production was rec-
orded by Tbn Battuta in the 14" century. Despite its present-day economic im-
portance, it may be that techniques for processing the fruits only spread during the
last millennium. The shea, for example, demands considerable investment in ovens
and thus in firewood collection and is probably only worthwhile when a market
opens up and processing can be conducted during the dry season, thereby signalling
the development of long-distance trade routes.

Refs: W. 236; M. 124at+314; G. 914+1278

2.14 Table 14 shows a root applied to the African olive, Canarium schweinfurthii,
with a curious distribution, occurring in the Plateau languages of Central Nigeria and
across much of Bantu.

Table 14: #-par, African olive, bush-candle Canarium schweinfurthii
Family Subgroup Language Attestation

EBC  Plateau Hasha a-far
EBC Plateau Iten ¢phaa
EBC  Plateau Ake ipd
EBC  Plateau Eloyi opa
EBC Plateau 1di afar
Bantu Proto-Bantu *-patu

Commentary: The African olive produces a high-quality cil which is traded long dis-
tances and this root may be more widespread but is simply so far rather poorly doc-
umented. Bostoen et al. (2013} point out that the root has reflexes in NW Bantu and
others in the southern half of the Bantu zone. Between the two areas it is displaced by
*-bidi, which they explain by a scenario of forest history and secondary dispersal.
The lack of reflexes “between” Plateau and proto-Bantu is perplexing, and perhaps
can also be explained by past climatic events.

The seeds are used to play the board game mancala, and also in the divination sys-
tems that are widespread on the Plateau, which usually have the same name. It has
been noticed before that these names are very similar to the Yoruba 1fa, a divination
system which involves throwing cowries on the ground. Whether the two are con-
nected is as yet unclear.

3 Crops

Since the work of Murdoch (1939} it has generally been accepted that West Africa
was a major centre for plant domestication. Sorghum millet, yams, okra, rizga, cow-
pea and Bambara groundnut (¥igna subterranea) were all domesticated in this zone,
as well as a host of minor crops. It was previously thought agriculture emerged early
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in Africa, in part due to erroneous radiocarbon dates. However, more recent studies
(e.g. Neumann 1999, 2003) suggest that agriculture was relatively recent, probably
only arising in the last 3-4000 years. Many finds of seeds and pulses previously iden-
tified as cultigens are almost certainly wild. Recent research has begun to fill in the
picture for the rainforest areas, for example in southern Cameroun {(Eggert et al.
2006).

Unfortunately, plant genetics and archaeobotany remain poorly developed throughout
the region and the precise dates and locales of domestication remain obscure. In the
case of an important plant such as sesame, which has a bicontinental Africa/India dis-
tribution, even the region of domestication remains in contention (Blench 2003). A
major problem with the analysis of vernacular names of indigenous species is that the
plants may have been gathered prior to being domesticated, and reconstructions
therefore show a spurious antiquity, since the names for the wild plant were trans-
ferred to the cultigen by analogy during the process of domestication.

3.1 Despite the growing importance of maize, which comes from the New World,
sorghum (also known as guinea-corn) remains a key cereal staple throughout much
of Sahelian Africa. Table 15 shows a widespread root for sorghum which appears to
have the underlying form #5VN-,

Table 15: Sorghum, guinea-corn, Sorghum bicolor

Ph Family Subgroup Language Form Gloss Source
AA Chadic West Hausa kéoké  grael Ab49
AA Chadic West Mwaghavul kas sorghum RMB
AA Chadic Central Kamwe xa sorghum RG
AA Chadic Central Bole kuté sorghum RS
AA Chadic Central Dera kare sorghum RG
NC Mande Vai kende sorghum A"
NC Mande Mende keti sorghum vY
NC Atlantic Fulfulde gawri  sorghum \A4
NC Atlantic Konyagi kombo sorghum Vv
NC Adamawa Longuda kwanla sorghum A"
NC Adamawa Waka kip sorghum UK
NC Adamawa Yandang kag gorghum KY
NC Kwa Krobo koko  sorghum ALKwCI
NC Kwa Gi akoko sorghum K99
NC Volta-Niger Yoruboid Igala okoli  sorghum RMB

NC Volta-Niger Igboid Igbo okili  sorghum Wi72
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Ph Family Subgroup Language Form Gloss Source
NC Volta-Niger Nupoid  Nupe kuyi’ guineacormncv. Bal4
NC Volta-Niger Idomoid  Akpa ikwii  sorghum Ar79
NC EBC Plateau Obiro dgré  guinea-corn RMB
NC EBC Plateau Hyam guri sorghum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Shang gurd  sorghum RMB
NC EBC Plateau Tinor ogu sorghum RMB
NC Bantoid Tivoid lceve i-kilé  sorghum KwW
NC Bantoid Ekoid Ejagham  niai  maize Iw
NC Bantu Jarawan  Doori gu guinea-corn MR

Commentary: Cultivated sorghum presents one of the more perplexing problems in
African agrarian history (Blench 2003, 2006}. It is crucial to African subsistence sys-
tems in the subhumid and semi-arid regions of the continent and is embedded in rit-
ual systems, and so would appear to be ancient. But all attested archaeobotanical ma-
terials remain stubbornly recent. Moreover, sorghum occurs in archaeological sites in
India millennia before confirmed dates in Africa (Fuller 2003). Archaeobotanical ev-
idence is sometimes hard to read because of the difficulties in distinguishing wild and
cultivated races (Neumann 2003 77).

Table 15 shows the reflexes of #kVN-, which occurs in Niger-Congo and Afroasiatic.
The diverse second syllables argue that this is a term much compounded and widely
borrowed, perhaps reflecting its diffusion afier the initial dispersal of the major
branches of Niger-Congo. Westermann (1927: 28) notes that in some languages the
term for ‘elephant grass’ is cognate and it is conceivable that this is the original
meaning. In many languages this term has now shifted to ‘maize’ as the primary
meaning (Blench et al. 1997). The form koko, which means ‘sorghum in general’ in
some coastal languages and is the name applied to a gruel made from sorghum in
Hausaland, may well have spread independently from the plant as a series of loan-
words.

Some Niger-Congo families, such as ljoid and Kru, are not represented, because they
are confined to the humid zone where sorghum does not grow. The evidence seems
to be that the underlying form is widespread, much-compounded and ancient, but al-
so much-borrowed between phyla and families, suggesting that sorghum cultivation
spread well after the establishment of the main linguistic groups in West Affica.

Refs: W. 228; Burkill (1994: 348 ff.)

* The -yi element is a generic for ‘grain’.
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3.2 Table 16 shows a widespread West African root for pearl millet, Pennisefum
glaucum, which is widely attested in both Chadic and Plateau.

Table 16: #mar(d}ya, a root for pear! millet, Pennisetum glaucum

Ph  Family Subgroup Language Form  Gloss Source
AA Chadic West Hausa miiwia millet Ab49
AA Chadic West Bole mordo  pearl millet RS
AA Chadic West Ngamo mordd  millet RS
AA  Chadic West Geji marda  millet RMB
AA Chadic West Ngizim mafdi  millet RS
AA Chadic West Karekare  mardo  millet RS
AA Chadic West Kushi moodo  millet RMB
AA Chadic West Miya maywd millet RS
AA Chadic West Mwaghavul maar millet RMB
AA Chadic West Fyer mar millet RMB
AA Chadic West Sirzakwai  marday millet RMB
AA Chadic West Zaar marwi  millet BCa
NC Adamawa Yoti muri millet K&Y
NC Kwa Ga-Dangme Ga ymai millet, food Kr99
NC Kwa Adyukru may” mif ALKwCl
NC Volta-Niger Nupoid Nupe mayl millet Bal4
NC EBC Plateau Ninzo amar millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Ningye mwan  millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Anib amén millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Nyankpa imala  millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Ashe i-ma millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Idi imara  millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Shang mara millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Jili amo mitlet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Sambe tik dmar millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Kwan mer millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Yagkam marak  millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Tarok imar millet Lo08
NC EBC Platcau Sur mar millet RMB
NC EBC Plateau Pe ime millet RMB
NC Bantu Jarawan Mbula mara millet MR

NC Bantu Jarawan Mbat maar millet MR
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Commentary: Millet is an important West African cultigen, first domesticated on the
margins of the Sahel more than 3000 years ago (Tostain 1998; D’Andrea et al. 2001).
Currently the earliest Pennisetum glaucum is that recorded at the Malian Neolithic
sites of Karkarichinkat from 2500-2000 BC (Manning et al. 2011). One of the em-
blemnatic sites of Nigeria, the Nok region, has produced a very large amount of millet
dated to 800-450 cal BC (Kahlheber et al. 2009). Perhaps even more surprising is the
fact that millet was also cultivated in areas much further south in regions that are now
rainforest (Hohn et al. 2007). Millet is still grown as a ritual crop in the sandy, semi-
arid areas of the eastern parts of coastal Ghana though it has been completely dis-
placed by maize as a staple. The polysemy of ‘millet’ and ‘food’ in a coastal lan-
guage like Ga is a striking indication of the former importance of millet in this region
which has now almost entirely switched to growing maize as a staple.

This root is first identified in Longtau (2008) with a much extended discussion in
Blench (under review, a). The Chadic forms such as Karekare mardd look as if they
contain the older form and that Hausa mdiw4a is probably a weakening of the conso-
nants. Zaar marw4 illustrates a transitional form in the weakening process. However,
the Hausa names have probably been borrowed into other languages, such as Miya,
which looks suspiciously similar to Hausa. The Plateau names are all shorter and lack
the -rd- sequence; hence they were probably borrowed from Chadic at some point
(which is also likely from an ecological point of view). The diffusion of this root re-
cords the increasing importance of millet which led to it becoming a ritual crop at
Nok, beginning some 3000 years ago,

Refs: Longtau (2008); Blench (under review, a)

3.3 Table 17 shows a root for the aerial yam, Dioscorea bulbifera, with a shape
something like #-fom-.

Tuble 17: #-tom, a root for aerial yam, Dioscorea bulbifera

Family Subgroup Language Form Gloss Source
ljoid P-ljo atomd acrial yam Kw
WBC Edoid Bini udin aerial yam Ag86
Volta-Niger Nupoid Nupe édu aerial yam RMB
Volta-Niger Igboid P-Igboid  *-db aerial yam KW
EBC Kainji tHun rodig tom  aerial yam RMB
EBC Kainji eBoze ri-don/a-  aerial yam RMB
EBC Plateau Aten itdm acrial yam RMB
EBC Plateau Berom tom acrial yam RMB
EBC Plateau Cara i-ta aerial yam RMB

EBC Plateau Hyam kpodom  aerial yam RMB
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guistic evidence suggests that it was brought into domestication some 3-4000 years
ago.

Refs: Williamson (1993); Blench (1996, 2006)

3.4 Table 18 collects together reflexes of a root, #koko, for cocoyam or taro, Colo-
casia esculenta.

Table 18: #koko, a root for cocoyam, taro, Colocasia esculenta

Family Subgroup Language Form Gloss Source
K Nyabwa  kodkd taro ALKrCI
Kwa Ga-Dangme Ga kd6'ké cocoyam Kr99
Kwa Agni kddkod taro ALKwCI
Kwa Potou Akan ko6'ké cocoyam Kr99
Volta-Niger Edoid Emai ixidxi6 cocoyam SE07
Volta-Niger Nupoid Nupe konkord cocoyam RMB
EBC Kainji tHun r-kiikt /ota- cocoyam RMB
EBC Plateau Iten ekobd cocoyam RMB
Bantoid (Grassfields Yamba ki’ cocoyam gen. RMB
Bantoid Grassfields Chufie’ ko’ o1 cocoyam var. RMB
Bantoid Grassfields Bafut aki’n cocoyam gen, RMB

Commentary: Cocoyam or taro is one of the least known of the world’s staples; es-
sential to agriculture in Oceania, it also makes an important contribution to the diet in
the more humid regions of Africa. Like the plantain, the history of its arrival in Afri-
ca is controversial and there is no archacobotanical evidence to resolve the issue. Ta-
1o or “old” cocoyam is a South East Asian domesticate that arrived in Africa at an
unknown but presumably early period as part of a root-crop complex together with
plantains and water-yam, Dioscorea esculenta. This species is rather low-yielding
and high in tannins, leading to the effect of “scratching the throat”. The “new” coco-
yam, Xanthosoma mafaffa, was only introduced into West Africa from the West In-
dies in the 19™ century (in 1843, according to Burkill 1985: 210).

Wild Colocasia are found between India and New Guinea and taro may have been
domesticated in cither area (Blench 2012). Plucknett (1976) and subsequently Wat-
son {1983} have suggested that the cocoyam spread down the Nile valley and thence
to West Africa. The basis of this appears to be the presence in West Africa of roots
such as koko which are said to derive from the Arabic quigas. But Darby et al. (1977,
Il: 655) concluded that there was no evidence for the cocoyam in antiquity, and that
the gulgas mentioned in ancient sources was not even necessarily an aroid. William-
son (1993) analysed the linguistic data on cocoyams in the languages of Southern
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Nigeria. She concludes that all the evidence points to their ancient establishment and
in particular that the Arabic quigas is unlikely to be the source of the widespread root
koko in West-Central Africa. Blench (1997) discusses the evidence for the diffusion
of cocoyams in North-Eastern Nigeria and reached the same conclusion. An account
quoted by Mauny (1953) shows that taro was cultivated in Senegambia by 1500, too
early for Portuguese navigators to have been instrumental in its diffusion. Philipp-
son & Bahuchet (1996: 106) observe that a common root for cocoyam in northwest
Bantu, *-gabo, appears to correspond to terms for cassava in languages of southern
Tanzania and Malawi, which would be striking confirmation for the antiquity of the
introduction of cocoyam into Africa. The similarities between languages of quite dif-
ferent branches of Niger-Congo certainly point to extensive borrowing, in which di-
rection is unclear at present.

Refs: Williamson (1993)

3.5 Table 19 shows the distribution of a rather restricted root, #-zo(ke), for the cow-
pea, Vigna unguiculata,

Table 19: #z0(ko), a root for cowpea, Vigna unguiculata
Family Group  Language Form Source

Adamawa Mumuye z3k3 Sh83
Volta-Niger Nupoid Nupe ezo RMB
EBC Plateau  Alumu dosd RMB
EBC Platcau  Rigwe nzd RMB
EBC Plateau  Tarok asb RMB
EBC Jukunoid Wapan a-s0  KS

Commentary: The cowpea, Vigna unguiculata, is one of the earliest African domes-
ticates and was carried to India by around 2000 BC (Blench 2003). Cowpea was one
of the few crops clearly recorded at Nok sites in Nigeria, so we have clear evidence
for its cultivation ca. 500 BC. The root #-zo(ko) has a limited distribution, confined
principally to Benue-Congo. The longer form in Mumuye is interesting and it may be
that this was borrowed from Adamawa languages into Plateau.

3.6 Table 20 shows a root in Plateau languages for the Bambara groundnut, Vigna
subterranea.
Table 20: Bambara groundnut, Vigna subterranea
Family Group Language Form
EBC Plateau Iten ihywi

EBC  Plateau Hyam hywi
EBC  Plateau Shang hwyé
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Family Group Language Form
EBC  Plateay Tinor i-fi

EBC  Plateau Ashe i-hywi
EBC  Plateau Tasu shwi pira
EBC  Plateau Toro epi ecin

EBC  Plateau Sambe gi
EBC  Plateau Hasha ifi ikyin
EBC Plateau Tarok afi

Commentary: This term is often applied to the American groundnut, Arachis hypo-
gaea, today. The Bambara groundnut is native to West Africa and was domesticated
in the region of the Benue near the present-day Nigeria/Cameroon border (Hepper
1963). Archacobotanical evidence remains scattered. Albert et al, (2000: 343) record
Bambara nut from Oursi in Burkina Faso as Age de Fer ancien (Couche Ila) dated to
ca. 1800 BP. The Bambara groundnut is described by Ibn Battuta in the 14th century
in Mali;

S R e e 2

aa s hall Bl Gala I8 a0 s s8N GGl & &1 Y Slaidle® (Vopages 1V p. 392)

“They take out of the ground grains like beans which they fry and eat; their flavour is
like fried chickpeas. Sometimes they grind them to make something like a fritter, which
is fried with gharti, which is a fruit like a very sweet plum, but it is bad for white people
if they eat it.” (Batuta (tr. Gibb) 1929)

Words for the different types of groundnut are poorly recorded in many sources and
this root may well be more widespread than the table suggests.

3.7 Table 21 shows a widespread root for calabash or gourd, of the general shape
#-kora.

Table 21: Calabash, gourd, Lagenaria siceraria, Cucurbita spp.

Ph Family Suhgreup Language Form Gloss Source

AA Chadic West Hausa goordd calabash Ab4%

AA Chadic Central Lagwan  Kld calabash RMB

NC PWS (n)- Kalebasse w
gua(n)- Schiiissel

NC PWS -kua- Kalebasse W

6 wa-yastahrifiina min hidihi al-ardi habbati ka-1-fuli fa-yaglina-ha wa-yakuliina-hd wa-ta‘mu-ha ka-
ta‘mi al-himmisi al-maqliiwi wa-rubbama tahani-hd wa-sana‘wa min-ha $ibh al-isfungi wa-qalaw-hu
bi-1-garti wa-'l- garti [bi-fathi al-gayni al-mu‘Bam wa-sukiin al-ra’ wa-kasr al-td al-mutannih] huwa
tamar ka-"l-ig#asi $adid al-halawah mudirr bi-1-bidan ida akald-hu.
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3.8 Table 22 shows a widespread root, #kom-, applied to ‘wild banana’ and ‘edible
banana’, Ensete ventricosum and Musa sapientium.

Table 22: Reflexes of #kom-, enset, banana Musa spp.

Ph Family Group Language Form Gloss

AA Chadic West Mwaghavul kirgwah  wild banana
NC Gbaya Bodoe k3n banane

NC EBC Plateau Izere izakdm enset

NC ERC Plateau Berom makom cnset

NC EBC Jukunoid Kente m-gbomgbo enset

NC EBC Jukunoid Kuteb nkwam banana

NC EBC Upper Cross Mbembe ogwim cultivated Musa
NC EBC Upper Cross DuRop ki-kdm /ba- plantain
NC EBC Lower Cross Efik i-kdm plantain

NC Bantoid Dakoid Daka kom enset

NC Bantoid Tivoid Saari pgdmbe plantain

NC Bantoid Ekoid Ejagham cgomé plantain

NC Bantoid Beboid Noni gimteen wild banana
NC Bantoid Momo Mundani ang3 plantain

NC Bantoid Grassficlds PEG *-gom - plantain

NC Bantoid Grassfields Oku kengom banana

NC Bantoid Grassfields Shu Pamom ngwom plantain
NC Bantoid Grassfields Yamba gom ngdny  enset

NC Bantoid Grassfields Ndemli kan plantain
NC Bantoid Ring Proto-Ring  *-fjgdm plantain
NC Bantu Bobangi komo plantain
NC Bantu Mpama komo plantain
NC Bantu G30 Doe ngombwa  banane
NC Bantu G34 Ngulu mgomba bananier
NC Bantu P2] Yao ligbémbo  banana
NC Bantu S§353 Tsonga pkompfa banana

Commentary: This root is discussed in Blakney (1963), Rossel (1998) and Blench
(2009). The only wild Musa species indigenous to West Africa is Ensete ventri-
cosum, an enset with an inedible fruit found in rocky areas across West Africa
(Champion 1967), and used mainly for magical purposes or as a famine food (Tabile
22). The root #kom is recorded in Central Nigeria and then spreads into the Grass-
fields still with this meaning. However, as the cultivated banana spread, it appears
the name shified to the plantain and the banana and these are the only meanings the
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[A.52] has kpende, which would seem to reflect both the labialisation and the front
vowels in Cambap and Kenyang, suggesting a far better proto-Bantu form would be
*kpende and konde ~ kondo a later development. It is assumed that the occurrences
in Mande, Atlantic, Kwa and Gur languages are all borrowings from a Bantu lan-
guage and that this must have occurred as a result of late Portuguese transfers of
crops along the coast. An intriguing guestion is whether the Igbo form is also cognate
ag the velar and the sequence of two mid-front vowels are very suggestive. The Igbo
word has in turn been loaned into many languages further north, as part of the trade
networks. Curiously, some of the Munda languages in NE India have konDo( for
‘plantain’. Whether this can be in any way related would depend on more precise lex-
ical and botanical information.

4 Conclusion

Compared with language phyla such as Austronesian, progress in reconstructing eco-
nomic plant names in Niger-Congo remains slow. The data is often patchy or unreli-
ably transcribed, making classic historical linguistics problematic. Often it is difficult
to tell if we are dealing with a mosaic of loanwords or a genuinely old root, although
both of course are interesting. This paper is in the nature of a progress report, ex-
panding former proposed roots and adding new ones to the list. The next challenge is
to link these more comprehensively with archacobotanical data.

Abbreviatons

Single-authored major comparative sources are identified by a single capital letter.
These are;

G Guthrie (1967-1971)
M Mukarovsky (1876, 1977)
W Westermann {1927)

Multiply-authored major comparative sources, particularly those in series, have ab-
breviations derived from the initial letters of the main words in the title.

Acronym Bibliographic reference Family
ALKCI  Hérault (1983) Kwa
ALKrCl  Marchese (1983) Kru

BCCW  Williamson & Shimizu (1968} & Williamson (1973} Benue-Congo
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The following table shows the abbreviations used in the data tables, the reference and
the language they cover.

Acronym Expansion Language treated
Ab40 Abrahams (1940) Tiv

Ab49 Abrahams (1949) Hausa
Ab58 Abrahams (1958) Yoruba
Ad8l Adami (1981) Bediondo
Ag86 Agheyisi (1986) Edo

Andg Andrews (1948) Sudan

Ar79 Armstrong (1979) Idomoid
Bal4 Banfield (1914) Nupe

BC Bruce Connell (p.c.) Mambiloid
BCa Bernard Caron (p.c.) Zaar

BLS%0 Barreteau & Le Bleis (1990) Mafa

BLR3 Banm Lexical Reconstructions 3 Banm

Bu8s Burkill (1985) West Africa
Bu%4 Burkill (1994) West Africa
Bu97 Burkill {1997) West Africa
BW94 Bemard & White-Kaba (1994)  Zarma
Ch33 Christaller (1933) Twi

Co98 Connell (1998) Lower Cross
Co9%9 Co99 Chadic

Cré65 Crabb (1965) Ekoid

Cy9%4 Cyffer (1994) Kanuri
Dab6 Dalby (1966) Atlantic
DC78 Ducroz & Charles (1978) Songhay Kaado
DN69 Dent & Nyembezi (1969) Zula

Ey10 Eyoh (2010) Ngwo

FI Femi Ibrahim (p.c.) Akpes

G Guthrie (1967-1971) Bantu

Ga80 Gardner (1980) Abuan

Gr Greenberg (1963) Africa

Heg7 Hedinger (1987) Manenguba
IS Jan Sterk (p.c.) Upper Cross
JW John Watters (p.c.) Ejagham
Ka08 Kari (2008) Degema
K99 Kropp-Dakubu (1999) Ga

KS Kiyoshi Shimizu (p.c.) Jukunoid
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Acronym Expansion Language treated
KW Kay Williamson (p.c.) Tjoid

LF79 Le Mbaindo & Fédry (1979) Ngambay
Lo08 Longtau (2008) Tarok
Ma75 Manessy (1975) Oti-Volta
Ma72 Matsushita (1972) Gwandara
MD Mark Dingemanse (p.c.) Siwu

MoB8 Moflino (1988) Ubangian
Mo95 Mofiino (1995) Gbaya

MR Mike Rueck (p.c.) Nigeria
Ne77 Newman (1977) Chadic

P Prost (1953) South Mande
PDYO Parker & Durrant (1990) Mundani
Po038 Pohlig (2008) Mbe

RG Richard Gravina (p.c.) Chadic

RH Robert Hedinger (p.c.) Manenguba
Ri01 Rikoto et al. (2001) cLela

RK Roland Kiessling (p.c.) Ring

RKo Robert Koops (p.c.) Kuteb
RMB Author’s fieldwork West Africa
Ro95 Rongier (1995) Ewe

Ro08 Roulon-Doko (2008) Gbaya

RS Russell Schuh (p.c.) Chadic

SA Stephen Anderson (p.c.) Ngyemboon
SE07 Schaefer & Egbokhare (2007)  Emai

Shi3 Shimizu (1983) Mumuye
SM Stuart McGill (p.c.) Cicipu
Sn&9 Snider (1989) Guan

UK Uli Kleinwillinghéfer (p.c.) Adamawa
'A% Valentin Vydrine (p.c.) Mande
We2l Westermann (1921) Gola

Wi72 Williamson (1972) Igbo

Wi07 Wilson (2007) Atlantic
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