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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Momo languages 

The Momo languages are usually said to be a branch of Grassfields, itself a branch of Bantoid. They seem to 
have been first called into existence in a paper by Stallcup (1980) a revision of his thesis (Stallcup 1978). 
Williamson (1971:279) had previously defined a ‘Tadkon’ group, which included Ngamambo, Moghamo, 
Menemo [now usually called Meta’] and Iyirikum [name of a Moghamo village]. Stallcup (1980:193) says 
‘There are three languages in the Momo group: Widikum-Tadkon, Ngie and Oshie’. He goes on to describe 
the noun-classes of Batibo Moghamo in some detail and compares them with Ngie and Oshie [now usually 
called Ngoshie] and ultimately with Meussen’s Proto-Bantu. Stallcup (1980: 194) is strongly insistent that 
these languages be regarded as Bantu, not Bantoid, although his reasoning could be applied to any Niger-
Congo language with nominal prefixes and concord. Since this time, overviews of the Momo languages 
which contain data are somewhat thin on the ground. The next listing of Momo languages occurs in the 
Linguistic Atlas of Cameroun (Dieu & Renaud 1983). They list Ngwɔ, Ngishe, Ngie, Meta’, Menka, 
Moghamo, Mundani, Ngamambo and Busam in the sequence 861-869 and add Manta, Atoŋ and Ambele 
numbered 804-806. These latter are known as ‘Western Momo’ in some sources, a group with a rather 
flexible membership. 
 
Our deeper understanding of the Momo languages is dominated by documentation on Mundani, for which 
there are a long series of papers describing its phonology and morphology. Stallcup (1980) deals with noun-
classes in three lects, and the introduction to Eyoh (forthcoming) sketches the grammar of Ngwo, but this is 
hardly the basis for an in-depth comparison. As a consequence, the analysis in this paper focuses on the 
comparative wordlist and the indications from the lexicon. Needless to say, this is hardly a long-term 
solution to understanding Momo; nonetheless, it does enable us to define membership of the group which 
itself is controversial. 
 
Figure 1 shows the location of the Momo and western Momo languages in ALCAM (Dieu & Renaud 1983). 
 
Figure 1. Momo languages in ALCAM (1983) 
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Since this time, there has been a considerable expansion of data for some of these languages1 and it seems 
reasonable to try and define the Momo language more precisely, and to see if the ‘Western Momo’ group is 
a meaningful unit. Ambele in particular has often been regarded as quite distinct from all the other languages 
in the region.  

1.2 Data transcription and comparability 

The data put together in this paper comes from a variety of sources of differing reliability. It ranges from 
detailed datasets resulting from a complete phonemic analysis, as with Mundani, to phonetically transcribed 
ALCAM lists, with no tones and noun plurals not indicated. To make comparison between lects simpler, I 
have made some adaptations to the transcription of sources. 
 
Phonology 
 

Source This document
c ʧ 
j [IPA] y  
j [orthographic] ʤ 
gh ɣ 
ɦ ɣ 
ny ɲ 
sh ʃ 
zh ʒ 
’ ʔ 

 
The cedilla is used to mark nasalisation in many Camerounian orthographies and I have converted this to 
conventional nasalisation in all cases. As far as I know, the macron over a vowel always marks mid-tone, not 
length. SIL survey wordlists are always recorded phonetically, and use the symbols, ‘ɑ’ and ‘ɦ’. I know of 
no case where [a] and [ɑ] are in phonemic contrast, so ‘ɑ’ has usually been neutralised to ‘a’. [ɦ] seems to 
correspond to ‘ɣ’ in most languages which have been recorded in greater detail and it seems likely that this 
is in fact the sound represented. Similarly, aspirated releases of final stops are recorded ‘ʰ’ but these are 
never contrastive as far as I know. 
 
Morphology 
 
Momo languages generally mark the infinitive with a prefix on the verb, usually a front or central vowel. 
Meta’ has ɨ, Mundani has e-, Ngie has i- and so on. These are sometimes transcribed, but other wordlists 
delete these prefixes or only mark them sporadically. I have decided to leave them in place at present, but 
they should be mentally deleted when comparing verb roots. Lower numerals in many of these languages 
have concordial nominal prefixes and numbers may therefore be cited with such prefixes. Again, these 
should be excluded when making comparison of the root. Where there is data on singular/plural alternation 
in nouns, I have marked the singular prefix with a hyphen and indicated only the plural prefix. Where there 
is consonant alternation or irregularity I have cited both singular and plural in full. The default assumption is 
apparently that the tone in singular plural is the same, but this is not the case in other Grassfields languages, 
and therefore plural tone must be treated with caution. 

2. Sources of data now available 

2.1 General 

This paper divides the purported Momo languages into ‘Core Momo’ and others, not all of which have the 
same classification. I have included Amasi, which although said to be a dialect of Manta appears to group 
with Momo, and excluded Menka, which is listed in the Ethnologue as Momo, but which does not seem to 
be part of this group. Proposals for the classification of these other languages is given in §3. 

                                                      
1 I would like to thank Robert Hedinger and Cameron Hamm for making available otherwise difficult to access 
electronic datasets. 
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2.2 Core Momo languages 

The core Momo languages are listed in Table 1 with ISO number, alternate names and location.  
 
Table 1. Momo languages, ISO, alternate names and location 

Lect ISO Other names Location 
Amasi ?   
Basa NGN  as Ngwo 
Konda NGN  as Ngwo 
Mengum NGI  as Ngie 
Meta’ MGO Bameta, Chubo, Menemo-

Mogamo, Metta, Mitaa, Muta,  
North West Province, Momo Division, east and 
southeast Mbengwi and east Batibo subdivisions; 
Bamenda Subdivision, Bafuchu and Nja village 
areas. 

Moghamo MGO Batibo, Moghamo-Menemo, 
Widikum-Tadkon 

As Meta’ 

Mundani MNF Bamumbo (Bamumbu), Bechati, 
Besali, Banti, Folepi, Iguambo 
(Igumbo), Bangang, Nko 
(Nkong). 

South West Province, Manyu Division, Mamfe 
and north Fontem subdivisions, south of Batibo. 

Ngamambu NBV Bafuchu, Banja, Mbu, Mungyen, 
Nga, Ngembo 

North West Province, Momo Division, east and 
southeast Mbengwi and east Batibo subdivisions; 
Mezam Division, Santa Subdivision, Bafuchu and 
Nja village areas. 

Ngie NGI Angie, Baminge, Baninge, 
Mingi, Ngi, Ugie, Ungie 

North West Province, Momo Division, west 
Mbengwi Subdivision, Andek area 

Ngoshie NSH Ngishe, Oshie North West Province, Momo Division, east 
Njikwa Subdivision. 

Ngwo NGN Ngwaw North West Province, Momo Division, Njikwa 
Subdivision. 

Njen NJJ Nyen, Nzin North West Province, Momo Division, southeast 
of Batibo, Njen village. 

Source: adapted from Lewis (2009) 
 
Table 2 shows Momo languages, population, dialects and literacy programmes, if any. 
 
Table 2. Momo languages, population, dialects and literacy
 

Lect Population Dialects Literacy
Amasi ?  No 
Basa ?  No 
Konda ?  No 
Mengum ? West Ngie No 
Meta’ 87,000 (1982 SIL). Menemo (Metta, Meta’, Uta’, Bameta) Yes 
Moghamo ? Moghamo (Muywi, Iyirikum, Widekum, Tiwirkum, Batibo, 

Besi, Kugwe). 
Yes 

Mundani 34,000 (1987 SIL). Bamumbo (Bamumbu), Bechati, Besali, Banti, Folepi, 
Iguambo (Igumbo), Bangang, Nko (Nkong). 

Yes 

Ngamambu 8,000 (2002 SIL)   
Ngie 37,000 (2001 SIL)  Trial 
Ngoshie 9,200 (2001 SIL)  No 
Ngwo 22,000 (2004 SIL) Ngwo (Nguni, Ngwaw, Miguhni, Ngunu), Konda, Basa 

(Bassa), Ikweri (Ekperi), Banya, Bako, Okorobi, Zang. 
Yes 

Njen 1,867 (2001)  No 
Source: adapted from Lewis (2009) 
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Table 3 lists the bibliographic resources for Momo languages, including unpublished databases; 
 
Table 3. Bibliographic resources for Momo languages 

Lect Resources 
Amasi Jungraithmayr & Funck (1975), ALCAM wordlist 
Basa ALCAM wordlist 
Konda ALCAM wordlist 
Mengum Gregg (2002) 
Meta’ Unpublished Toolbox database created by Klaus Spreda. Also Spreda (1986, 1994) and Casali 

(1995) 
Moghamo Data from Stallcup (1980), Lem & Brye (2008). 
Mundani Annett (1983, 1987), Parker (1981, 1986, 1989, 1991a & b, 1992), Parker and Durrant (1990) 

[also availabke as a Toolbox database] 
Ngamambu Data from Lem & Brye (2008). 
Ngie Stallcup (1980), unpublished Toolbox database from SIL. See also Hombert (1976), Umenjoh 

(1997) 
Ngoshie Data from Stallcup (1978, 1980), Bolima (1998), Gregg (2002). See also Gladys (1998) 
Ngwo Eyoh (in press) 
Njen Bolima & Brye (2006) 
 
Of all these languages the most problematic is Ngoshie, since there is no complete wordlist transcribed by an 
individual author. Gregg (2002) must have collected such a list but he omits it (by accident?) from his 
otherwise comprehensive report. I have therefore compiled the list from a variety of sources, most 
significantly Bolima (1998). However, inconsistencies in transcription in different parts of the document 
make this problematic. 
 
Table 4 shows a comparative wordlist of the languages here claimed to form a genetic unit, Momo.  
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Table 4. Comparative Momo lists 
 

Gloss Ngoshie Basa Konda Ngwo Moghamo Ngamambu Meta’ Mundani Amasi Ngie Mengum Njen 
mouth  ɔcu etso e-klô /a- itû ətsɔ́k ɨ-cô /mɨ- è-tsə ̂ /mè- ɔtsø ù-ʧə̂w /ì- enu ìtʃû 
eye í-ɣ଎ ́/ á- esə eghə e-ɣɔɔ ́ ́ /a- iɣə́ ɨɣ଎ ̀ ɨ-ɣə ́ /ə- èghɨ /à- ɛɣɔ ì-gh଎ ́/à- ıɤʉ ıɣ଎̀  ́
head  atu nyato a-tó /é- ʌ́tok ə̀tɔ ə-tú /ɨ- àtsə /è- atø à-tə́w /ù- ɑtəʔ ətù ́  
hair  nyɔ’tu nyato ɲɔ ̂ /ɲɔ́rɔ̀ ɲôɲ ə̀ɲûŋ ɲôŋ nyèm / nyèmtsə nyɔŋatø ǹyôŋ ŋwɑtok̚ nyə̀m 

ətú 
tooth à-sɔ̀ŋ eso isɔ é-ʃwɔ /á- isōŋ ଎s̀ɔ́ŋ ɨ-sɔ̄ŋ /ə- èsɔŋ /à-  ɛʃwəŋ ì-sȍŋ /à- ɑʃoŋ ìsɔ́ŋ 
tongue ìmèní 

no pl. 
enɛmɛ enəme ènɛ̀mɛ / 

ènɛ̀mɛ̀rɛ́ 
ínémí ə̀nɛ́mə̀ ɨ-ném଎ ́/tɨ- èl଎/̃tèl଎t̃sə ɛnamɛ ì-némí inɛ ìl଎ń଎ ́

nose  ʒuʒu eʒu e-ʒú /a- idzik ə̀ʤwɛ́y ɨ-ʤwí /ə- èdzi/tèdzitsə ɛʒu ìʤúgí iʒʊ ıʤ଎̀ ́ 
ear tɔ̂ŋ atuŋgu akiɔ à-tìmi /è- ʌ̀tòŋò ə̀toŋ ə̀toŋ /଎-̀ àtũ ̌ /è- atoŋ à-tòŋ /ù- ɑtò ́ ŋ ɑtò ̄ k 
neck  ɔmwu ime eŋəmɛ ʌ́mék ə̀mɛ̂y ə-mî /ɨ- àmî /è- ɔŋwe à-mêy /ù- ɨmiʔ ɑmı̀ ̂ ̂ ̂

̂ ̂ ̂
 

back of neck  fonkuremwi dzumomɛ e-ŋwɛ ̂ /a- ? ʤ଎̀mkɔ̂t ? ? ɔŋkwəlɔŋwe iɲi kɔ*   
throat  ɗaɗo’o njɛndɔɔ a-dwɔ ́ /e- ? fɔɔ̀ ́dɔʔ ətón ə́dɔʔ àtɔŋ /è- taandwɔŋ à-dóʔ /ù-   
breast ā-bɛ̄n ebɛnɛ ebən e-bán /a- íbón ଎b̀́n ɨ-bə́n /ə- èb଎ ̃/à- ɛbɛn ì-bə́n /à- ibən ìb଎ń 
arm, hand à-b଎ɣ́é 

/ì- 
abwɛ abwɔ a-bwɔ ́ /e- ʌ́bó əkwɛ́n, ədɔ́ əbɔ ́ /ɨbɔ́ à-bu /è- abwi à-búgə ́ /ù- ɑbuɔ ʌbò ́k 

claw  eghufəbwɛ ewɔnyia ŋ́-glí /ŋ- fey əyɛ́n f-଎ŋ̀gə̀m /t- ? ɛɣuu ì-ghóbí ifuənən f଎wuwı̀ ́́  
nail  eghufəbwɛ ewɔbwɔ ŋ́-glí /ŋ- ? əyɛ́n ɨ-yêŋ /tɨ- mpì /mpìtsə ɛɣuu ìkə́w   
leg ā-wɔ̄k 

/ú- 
aghu awu á-lo /é- ʌ̀wōk əɣók əwu à-ka /è- ɛba ághə́w /ú-   

foot  egəbawu awu e-blâ /a- ? əɣók ə-kyér଎ ́/ɨ- à-ka /è- ɛba ághə́w /ú- ɛbrɑro ɑwù ́  
buttock  abietica abwɔnyi e-fúʤǐ /a- únúnú ndábə́ton ndàb ଎̄ny଎ ̀ èsaalə/tèsatelə 

èsantũ ̀ /tèsaatentũ̀ 
kibuŋ indəŋini* indʒiŋi ìntá 

ntwɔ̀n 
belly, stomach  omŋwa ebum e-bûm /a- 

e-tóó /a- 
(s.) 

fùbûm fɨbûm ətó /ɨ- èbêm/ tèbêmtsə ɛtø ìbûm ɛtuɔ́ ́  ɑ́bə̀m 

navel  etoo ethɔ é-twɔn /á- fùtōn ɨtɔ̄ŋ fɨ-tɔ̄ŋ /tɨ- ètɔŋ /tètɔŋtsə ɛtwɔŋ ì-tòŋ /è- ɛtó ́ ŋ ɑ́tɔ̀ŋ 
intestines 
inside  

 ɔtwɛ tikwə e-twé /a- itó mə́tɔ̄ ɨ-tɔ ́ /mɨ- è-tu /mè- atwɛ ùtúgə́ ɛkrɛtuɔ̚ ìtók 

blood à-ném ŋkiɛsɛ anɛm a-nɔ́m /e- ə́nə́m ə̀n଎ḿ ənə́m àlõ ɔŋkin ànə́m ɑnəŋ ɑ̀lyə́m 
urine  nʤɛ’sɛ tintsɛ n-tsɛ̂n mɨʧêŋ m଎t́sɛ̄n mɨcêŋ ètsẽ̀ ɔnʤɛ ì-ʧâd ɛtʃɛt m଎tsı̀ ́n 
bone à-wú /ú- aghufu khaghuɛ a-wúú /e- ə̀wú ə̀kwɛ́nə́ əwó /ɨ- è-kwẽ /à- aɣʉʉ à-wə ́ /ù- ɑwu ɑ̀kwə́n 
skin í-gɔ́bì ɔkubu gwɔwhuə gôbèkwǎ 

/góbórôkwǎ 
gôb ə̀gùb gôb gùb /gùbtsə ɔkwɔp nyı ̄ ́ nyō 

(person) 
àghóbì 

ɡuɑʃin ìny଎t́ 
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Gloss Ngoshie Basa Konda Ngwo Moghamo Ngamambu Meta’ Mundani Amasi Ngie Mengum Njen 
(fruit) 

wing  ɔbaba ebape e-blábâ /a- ibáb଎ ̀ əbábə̀ ɨ-áb଎ ̀/tɨ- kèbaabè /tèbaabètsə ababe ì-báà /ù- ɑbıɑ́ ̀  ìbɑ̂̂̂
̂
 

feather  evi ewili a-wúrù /e- iwid଎ ̀ ə̀vurù ɨwór଎ ̀/tɨ-  kègwelè /tègwelètsə ɔwi ìɥídì ɑju ìɡwírì 
horn ǹ-dɔ́ŋ 

/ìn- 
nde ndɔ ǹ-dwɔ /ǹ-

dwɔrɔ 
ǹdōŋ ǹdɔ́ŋ ndɔ̄ŋ ndɔŋ /ndɔŋtsə ɛdwɔn ìndóŋ iǹdoŋ̀ ndóŋ 

tail  ɔnhwɔnɔ ikwɔnə á-ntsákɔ̀d 
/é- 

ùkōn ə́kún ɨ-ōn /tɨ- èku ̧ /tekù ̧ tsə 
à-saŋ /è- 

ɔkwɔn ú-kón /í- ɛkɔn ìkwɔ̄n 

human 
being/person 

wɛ̂t/ bɛ̂t wuru wulu ɣô /bɔ̃̂ wə̀d wə̀t wə̀d/ bə̂d wòt /bòt 
wɔ̀bẽ ̌ /bɔ̀bẽ̌ 

ɣulu wa᷆ / ba᷆ ɑnɔm wɔ̄t 

man wɛ́-nɔ́m 
/bɛ́- 

wanumu vanom a-nɔ́m /â- m̀bāŋà mbáŋà mbāŋə̀ mbã ̂ /mbã̂tsə ɣanim ànòm ɑnɔm mbɛ̄n 

woman wɛ́-
yí/bɛ́- 

waʒe wayi a-yé /â- ʌyi wə́yɛ́y ə-yí /mə- àvi /bèzi ɣaʒɛ áyéy ɑje wɔ̀wɛ́k 

husband wê-nɔ́m 
/bê- 

onumu enom ènɔm 
/anɔ́m 

inõ nnǔm ɨnóm /mɨ- lũ /bèlũ ɣanim ù-nóm /ì- ɑnɔmɑjɛ́ lwɔ́m 

child ŋwɔ ́ /bú wana wan ŋwɔ ́ /bwo ŋwán wán wán /bɔ́n wã /bɔ̃ wan ŋwə ́ /buŋ wɑ wyɛ́n 
name  oghəmu ekʉm e-kúmú /a- ukúm ə̀kúmə́ ɨkóm /tɨ- èlen /tèlentsə ɔkʉm ù-kúm /ì- ɛkɨm ìlɛ́n 
sky  oʒu eʒo e-zób kə́ŋə̄bòm əkáŋ ɨkāŋ /tɨ- ègwelebuule ɛʒø àzòbì ɑʒuwɑ ìɡút 
night kùní eʒimi ŋkwo ŋ̀klì isímí ə̀ʒímí ɨzím଎ ́ ètsəʔ /mè- ɛʒim àfə̂b ɑfok̚ ndzə̌m 
moon  otaa eta é-ta /á- mɛ́k mə̀ ́k ɨm଎ǵ /ə- èŋu /mè-  ɔtaŋ ùmə́g ɛmuə ìŋwú 
sun  ʧwucwɛ etsuzu etáránʧwě ŋùmò ŋùmə̀ nyùmə̀/ 

m଎nyù ̀mə̀ 
àntãnyě ̀m 
nyèm /nyèmtsə 

ʧwe nyamaʧugi* ɛtʃui ɲə̀m 

wind  dafu ifəo éfùù afútè ə̀fə́ ɨfə́ à-feme /è- ɔfu àfùfùd ɛfu ɑ̀fwə̀t 
cloud  mpa’sa mpa’a m̀bɛ̀ʔ pàʔ m̀pàʔ pàʔ mbàʔ /mbàˈtsə ɛmba’e pȁʔ ɨmbɑ̚ mpɑ̀ʡ 
dew  ŋgɛsɛ egiɛ gérè ʌ́mə̀ʔ ə̀məʔə́ ̀  əmə̂ʔ lèbaŋa /bèlèbaŋa amɔ’ ìgyâd ɡɛt ɑ̀mwə̄ʔ 
rain ī-mbɔ̄ŋ ɔtsɔ mbu m̀bò 

/m̀bòrò 
m̀bə̀ŋ mb଎ŋ̀ mbə̀ŋ mb଎ŋ̀ / mb଎ŋ̀tsə ɛbu ìmbə̏ŋ ɨbrɛ mbə̀ŋ 

ground  ʧwɛ nʃi ʧwâ sɛ̄yk ə̀sɛ́y sī è-tsaʔ /mè- 
si /sitsə 

ʧwɛ ìsèy tʃuɑ ìtsɑ́ʔ 

sand ī-sɛ̄k ntsu ŋkəgwo énʧírí, 
éblándim 

siwāŋ lə́ʃíwáŋ tɨsí kěsɔŋ / těsɔŋtsə inʃɛ ìsèkwa* iʃiɛ tísə́ŋ 

path/road  gʉkɛ nji aghɛ́ʔ /e- nə̀nʤì ə́kwɛ́n əzán /ɨ- (p.) 
əzíb /ɨ- (r.) 

a-lũ /ba- wanegi ìnʤȉ ɨɤɑdʒɨrə ìlwɔ́m 

water í-ɲíp nwa egum n-dím /ń-
dímírí 

múníb mə́níp mɨníb mèleb, mèlab muɔ ùné inɡro mɨlə́p 

stream (river) ó-g଎̄ atwɛ egu e-ʤî /a- (s.) 
á-ndzɔ̀ʔ /é- 
(r.) 

଎ẁīt ə́ɣwít ɨgy଎ ̂ /mɨ- a-dzì /ba- (s.) 
èdzî /mè- (r.) 

ʤwɔ ù-gî /ì- 
(stream) 
u-ŋwi kyãy 

indro ɑ́ɡì 
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Gloss Ngoshie Basa Konda Ngwo Moghamo Ngamambu Meta’ Mundani Amasi Ngie Mengum Njen 
/i-* (river) 

house  nu enu ndɔ ́ /ndɔ́rɔ́ nə́b nə́p nə́b lob / lobtsə nə ná nɨɡɨ lyə́ 
fire úʒīt awuʃi ewii é-wu /á- ଎ẁīt ə́ɣwít ɨwīd èwet /mèwèt ɔwi úwéd ɛju ìwít 
firewood  awɛ ewɛwii é-wáwù /á- ɨwɛ̀ ə́wɔ́nə́ ɨwéŋ /mɨ- èwẽ /mè- ɔwiaŋ ìwã́y ɛwɛŋ ìwɛ́n 
smoke ì-ndì onyighu enik n-ʤíʔ ǹdī ǹdiʔ ndīʔ ndiʔ /ndiʔtsə aŋi ìndíʔ ɑnı̃ ̚  ndíʔ 
ash á-búrì entwɛsɛ abɛlɛ abúrú ʌ̀búró əvúrú əbór଎ ́ mut /muttsə abulwi àbədı́ ́ ɑburu mót 
knife ó-bɛ́k 

/ú- 
obii fəbi ébyé 

/ḿbyéré 
଎b́ít bít fɨbí /tɨ- a-nyǐ /ba- ɔbiɛ ùsətı ́ ́ /ì- ɑtiɡi ɑ́mbɛ̄k 

rope  endana enekə e-ndûʔ /a-, 
e-pɔ̂m a-, 
ǹ-dɛ̀/ 
ǹdɛ̀rɛ̀2 

ɨníʔ ə̀ŋíʔ, ə̀níʔ ɨníʔ /ə- 
଎bò ̀mɨ 

èliʔ /mè- ɔŋu ùní’ ɛɡrə ìlíʔ 

spear  egho ighɔ é-ŋwɔ /á- ɨwōŋ ə́ɣɔ́ŋ ɨwɔ̄ŋ /ə- 
ənjà ̀ ˈà /଎-̀ 

èghɔŋ / tèghɔŋtsə ewɔŋ ? ɛwoŋ ìɣɔ́ŋ 

war á-bít blili eble e-bírí /a- ɨbít bít bíd è-bet /mè- bli béd ɨbiri ìbɛ́t 
animal í-ɲî /á- nyama nya ɲɛ̂m 

/ɲɛ́mɛ́rɛ̂ 
ɲâm ɲâm ɲa̍m anyã ̀ /ba- nyam nyə̂ ñɑ ɑɲə́ ̀m 

meat  odugu nya ɲɛ̂m 
/ɲɛ́mɛ́rɛ̂ 

 ɲâm ɲa̍m nyã ̀ /nyã̀tsə nyam nyə̂   

dog à-bɔ́k /ì- bû ebhu bó/ bóró bók bɔ́k bó bə /bətsə bu bə́w /ìbə́w bok̚ ɑbú ̄  
elephant  gɛnɛmɛ nsɔk aŋkɔ sɛ ̃ ntsɛn3 sə̄n èsõ /mè- — aɲifom* ɑñɑfom ìʃə̄n 
goat bwǐ bwutdi ebhu bú /búrú  gwí ə̀gwɪ əbób଎ ́/ɨ- (he-

~) 
dzə /dzətsə bi ìbúgí bu ɡw଎ ́

bird ù-nén 
/ì- 

fonɛmɛ fənən énɔ̀rɔ ́ /ènɔ̀n f଎ǹə̀n fə̀nə̄n f଎ǹə̀n /tɨ- àn଎ ̃̀/è- ɔnɛn ù-nèn /ì- ɨnən ɑ́n଎ǹ 

tortoise  — — à-tɔ̀ɾɔ̀kí /è- ə́kywǐə́kɔ̀ kwímāŋkɔ̀ʔ kyimə̀kɔ̀ʔ 
/m଎k̀yimə̀kɔ̀ʔ 

kekɔ̀ŋ /bèkekɔ̀ŋ ɛmbɔ’ àtòdò kí ɑtroki k଎ḱɔ̄ŋ 

snake í-ʤúgɔ̄ ʤwɛ eʤu ʤwé / 
ʤwéré 

ʤó ʤɔ̌ jɔ́ nya̧kà ̀bɔ̀ŋ/nya̧tekàbɔ̀ŋ ʤwə ìʤúgə dʒuwə ɑɣə̀ ́bɔ̀ŋ 

fish  oduguba ebu ʃúú /ʃúúrú ʃú ə̀gwɛ̄y ଎g̀wı ̀ /ə̀- asə ̌ /ba- 
sə /sətsə 

ʃu sú ʃu ʃú 

louse  agligwa’a niŋkwan ǹ-tìn /ǹtìrí ìd ə̀tĩt tìd nkɔ̀t /nkɔ̀ttsə ɛkligbaŋ ù-pə̂ʔ /ì- ɛtírí kɔ̀t 
egg abɔ́mɔ̄ enu ebuməgu a-kɔ̂n /e- ibūm ə̀búm ɨbōm /ə- è-bũ /à- ɛkɛn ábōm /ù- ɑɡəɡ ìbwɔ́m 
tree á-yát /ú- athu azəl a-zɔ́rɔ ́ /e- ʌ́zɛ́t ə̀zɛ́rí əzéd /ɨ- àyɨt /è- azɔle à-zád /ù- azɛt̚ ɑ̀ʒít 
bark  akubə athu ŋgwɔzəl gôb ʌ́khóph଎ ̀ ə̀gûb əkóp଎ ̀/ɨ- à-kûb /è- gup injiməzad* awɔzɛt̚ ɡô̂̂

̂ ̂
ʒít 

                                                      
2 and several other names according to material 
3 My interpretation of a scrambled print 
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Gloss Ngoshie Basa Konda Ngwo Moghamo Ngamambu Meta’ Mundani Amasi Ngie Mengum Njen 
/góbóró 

leaf ā-fɔk 
/ú- 

efufu efwɔzəl e-fú /a- ifóʔ ə̀fúʔ ɨfóʔ /tɨ- èfəʔ/tèfəʔtsə ɛfu ù-fúʔ /ì- ɛfu ìfúʔ 

root  ogha eghazəl á-gha /é- ʌ́ɣāŋ ə̀ɣāŋ əghāŋ /ɨ- èghaŋ /tèghaŋtsə ɔɣaŋ á-gháŋ /ú- ɑɤɑŋ ìɣɑ́ŋ 
salt ùŋgwáŋ oŋgiɛ fəŋgwa ńgbáá fìwāŋ f଎g̀wáŋ f଎ŋ̀gwāŋ /tɨ- ngwaŋ ɔŋge ù-ngwáŋ /ì- imbaŋ ɑ́ɡbwɑ̄ŋ 
fat  afɔmɔ ifom m-fɔ́m 

/ḿfɔ́mɔ́rɔ́ 
tɨfóm mə́fɔ́m tɨfɔ́m mèfõ fwɔm ìfúŋ ɛfo m଎f̀wə́m 

hunger(general)    tʃo etʃɔ ʧwɔ ǹʤɛ̀y ǹʤɛ̀y nʤì ndzì /ndzìtsə ʧwɔŋ ì-njȅy tʃoŋ ǹdzɛ̀k 
hunger for meat    danɗoo etsɔnya ʧwɔ nyɛm ? ? ? ? dandwɔŋnyam ?   
iron (metal)  akwɛghɛ atənə a-tɔ́rɔ ́ /e- ʌ́tɛ́y ə̀t଎ń଎ ́ ətə́n଎ ́/ɨ- àt଎଎̃ña atɛne à-tənı ́ ́ /ù- ɑtɨnɨ ɑ̀t଎ń଎ ́
one  ōfī mo’ àŋwaʔ mōʔ ə̀mɔ́ʔ f଎b́଎,̀ mɔ̄ʔ mɔ̀ʔ amwɔ’ ìfẽy ɑbiŋ mɔ̀ʔ 
two  ōtʃlɑ̄ fi àfyee bē ə̀bé -bē be ɔfiɛ íbíg଎ ́ ɛfijɛ byɑ́ 
three  ōhwɑ̄ etala àtɛ́d tád ə̀tát -tád tat ɔtali ìtá ɨtɑʔɑ tát 
four  ētɑ́nɑ̄ ihwa èkwɛ̀ kwè ə̀kwè -kwè kwì, tsə ̀ (Tabot 

dialect) 
ɛkwa ìkyùg଎̏ ɛtʃuwɑ kwɛ̀k 

five  dɑ̄ŋfú etan ètân ân ə́tán -tân tãã̀ ̂  ɛtan ìt଎̂ŋ ɛtɛn tɛ̌yn 
six  ɑbō ́bɑ́t  ʃrɑ  ndufu m̀fó tɨfúó ə̀fúɣɔ́ fúə́ ntùa dɔnfu ìfə́w ɛfok̚ ntǒ 
seven  ŋ̄ɢíhwɑ̄ sambala sààmbyɛ sàmbè sàmbé sàmbē sãã̀ ̀mbe amba isambigɨ* ʃɑmbiɑ sɑmbyā ́  
eight  ētɑ́nə̄hwɑ̄ ifwa fwɔɔ̀ ́ fàmɨ fám fàmɨ fã̀ã ɛfwɔma ìfə̃̀y ɛfuwɑ̃ fɑ̆ 
nine  ēɤɯmɯ nikwɔ kɔɔ ʌ̀bǒk ə̀bók əboə̀ ̀ ̂  bə̀ʔa dɛkwɔɔ àbə̌w ɛbuʔʊ buə̀ ́  
ten  ōfī wʉm wum wūm ɣúm, wúm wōm èghem ɛghum ìwúm ɛɣəm ıɣə́ ́m 
come  dʒœ́ʔœ́ ʒui zeʔe yiʔeʔ mbàʔà ɨmbāʔ, ɨyeʔe ekɨʔɨ ʒɛ’ɛ ízáʔá ʒiʔi ɣ଎ýɛ́ 
send  tʰúmú thum tɔmɔ, sàà tōm túm ɨtōm etsàa təm ítóm tom twɔ́m 
walk  gwœœ̄ ́  ghine ʒìn yẽ yɛ̀n ɨyenɨ eghẽẽ̀ ̀ne, eghẽẽ̀ ̀te ʒɛnɛ íyẽ̏y jɨni íɣíní 
fall  égú  u  egu gò, turu fè gɔ̀k ɨgò, ɨbuʔə, 

ɨgòòr଎ ̀
ekwene gu ígə̏w turu ìkpənı́ ́ 

leave  tɑnını́ ́ ́ nyane ɲɛ̀n, sàà, ʃi nòʔ ɣə̀ʔ ɨnɔ̀ʔ (vi), 
ɨsàŋ (vt) 

edzə̌, elɔ̀ʔɔ, esǎ gi ? ñɛrɛ dòk 

fly  ɗɑ́ɤɑ̄lɑ́ ʒia fùrù firə̀ firɛ̀ ɨfìrə̀ ele pfumə ípə̀gə̀də̏ pɨɤɨ bɑ́rɑ́ 
pour  giœ gie pyɛ̀, tù, 

dɔɔrɔ, tsòʔ 
tù ʒi, ʧù ɨghatɨ, ɨfə̀ŋ, 

ɨcw଎ ̀
eb଎଎̀l̀e, etsə̀te gɛ ítȕ də tʃímíní 

strike  nɑ̊́nɑ́ wuru ʧwà, duru, 
nìmì, tim, 
wuru 

sōm súm ɨbèr଎,̀ ɨkò elene, etème, ewũũ kiɛ ifẽ (w. 
hand) 
ítə̀gə ̏ (w. 
stick) 
íʧȍ (w. 
hammer) 

fɛ bóʔ 

bite  númú nom nɔm nōm núm ɨnōm elũũ nim ínóm nom lwɔ́m 
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Gloss Ngoshie Basa Konda Ngwo Moghamo Ngamambu Meta’ Mundani Amasi Ngie Mengum Njen 
wash (tr.)  ʃú ʃukə sò, tsòʔ sò sōō ɨsò eʃǔ ʃø ísə̏w ʃuɡo sō 
split  sɑ́nɑ́ ʃane pàmà sōm sán ɨjàʔ etsi ʃan íwȁ (cut) 

íʃídáy 
(slice) 

təɔro sənı́ ́ 

give nàʔà nɑ̄ʔɑ́ na’a ndɛ̀ʔɛ̀ nàʔ nēʔ ɨjàʔ eŋa na’a ínȁʔ nɑʔɑ nɑ́ʔɑ́ 
steal  ōʤí ɛʤi ʤi ʤī ʤí ɨj଎̄ ekwaŋe, esə̀ʔte, etsɔ, 

evi 
ɔʤi íʤí dʒi tsóŋ 

squeeze  kʰɑ́mɑ́ cwɛri kam pāʔ mìn ɨmìn, ɨswèn ekãã, ewùʔu ʧwɛri ík଎ŋ́ kam mɛ́nɛ́ 
cultivate  tœ́mœ́ xhuli kiri wù níʔ, ɲíʔ ? eliʔi kli íwȕ tʃiri ílíʔí 
bury (tr.)  ni khiə kpa ɨwʔəŋɨ kpə̀ŋə́ ɨtweŋɨ etu nyii ítwẽ́y tue ítók 
burn (tr.)  só tɔnɔ sɔ̀ʔ tõ tɔ̀n ɨswèn (vi) 

ɨfɨə (vt) 
eʃɨɨ, ete ʃwɔɔŋ ítȕŋ biɡi ítóní 

eat dzɛ́k dzə́ ne nde ʤlə̄k dzə́k ɨjɨg ejɨ, ekwele ne íjə́g nik̚ ıʤ଎́ ́ 
drink núgí ndʒɑŋɑ ŋyɔ ŋwɔ nō nɔɔ́ ́  ɨnɔ̄ enu ŋwɔ ínúgə́ ñu ínók 
vomit I    zɛ̀ zẽi ə̀zɛ̀n ɨzèŋ eyaʔa  ízã̏y ʒəŋə  

vomit II  tɛʃɛ thu     etɨɨ thɔɔ   mɨtə́ 
suck I   ʃɔɔ ʃwa sō swén  esɔɔ ʃwɔ ísó dʒu  
suck II  nyuŋu    ɲɔ̀ɲ ɨnyɔ̄ŋ enyɔ    ɲɔ́ŋ 
spit (saliva)  thu kiu thumɛn tsēd tɔ̀k ɨcēd + mád ? thuu itu miyad* tu mɑ́t 
blow (on)  whua fuu fùù fə̄ fé ɨfə̄, ɨfòt଎,̀ 

ɨŋwì, ɨtɔ̄ŋ 
etɔ, efòte fɔɔ íf଎ ́ dʉ fə̂̂ 

swell  ɗampuku mwolu mɔ̀rɔ̀ mòd mòrò ɨbòbrə̀, ɨfò efùùle, efùte, ekɔʔɔ, 
emùùle 

miele ífə̏ miɡi mót 

give birth  bɛ be be gywi gwī ɨgyw଎ ́ ebi be ? biɡi íbí 
die fí eghu xhu ku kū pfú, kfú ɨkw଎̄ eleme, eŋèʔne, epfə kʉ íkú ku kú 
kill  ri ʒu ʒu pl. ʒudu zwʔeti ʒwìt଎ ́ ɨzwiirɨ ebùŋe, eliime, eyete, 

etsii, esɔɔ̀ ̀be 
ʒu ízwítí ʒuri zɛtı́ ́ 

push tsìnɛ́ ba’a dɛ’ɛ twàʔà tī tín ɨtin etene baah ítíní tini tɛnı́ ́ 
pull  ʃini gwɔ gòò sùŋ ʃùŋ ɨcòŋ, ɨsèr଎,̀ 

ɨmə̀n, ɨsɔ̀ŋg଎,̀ 
ɨpèŋg଎ ̀

esə̌ guu ígh଎̏ ɡoː íʃú 

sing  bhəghu bənetsa kwɔnɔ, 
kwɔrɔ 

zə̀ɔ zɔ̀ʔ ɨzə̀ʔ, ɨkwerɨ, 
ɨzɔ̀b 

ekɔɔ̃ ̃ kwɔn íkyúgáy nəʔə íkwɔnı́ ́ 

play (game)  mɛrɛ ʃinsan ʃi ǹtsàrá fēt fɛ̀rí fēd eyììte mwure ídə́w ɨɤɑn ıɣ଎́ ńdo 
be afraid  plaa afana bumu bɔ̄ bɔ́ ɨbɔ̄ etsə̀ʔa pale ? ɡuru íbɔ́ 
want  zama eme ke khə̀b kə̀p ɨkə̀b ekɨ biɛ ? tʃəŋ ଎ḱ଎́ ́
say ɣàmà, 

ɣ଎ ̀
dzama ga gà ɣà ɣà ɨɣà ekeele, eʃu game íghã̏y məɡə ísók 
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Gloss Ngoshie Basa Konda Ngwo Moghamo Ngamambu Meta’ Mundani Amasi Ngie Mengum Njen 
see  zɛnɛ zu ʒɔ zə̃, bāt zə̄ ɨzə̄ eye zɛ ínȅ ʒə../..zə zín 
show  mɛrɛ te tee ʧwèy ʧwìɣɛ́ ɨʧwe enyiʔte, enyɨʔte thee íté te tɛ̂̂ 
hear zɔ́k ʒu ʒu zo zōk zɔ́k ɨzō ezə ʒʉ ízə́w ʒok̚ ʒú 
know  enɛgɛ ekhi nɛɛ̀ ́ kèrɨ kyɛ̀rí ɨkyér଎ ́ eko nyae íkyáy krɨ íkərı́ ́ 
count táŋ ta ta ta thāŋ táŋ ɨkwàʔ, ɨtāŋ epã̌ phiɛ ítáŋ taŋ ípɛnı́ ́ 
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Items illustrating coherence of grouping. ‘head’, ‘tooth’, ‘tongue’, ‘ear’, ‘nose’, ‘neck’, ‘breast’ and many 
others. However, it is otherwise hard to see any coherent subgroups emerging from the present dataset. The 
Momo languages are thus treated as a a dialect linkage, pending further more detailed descriptions of 
individual languages. 
 

3. ‘Western Momo’ 

3.1 Which languages are part of this group? 

I have previously argued that Manta, Balo and Osatu form a group which is part of Tivoid, designated 
‘South Tivoid’. This seems to be erroneous and this group would be better included with ‘Western Momo’. 
However, Ambele is highly divergent (§3.) and probably needs a branch of its own. It seems very clear from 
these dataset that the name ‘Western Momo’ is essentially a geographical classification; these languages 
have no particular affinity with the Momo languages, except proximity. As a consequence, the name is 
misleading and should be discarded. Pending a more suitable name, it is here proposed to adopt the name 
Southwest Grassfields, which at least describes their location and the broader family of which they are a 
part. 

3.2 Individual languages 

The Western Momo languages are listed in Table 5 with ISO, alternate names, population and location. 
There are no named dialects and no literacy programmes recorded. 
 
Table 5. Western Momo languages, ISO, alternate names and location 

Lect ISO Other names Population Location 
Alunfa BQO   cf. Balo 
Atong ATO Etoh 4,200 (2000 

SIL) 
Northwest Province, Momo Division, extreme 
northwest Widikum-Menka Subdivision. 5 
villages 

Balo BQO  2,230 
(2000). 

South West Province, Manyu Division, Akwaya 
Subdivision 

Bantakpa MYG   cf. Manta 
Busam BXS  1,490 

(2000). 
North West Province, Momo Division, Batibo 
Subdivision, Bifang, Ambambo, and Dinku 
villages. 

Manta MYG Anta, Banta, 
Bantakpa, Kisam, 
Menta, Tinta 

5,300 (2001 
SIL). 

South West Province, Manyu Division northeast 
of Mamfe, from Mom border, Akwaya 
Subdivision, to Manta, Mamfe Subdivision. 
About 20 villages 

Menka MEA Mamwoh, Wando 
Bando 

5,200 (2000 
SIL). 

North West Province, Momo Division, 
Widikum-Menka Subdivision, west of 
Mbwengi, northwest of Batibo. 10 villages. 

Osatu OST Ihatum, Ossatu 400 (2002 
SIL). 

South West Province, Manyu Division, Akwaya 
Subdivision, southeast of Asumbo 

Tanka MYG   cf. Manta 
Source: adapted from Lewis (2009) and SIL unpublished wordlists 
 
The concept of Western Momo used in this paper is essentially novel, bringing together a group of languages 
previously assigned to different branches of Bantoid. My own previous work on Tivoid tried very hard to 
include Manta et al. with limited success. I have now revised my Tivoid paper to exclude these languages. 
Table 6 shows the previous classification of the lects here assigned to Western Momo and lists the 
bibliographic resources for languages; 
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Table 6. Bibliographic resources for Western Momo languages 

Lect Previous classification Resources 
Alunfa Tivoid SIL Wordlist 
Atong Western Momo Ayotte & Ayotte (2002) 
Balo Tivoid SIL Wordlist 
Bantakpa Tivoid SIL Wordlist 
Busam Western Momo SIL Wordlist 
Manta Tivoid Ayotte & Ayotte (2002) 
Menka Momo Ayotte & Ayotte (2002) 
Osatu Tivoid SIL Wordlist 
Tanka Tivoid SIL Wordlist 
 
It will be obvious that there is no data other than survey data for any of these languages. In the case of 
Manta, the wordlist adopted is that given for Manta II village. However, all the wordlists are very similar 
and this gives a good impression of this language. Spurious /ɑ/ has been corrected to /a/ and the infinitive 
prefixes ní- on verbs have been deleted.  

3.3 Comparative lexical data 

Table 7 shows a comparative wordlist of Western Momo. Also included is Ambele, although this paper will 
argue that Ambele should excluded from both Momo groups. 
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Table 7. Comparative Western Momo wordlist 
 

English Balo Alunfa Osatu Manta Bantakpa Tanka Menka Atong Busam Ambele 

mouth oɲu ɔnu ɔndo ɛ́-ɲúú /á- ɛɲu ɛnu adʒúm ndzú izúé enu 

eye iʃi ɛʃi iʃi ɛ́-ʃíí /á- ɛʃi ɛʃi ɪʃí ɪsí ɪsə́ esi 

head efɛ ɛfɛ ifi féē /fésii fii fee fi fi fi ʤi 

hair (on 
head) 

ɑʒuwe ɛɲɔsɔfɛ ogwɛ ɲɔ̂ŋ /ɲɔ̂ŋse ɲɔŋfii ɲontʃifee mwoŋ́ ̀  ɲôŋ ɲôŋ ʤɔnɔ 

tooth ɛʃɔ isɔ isɔ ɛ́-sɔ̌ŋ /á- ɛsɔɔŋ ɛsɔɔŋ ɪsóŋ ɪʃua isóŋ esáŋ 

tongue enɑme ɛnɛmɛ indɔ ɛ́-nɛ́méé /á- ɛnɛmi ɛnɛmɛ ɪlɛmı́ ́́  enɛmı́ ́ ɪlɛmnı́ ́́  eléma 

nose eɣi ɛyi izwi ɛ́-ʤíí /á- ɛʒi ɛʒwi ɪzwí ɪzwi ɪwí aɡí 

ear oto: ɔtuu ɔto ɛ́-tɔ́ŋéé /á- ɛtoŋi ɛtoŋe ɔtɔ́ŋnɔ etɔ́ŋní ɪtóŋní etú 

neck  ɔnme ɔŋwɛ ɔmi ɛ́-méè /á- ɛme ɛmɛ ɔmî emî amî ɡemi 

back of neck  ɔkwa’adze  ɛŋkwalme ɛŋkwalmi ɛkpaɾɛme ɛkwatmi    

throat  intu’tɛndɔŋə  anindoŋ anindoŋ anindoŋ ajua’a    

breast ebɛ ɛbɛ igbǝ ɛ́-bɔ́n /á- ɛbɔn ɛbɔn ɪbɔŋ́ ̄  ebɔ́n ɪbə́n eben 

arm / hand ɔbo ɔbvɔ ogbɔ ɛ́-bwɔɔ ́ ́ /á- ɛbwɔ ɛbwɔ ɔbú ɔbúʔɔ́ ɪbu ebó 

claw  eje aʤiɛ idzwɑ ɛ́-dzáá /á- ɛdza ʤiikwa ɪdʒá eʤəʔa akápi eɡíá 

nail  aʤiɛ  ɛ́-dzáá /á- ɛdza eʤə ɛdza    

leg eje ɛbvɛ ogu ɛ́-bâ /á- ɛnam ɛnam onaḿ ̀  ebuʔa apfɔɔ́ ̀   

foot  ɛɣenebuɛ  fiŋɛba ɛba ɛba ebajɛt   ɡeʤát 

buttock eʃiɣli ɔbvɛlɛʃili ɑtɑ ɛ́-kɛ́pɛɛ /á- aka’ni abokape ndʒù atʃándū ʤem ʃó 

belly ɑɲɑ aɲa ɑndɑ ɛ́-ɲáà /á- aɲa aɲa, ɛkɔt alíà aŋɡyá ɪdɔɔ́ ̀  ekót 

navel etu: ɛsuu itu ɛ́-túm /á- ɛtum ɛtum ɪtoŋ etwáŋ ɪtɔŋá etúmābát 

intestines / 
insides 

mbuʃi mvulaɲa okyɑndɑ mbùlàɲàà 
/mbùsàɲàà 

ɛmbulaɲa ɛmbulaɲa alia ntubaŋ̀ɡia ilɛ̂ beɡyâ 

blood ɔŋki ɔŋki ɔkyɛ ɛ́ntʃín ŋkin ɛŋkin ɔŋkń iŋkîn iŋkîn lekiŋ 

urine ɔdzɛsɛ ɔndzəsə ɑndzɛsi ɛ́ntsɛɛ ́ ̀
/ɛ́ntsɛ́ɛsi 

ntsɛ’ ɛnʧɛ ɔnʃinʃɛt nsɛt dìnʃɛ̀t leʃɛt 

bone eβu ɛɣʉu iwu ɛ́-wúú /á- aɣʉ aɣwu avú awúú avɔɔ ɡewú 

skin ɛgɔk ɛɲɔkɔ igovi ɲɛ́bà ɲabɔ ɲibɔ ɪdʒwɛ́p ŋɡóp, ekwa ŋɡɔ́p ɡbɛ 

wing ɔfɔ ɔkpwihɛ opik ɛ́-páwlə ̀ /á- apale apabəɾi abábli epábli abáblì bebáb 

feather odzuwe ɔkpwihɛ opilɛ é-vî /á- evi ɛʒi ɔwi ijali ɪwɔɔ́ ́  etáŋ 
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horn ofo ɔfuu ovu ɛ́-fɔ̂ŋ /á- efɔŋ ɛfɔŋ afɔ̀ŋ efôɔ ndɔŋ sáŋ 

tail oke oki oki é-tʃɛ ̂ /á- ekiɛ ɛkɛ ɔkwi ekí ɪkpí ekpí 

human 
being 

owɑʔ owɔ ɔndu vɛ̂/bɛ̂ bvɛ’ vɛ’ wɛt wɛ wɔɔ́ ̀ t enɔ̀t 

man (male) wɑnɔ wanɔ olwɑndǝ ɛ̀-wânɔ́m /ø- onom vanom jalɔḿ wanɔ́m alòḿ bɔnɔ̀t 

woman wɑɣi wayɛ ɔwundu ɛ̀-wâyɛɛ ́ ́ /ø- oyɛ vaɣ\ɛ jajo waje ajǐ benót 

husband onɔ onɔ ɔndo ɛ́-nɔ́m /mà- ɛnom ɛnom ɔluḿ nòm alòḿ eʤòm 

child owɑ owa wɑ và/bɥá va vəfu ìtsán wafe wá wán 

name oko okʉ okɔ ɛ́-kúm /á- ɛkʉm ɛkʉm okúmú ekúm ɪkúm eɡıɛ́ ́t 

sky eyɔʔ ɛyɔ iʤo ɛ́zɔɔ́ ́  ɛʒoo’ ɛʒɔ’ ɪdʒúbú ezɔ́ ajɔblí ebólá 

night ɲicu nunʧu ifu áfúù ɛtʉ’ ɛtʉ’ idʒúp etú afúùp betúp 

moon otɔ otɔɔ otɑ ɛ́-tâŋ /á- ɛtaŋŋ ɛtaŋŋ otáŋ etá ɪŋwí etáŋ 

sun tɛcwi ʧwɛ iʤɔndo ɛ́púm zɔɔ ɛpumtsi əpumətʃwe ɔŋpúm mpúm, dintʃwi ɪjə́bə́ ɡeʤí 

wind ofɔ ofɔɔ ohǝ ɛ́fɔɔ́ ́  kəfufu kəfufu nɡùm nɡùm nɡòm ɡéɣə́ 

cloud embɑsi mba’si mbɑsi ɛ̀mámɔɔ̀ ̀  ŋgu’si əmɔmɔ mbàrè mba mpa ɡémɔk 

dew imbɑsi amɔ’ ndwɔsi ámáà amɔ’ amɔ’ amɔ́ ʤıɛ̀ ̀  amê awóp 

rain ebo ɛbu ivo ɛ́bɔɔ́ ́  ɛbɔ ɛbɔ ebuó ebúɦɔ́ ebú émwa 

ground tɛtsɑ tetsa itwɔ tʃwáà ʧwaa ʧwaa tʃwàp tswàp toɔ́ ̀  ɡə́tap 

sand tɛnʃisi teʃinʃe minzɛnzɛsi ɛ́tínsɛɛ́ ́  ɛtinʃe ɛtinʃe osó sé ɪsí láŋí 

path egli wagli ɛji ɛ́ʒyâ /á- vagʉ gʉ jakuɡi wajaɡi ɪpɔ́ɔ aɡia 

water ɔmwɔ omuɔ ɔmwɔ mɥáà mua mua mwā ʒuɦɔ́ ɪŋɡû émwa 

stream 
(river) 

edzwɔ iʤwɔ iʤwɔ ʤɥáà vaʤʉa ʤua ʒà waʒuɦó, ʤiga ɪlû alaut 

house enɔʔ ɛnɔ ito múnaa 
/músinaa 

nɔɔ’ naa’ lɔp ndɔ́p ɪké ɡiʉ 

fire owisi owuʃi owusi ɛ́víi /á- ɛvi’ ɛvii’ ɔvít ewi ɪvə́t ewu 

firewood owɛ owɛɛ ɑyɛ ɛ́-vɛ́ŋ /á- əvɛŋ əvɛŋ oviŋ́ ewe ɪjuɛ́ ́n awen 

smoke ɑɲɛʔ aŋyɛ ɔndiʔi áɲíí aŋi aŋi alí aŋɡi ɪzə́ aɡɨk 

ash ɔncwɔ oncwɔ ɑntɔ ɛ́ntwɔsi ntwɔsi ntwusɛ’ ontʃúó ntuɣɔ itú letɔ 

knife ɔfwɛ ofwɛ ɔxyɑ wéefɛ /bɥífɛ̀ vafɛ ɛfɛ ɪtó nkúlɔ wantɨ alitɔ́ 

rope odzuwi owii oyi ɛ́ɣɔ́ɔ /á- ɛɣɔ ɛɣɔ oɡwɔ́ eɣó ɪjɨ eɣō 

spear eɣɔ ɛɣɔɔ iwɔ ɛ́-ɣɔ̂ŋ /á- ɛɣoŋ ɛɣoŋ iwoŋ́ ewá ɪwǒn ɡebam̀ 
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war (fight) obli obli wunɔ bíí-ø /-sí be’ bi’ bít bít jwɛɛ́ ́t bít 

animal  kecu  ɲâm/ɲâŋsí ɲam ɲam ɲam̀ ̀  ɲam ɲá ɲàm 

meat ɛɲɑ ɛɲa iɲɑ ɲâm/ɲâŋsí ɲam ɲam ɲam̀ ̀     

dog ebo ɛbu ɛgbo ø-mámʒa /ɛ́- omia mamia bú bu bú bu 

elephant ɛnsoʔ ɛnsu kinǝmi ɛ̀nsɔ ̀ /-sí nso’ nsɔ’ isɔ̀ nsò suʔ sɔ̀k 

goat ebwi ɛlve ibu bíi-ø /-sí bi bii bí wi ʤɛ́ wì 

bird tonɔni tunɔɔni fiyiɲɔ ɛ́-nɔ̂n /á- ɛnɔn ɛnəŋ ɔnɛ́n enɔn ɪnɔnɔ́ ánòn 

tortoise  ɛmbɔ megwɛ ɛ̀mbáá-ø /-sí mbɔ’ mbɔ’ kwámbɔ̄ mbɔ mbə mbə 

snake eʤwɔ ɛʤwɔ ɛdzɔ ʤwɔ́-ø /-sí ʤwo ʤwo dʒuɔ́ ́  ʤuɦɔ́ ʤú ʤɔ 

fish ɛsu ɛʃuu iʃi ʃú-ø /-sí ʃu ʃu ʃú ʃwi sùé sú 

louse eklɑmbɑ akalaŋgba egu ʤíi-ø /-sí gi gbi asá ɡwití ʤwɛ́t ɡwet 

egg ekɔnɔ ɛkɔnɔkɔ ikǝnǝ ɛ́kɔ̂n /á- ɛkɔn ɛkɔn ekón ekón ɪɡʉ̂ ɛ́ɡu 

tree eti ɛte iti ɛ́-títíí /á- atiti atiti etí até ajɛ́t ɡeɡjɛ́t 

bark egɔʔ ɛgɔʔ ego gɔ́ɔ goo’ gɔ’  nɡop ngop ɡɔp 

leaf ɛfuwubwe ɛfuubwɛ ifuwɛ ɛ́fúbʒɛ̀n ɛfu efubjaŋ efúrú efútí ɪfə́ éwú 

root ǝkɔ okɔɔ okɑ ɛ́kâŋ ɛkaŋ ɛkaŋ okaŋ́ ŋkà ɪkanə́ ékaŋ 

salt ɔmwɑ omwa ɔŋmɑ mʒáŋ miaŋ miaŋ miaŋ̄ myá ɪŋbáŋ máŋ 

fat ɔmfɔ mfɔsi ohɔ ɛ́mfwám nfwam nfwam difám mfwam difám lawám 

hunger 
(general) 

edzɔw ɛʤɔɔ iʤɔ tsɔ̂ŋ tʃoŋ tʃoŋ tsón tswá ŋɡáń ŋɡáń 

  ɛdzɔɔ  afwan afwan afwan tsoŋ ɲam    

iron (metal) etɛnɛ atɛne itǝnǝ átɔ́nɔ́ atɔnɔ atɔnɔ ańtɛn ʒɔm, atono antən ɡesɛ́n 

one    ébíŋ ɛbiŋ abiŋ abíŋ ebvəŋ  abú 

one II yimɔʔ yimɔ’ inimɔ     ɡemɔ amɔ  

two bofɛ: bufɛɛ mihɛ ɛ́fɛɛ́ ́  ɛfɛ ɛfɛ ɔfè bejí ɪfé efiɡe 

three botyɑʔ buca’ mityɑ ɛ̀táá ɛtaa’ eta’ ɔtát betát ɪtát etíá 

four boɲi: buŋii miɲi èɲìì ɛŋi ɛŋi ɔɲì beɲì ɪɲì enjì 

five botɑ buta mitɑ ɛ́tâŋ ɛtan ɛtan otsàn betón ɪtòn etan 

six otɔnɔti otɔnɔti mititi: ètʒètíí ɛtiɛti ɛtiete datí belendát blendàt etyedí 

seven osɑmbwɛ osɔmbwɛ mititinɛnmɔ èsàmbáá ɛsamba ɛsamba datinɔmwc belendátɔmɔ, 
esamboɣa 

blendàtimɔ saubwə́ 

eight oɲiɲi oŋiŋii minini: èɲìníí ɛŋini ɛŋini iɲí beliɲi bleŋí enjiní 
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nine oɲiɲiɲi:yimɔʔ oŋiŋiinəwumɔ minini:nɛnimɔ èɲìníbìŋ ɛŋininebiŋ ɛŋinibiŋ iɲinɔmɔ beliɲinɔmɔ bleŋíimɔ njinɑbú ́  

ten ofwɑʔ ofwa mifɔ ɛ̀fwáá ɛfwaa ɛfwa’ ifuɔ́t bewat ɪfót efua 

come eyɑʔ ya ɔʃi záá ʒa’a ʒa’a zá ʤɨe jeɛ bá 

send (s.o.) etɔ sɛ osɑlɑ tɔm tom tɔm tɔ́mɔ́ tom ndù ɡɛtɔ̄m 

walk emɑyinɛ yɛnɛ oci ʤìnì ʒini ʒina dʒiní iʤíni ɲɛ̀nɛ̀ ɡɛŋɡɨ 

fall etili ʧili ɔgbǝ tili tili təli iʃírí ntírí nʃù ɡɛŋʃit 

leave edi sɛ ɔvɛkɑ faa dɛ’ɛ dɛ’ɛ zó tsifō ndù éndo 

fly efwili fulɛ ɔfuli fùlé fuli fuɾi flí flô ntàlì ɡɛwuli 

pour etili ŋiti ɔhɑti daŋke tuu tu dɔŋɡu ɡiɦi fí ɡɛsale 

strike epɔnɔ ɛgwala ɔcɑti vile vili uli swóm tʃɛ̌ swám ɡɛnkya 

bite ɛnɔ nɔ ɔndo nɔm nom nɔm lɔ́mɔ́ nóm lóm ɡɛɡyɔm 

wash (tr.) eso ʃu ɔsovi sòò ʃuu ʃu sú sǔ sù ɡɛsú 

split (wood) eyɑʔ yake ɔzɑki zaa ʒa’ ʒa’ netí ʤati nʒátí ɡɛʤat 

give onɑʔ naa ɔnɑ nàà na’ na’ nahá kwɔ̀, ɲa naha ɡenak 

steal edzi oʤi ɔʤi ʤii ɛʤi ɛʤi odʒí ʤi nzye ɡedzī 

squeeze enmɛti ŋaamɛ ɔŋmɛti ŋámé ŋami ŋame tʃwɛrì tʃwɛni, ɲame ntɛri ɡɛkam 

cultivate epoʔ ɛpwɔ’ ɔkwiʔki ʃìì ʃi’i ʃu’i dʒiné puɣɔ́, kili nʤən ɡɛndiŋ 

bury (t.) ɛnwi ɲii wɛndɛ ɲìì ŋii nəŋi luɛ́ nzwé zə́ ɡɛ́ŋɡi 

burn (t.) eyɔʔ yɔ wɔʤɔ ʤwàà ʒwaa’ ʒwo’ dʒwahá ʤwaɣá nʒahi ɡɛnʤɔk 

eat eni ne ɔndi ɲii ŋi nəŋi li ndi l଎ ́ ɡɛlɨ 

drink enwɔɣ ŋwɔ oyɔ ɲɔŋ ŋoŋ ɲoŋ ŋwó ŋwá nzóŋ ɡɛnʤaŋ 

vomit I    zɛ̀ŋ ʒɛŋ aʒɛn dʒɔŋú azɛɣɛ nzən ɡɛʤiɛn 

vomit II eyɛ yɛ oyɛ        

suck  ʃɔɔti  ʃwàtí ʒwati ʃwə tʃwá tʃwa nʒa ɡɛsa 

suck II enwɔɣ  oyɔ      nsɔ  

spit (saliva) etu onʧwa otuti tù thu thu ntuʃá fɛm, tʃu ntʃuɛ ɡɛtu 

blow (on) eyɛni fete oweti fɔɔti fɔ fɔ fuɔ fɛ́ɛti fʉe ɡɛfəə 

swell emɔʔ imɔlɔ omwɔ mwɔ̀ amu’ mɔ’ mí mwɔr, fɔli ɲiɛ ɡɛkwi 

give birth ebe ube ogbɔ be be be bí bì mbì ɡɛwiɛ 

die eku kpu oku kù kʉ kʉ ifú efú mfɔ̀ ɡɛnkù 

kill eyi yi oʤwi ʤìì ʒi ʒwi dʒwi eʤwi nʒɛti ɡɛmbɔŋɡɛ 

push etini teni okpɛsi bwɔ̀n tin tini tilí tíŋ mpahi ɡɛtiŋi 
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pull egor gʉu oɣwɔ gɔ̀ go wɔ ŋɡwó ŋɡwo ŋɡwíí ɡɛwɔ 

sing ekpɑ kpana ogbɑ kpàn kpan kpan ʃuɔ́ ́  kwáná su ɡɛkɔ́ŋ 

play (game) epokesɑ kɛsa oto pùkìsà kesa kesa oʃwám atwám nkomatu ɡɛsàà 

be afraid epɑʔ ofɔ otyɛ bùmə̀fàà ɛfɔ efo bamú búm mvʉti ɡɛŋɡula 

want emedoʔ ɣɔɔ oʤɑ nàà ki kiə ki kye nkìŋ bɛŋkɔŋɔ 

say egɑ ga oʃili tsɔɔ tso tʃɔ’ mɔ́ɔ mɔ̀ɣɔ̀ jim batáɣɔ́ 

see egɑ bwa ovɔ zaa zɔ zɔn bwá zɔ́ jɛ́n ɡɛɓwaŋ 

show etɑʔɑli taali otɑʔɑ ti te te tí te nté ɡɛntɛdi 

hear eyo gu owuti zuu ʒu ʒu ʒú ʤú nʤù ɡɛnʤù 

know ekɑbe kabe okɔkǝ kɔ̀wi kai kabe kabí zo, kyaβa nkabi ɡɛkabi 

count epi: pii oxɔlǝ pɛ̀ bu pɛ pɛ piɣé mpi ɡeḿpe 
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3.4 Subclassification and coherence 

The proposed SW Grassfields has numerous lexemes shared between all lects shown in Table 7. These 
include ‘eye’, ‘head’, ‘tooth’, ‘nose’, ‘ear’, ‘neck’, ‘breast’, ‘arm,’ and many others. Many of these are part 
of the larger lexical stock of Grassfields, but overall this is indicative of group coherence. The distinctive 
differences with Momo can be seen by the divergent roots for many basic lexical items. Thus ‘mouth’, 
‘head’, ‘eye’, ‘nose’, ‘claw’, belly’, intestines’, ‘horn’ and many others have a quite different root. 
 
In terms of the internal classification of SW Grassfields, the similarities between lects make this difficult to 
assess in detail. However, some aspects of subgrouping can be established. Busam is clearly the most remote 
member of the group, with non-cognate lexemes for ‘claw’, ‘leg’, ‘belly’, ‘horn’, ‘sun’, ‘stream’, ‘house’, 
‘firewood’, ‘rope’, ‘war’, ‘goat’, ‘egg’, ‘tree’, ‘salt’, ‘hunger’, ‘send’, ‘fall’, ‘fly’, ‘drink’, ‘swell’, and 
‘push’. Menka, Atong and Busam may form an outlier, sharing lexemes for ‘mouth’, ‘wind’, ‘spear’, ‘die’. 
However, this number is low compared with the divergent lexemes of Busam and thus this may be either a 
contact effect or parallel common inheritance. Manta, Tanka and Bantakpa appear to form a subgroup, 
exclusively sharing lexemes for ‘skin’, ‘dog’ and ‘nine’. Balo and Alunfa form a subset, although they do 
not show distinctive lexical innovations, but because the forms of individual items are very close to one 
another. See, for example, the word for ‘one’. With this in mind, the following tentative ‘tree’ is offered for 
SW Grassfields (Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2. Internal classification of SW Grassfields 

Proto- Southwest Grassfields 

Busam 

Atong Menka 

Manta Bantakpa Tanka 

Osatu 

Balo Alunfa 

 
 

4. The puzzle of Ambele 

The Ethnologue (2009) lists Western Momo as having three lects, Ambele, Atong and Busam. Ambele, 
spoken in 11 villages in Momo Division, North West Province, Cameroun by some 2600 speakers in 2000. 
Nganganu (2001) states that the speakers know the language as Lɛ̀mbɛ̀llà. The etymology of this name is 
said to refer to a species of red ant met by the Ambele in the course of their migrations. She also mentions 
that the language is severely threatened as speakers are switching to Betieku and Menka and estimates there 
may be less than 1000 speakers in an ethnic group of 6-8000. The survey by Ayotte and Ayotte (2002) states 
clearly that its lexicostatistical counts with Western Momo are as low as with other quite different language 
families in the immediate area.  
 
The first published data on Ambele may be Jungraithmayr & Funck (1975) and there are otherwise the 
wordlists appended to Ayotte and Ayotte (2002). Nganganu (2001), a study of Ambele phonology, may well 
be the only extended linguistic material of the language. Even from these limited sources, many unusual 
lexical items can be detected that are cognate neither with the relevant items in neighbouring languages, nor 
with broader Niger-Congo. Some, like the word for ‘person’ appear to be old lexical retentions. Table 8 
shows a sample of these extracted from the first half of the wordlist. 
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Table 8. Some Ambele lexical innovations 

Gloss Ambele 
nose agi 
leg ɡeʤát 
belly ekót 
intestines beɡíà 
skin gbə 
feather etáŋ 
horn sáŋ 
person enɔ̀t 
name egyɛ́t 
sky ebólá 
cloud gémɔk 
dew awóp 
ground gə́tap 
Source: SIL unpublished wordlists 

 
Innovations in such fundamental vocabulary suggest strongly that Ambele has adapted its lexicon from now-
vanished predecessor languages. Ambele is clearly distinctive, although it has cognate lexemes with Tivoid. 
It does share classic Grassfields roots such as the word for ‘tooth’, so it is tentatively placed as a parallel 
branch to ‘narrow’ Grassfields. 

5. Conclusion: restructuring Grassfields  

If Momo and SW Grassfields constitute two distinct branches of Grassfields, how do they fit into the larger 
picture? Both retain some of the distinctive lexemes that characterise Grassfields, notably the *-soŋ root for 
‘tooth’. Ambele has so many unusual lexemes in its basic vocabulary, as to suggest it is co-ordinate with 
what can be called here ‘Narrow’ Grassfields. Its similarities with its SW Grassfields neighbours are thus 
treated as contact phenomena. With these reservations, Figure 3 shows a tentative new classification of 
Grassfields.  
 
Figure 3.Grassfields languages 

 

Proto-Narrow Grassfields 

Momo Ring 

South East Centre West 

Ndemli ? Eastern = 
Mbam-Nkam 

Ambele 

SW Grassfields 
‘Western Momo’ 

Menchum 

Nun Nkambe Ngemba Bamileke 
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