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LOCUST INVASIONS IN NORTHERN GHANA IN THE 1930s 
 
 

Holger Weiss 

Åbo Akademi University, Finland 
 

 
 
Starting in 1928, many regions in the Sudan and Sahel savannah suffered 
for more than one decade from the “West African locust plague”. In the 
French Soudan, the locust plague caused food shortages and outright 
famines. In Northern Nigeria and Niger, the combination of locust inva-
sions, drought and colonial policies resulted in the severe famine of 1930-
31.1 Investigations by entomologists soon revealed that the locust plague 
had been caused by an outbreak of the African Migratory Locust (Locusta 
migratoria migratorioides) in the flood plains of the middle River Niger in 
1928. By the early the 1930s, the infestation had spread all over the West 
African savannah and swarms were reported in the Anglo-Egyptian Su-
dan, Kenya and Belgian Congo.2 In addition to the eastward spread, there 
was a southward spread of the Migratory Locust during the 1930s, result-
ing in the infestation of most of Eastern and Central Africa, see Map 1.3 

                                                           
1 Finn Fuglestad, ‘La famine de 1931 au Niger: réflexion autour d’une catastrophe 
naturelle’, Revue Française d’Histoire d’Outre-Mer, LXI:222 (1974), pp. 18–33; G. Jan 
Van Apeldoorn, Perspectives on Drought and Famine in Nigeria (London, Boston 
and Sydney: George Allen and Unwin, 1978), pp. 36–37; Michael Watts, Silent Vi-
olence: Food, Famine, and Peasantry in Northern Nigeria (Berkeley, Cal.: California 
University Press, 1983), p. 320; Alpha Boureima Gado, Une histoire des famines au 
Sahel. Étude des grandes crises alimentaires (XIXe-XXe siècles) ((Paris: L’Harmattan, 
1993). 
2 G. Bouet, ‘Recherches et travaux de la mission française en A.O.F. Etat ctuel du 
problem des acridiens migrateurs en Afrique’, Revue de botanique applicuée et agri-
culture colonial, 16:173 (1936), pp. 1–27; Anne Batten, ‘Seasonal movements of 
swarms of locust migratoria migratorioides (R. & F.) in Western Africa in 1928 to 
1931’, Bulletin of Entomological Research, 57:3 (1967), pp. 357–380. 
3 Elizabeth Betts, ‘Outbreaks of the African migratory locust (Locusta migratoria 
migratorioides) since 1871’, Anti-Locust Memoirs, 6 (London: Anti-Locust Research 
Centre, 1961), pp. 1–21; A. Batten, ‘The course of the last major plague of the Afri-
can migratory locust, 1928 to 1941’, FAO Plant Protection Bulletin, 14 (1966), pp. 1–
16. 



Holger Weiss 72 

 The Migratory Locust plague ended in West Africa in 1941. Since then 
there have been no large-scale outbreaks of this particular specie. The 
memory of its visitations has faded and the African Migratory Locust has 
been confined to recession areas in the inner delta of the River Niger in 
Mali and in the Lake Chad Basin as well as in parts of the Sudan, Ethiopia 
and Angola.4 On the other hand, oral and historical data suggests that the 
African Migratory Locust had occasionally invaded large areas in West 
Africa during previous centuries. In comparison with earlier infestations 
of African Migratory Locusts, the outbreak and invasion of the 1930s 
plague indicates a threshold between precolonial and postcolonial condi-
tions. Due to large-scale use of pesticides and agricultural modernization, 
large-scale outbreaks of gregarious African Migratory Locusts seem to 
have been checked. Entomological investigations started soon after the 
first invasions, but research abated when large-scale outbreaks disap-
peared in the 1940s.5 Consequently, while the life cycle, seasonal breed-

                                                           
4 A. Steedman (eds.), Locust Handbook, Third Edition (Chatham: Natural Re-
sources Institute, 1990), available on the internet at http://www.nzdl.org. I have 
consulted the internet version of the Handbook. 
5 The Origin of the Present Outbreak of the African Migratory Locust, Locusta migrato-
ria migratorioides (Reiche and Fairmaire) in Africa and the Prevention of Future Out-
breaks. Fourth International Locust Conference (London, 1936). 

http://www.nzdl.org/
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ing, habitats and migrations of solitarious African Migratory Locusts dur-
ing recession periods has been closely investigated,6 there exists only a 
few studies on outbreaks other than the locust plague of the 1930s.7 
 This article discusses the impact and effect of the African Migratory Lo-
cust invasion of the 1930s in the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast, 
i.e., present-day northern Ghana. The region was hard hit by the locust 
plague; both adult swarms and hopper bands caused annually much 
havoc and destruction of crops. In some years, the swarms and hopper 
bands even moved further south and appeared on the coast. The south-
ward extension seems to be a distinctive feature of the African Migratory 
Locust. In contrast, the Desert Locust (Schistocerca Gregaria) rarely invades 
regions as far south as northern Ghana and has never been reported fur-
ther to the south. Although the initial invasion was discussed in colonial 
agricultural publications,8 an overall assessment of the infestation has 

                                                           
6 M.J. Norris, ‘Reproduction in the African migratory locust (Locusta migratoria 
migratorioides R. & F.) in relation to density and phase’, Anti-Locust Bulletin, 6 
(London: Anti-Locust Research Centre, 1950), pp. 1–50; J.T. Davey, ‘A preliminary 
note on seasonal movements of the African migratory locust in the solitary 
phase’, Locusta, 3 (Paris: Organisation internationale contre le Criquet mirgateur 
africain, 1955), pp. 1–14; J.T. Davey, ‘The African migratory locust (Locusta migra-
toria migratoriodes Rch & Frm., Orth) in the Central Niger Delta. Part one. Climate 
and vegetation’, Locusta, 5 (Paris: Organisation internationale contre le Criquet 
mirgateur africain, 1957), pp. 1–115; J.T. Davey and H.B. Johnston, ‘The African 
migratory locust (Locusta migratoria migratorioides R. & F.) in Nigeria’, Anti-Lo-
cust Bulletin, 22 (London: Anti-Locust Research Centre, 1956), pp. 1–91; J.T. 
Davey, ‘The African migratory locust (Locusta migratoria migratoriodes Rch & Frm., 
Orth) in the Central Niger Delta. Part two. The ecology of Locusta in the semi-arid 
lands and seasonal movements of populations’, Locusta, 7 (Paris: Organisation in-
ternationale contre le Criquet mirgateur africain, 1959), pp. 1–180; R.A. Farrow, 
‘The African migratory locust in its main outbreak areas of the Middle Niger. 
Quantitative studies of solitary populations in relation to environmental factors’, 
Locusta, 11 (Paris: Organisation internationale contre le Criquet mirgateur afri-
cain, 1975), pp. 1–198. 
7 On the 1930s plague, see Batten, ‘The course of the last major plague’ and Bat-
ten, ‘Seasonal movements of swarms’. For an overview, see Betts, ‘Outbreaks of 
the African migratory locust’. For recent outbreaks, see G. Balança, P.-E. Gay, T. 
Rachadi and M. Lecoq, ‘Interpretation of recent outbreaks of the migratory locust 
Locusta migratoria migratorioides (Reiche and Fairmaire, 1850) [Orthoptera, 
Acrididae] in Lake Chad Basin according to rainfall data’, Journal of Orthoptera Re-
search, 8 (1999), pp. 83–92. 
8 W. Cook, ‘The recent locust invasion of the Northern Territories, Ashanti, Togo-
land and Trans-Volta, with notes on the Life-history and control of locust’, Bulle-
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never been conducted. The first objective is, therefore, to chart the local 
and regional extension and responses to the infestation in northern Ghana 
by examining colonial records archived in Ghana and Britain, such as var-
ious Informal Diaries and Annual Reports from the Districts, Divisions 
and Provinces of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast as well as 
reports and assessments produced by the Agricultural Officers and colo-
nial authorities. The second objective is to examine the various activities 
to mitigate the negative effects of the locust plague. Neither locusts nor 
the irregularities of rainfall halted at colonial boundaries. Investigations 
on the movement of locusts have shown that due to certain ecological and 
climatic constrains, the various locust species in West Africa tend to form 
huge swarms and move over large stretches in the savannah both in an 
east-west and a north-south direction. Not surprisingly, neither the 
Guinea savannah nor even some coastal regions, such as the coastal plains 
in present-day Ghana, have been free from their visitations.   
 
On Locusts and Grasshoppers 
Grasshoppers are found on all continents except Antarctica. In Africa as 
well as in Asia, Australia, and South and Central America, some grass-
hoppers are called locusts.9 The African Migratory Locust and the Desert 
Locust belong to the insect family known as Acrididae, which includes 
most of the short-horned grasshoppers. The African Migratory Locust is 
a subspecies of the Locusta migratoria (subfamily Oedipodinae) and is 
distributed over all grasslands in Africa, Eurasia, Australia and New Zea-
land.10 While the term grasshopper refers to small to medium sized in-
sects, the term locust refers to insects larger than 10 cm.11 Another differ-
ence is that locusts display phase polymorphism, i.e., they have the ability 

                                                           
tin of the Agricultural Department of the Gold Coast, 22 (1930), pp. 308–330; G.S. Cot-
terell, ‘The occurrence of the migratory locust (Locusta migratoria migratori-
oides) in the Gold Coast and its dependencies during 1930’, Bulletin of the Agricul-
tural Department of the Gold Coast 23 (1930), pp. 255–281. 
9 John L. Capinera, ‘Grasshoppers and locust pests in Africa’ in John L. Capinera 
(ed.), Encyclopedia of Entomology, Second Edition, Vol. 4 (Dordrecht and Heidel-
berg: Springer, 2008), p. 1666. 
10 M-P. Chapuis, M. Lecoq, Y. Michalakis, A. Loiseau, G.A. Sword, S. Piry and A. 
Estoup, ‘Do outbreaks affect genetic population structure? A worldwide survey 
in locusta migratoria, a pest plagued by microsatellite null alleles’, Molecular Ecol-
ogy, 17 (2008), pp. 3640–3653. 
11 María Irene Hernández-Zul, Juan Angel Quijano-Carranza, Ricardo Yañez-
López, Irineo Torres-Pacheco, Ramón Guevara-Gónzalez, Enrique Rico-García, 
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to change their behaviour and physiology in response to changes in den-
sity. When locusts are present at low densities, the individuals are solitar-
ious. As their number increases, they cluster into dense groups and be-
come gregarious. The transition from one to the other phase is termed 
transiens; if locusts are on the increase, they are referred to as congreans. 
On the other hand, if they are on the decrease, they are termed dissocians. 
An immature locust is termed fledgling. Adult gregarious locust form 
swarms while nonflying nymphs or hoppers can form bands, i.e., hopper 
bands.12  

There are three species of locusts which have throughout the period of 
historical recording caused the most widespread havoc in Africa south of 
the Sahara: the Desert Locust, the African Migratory Locust and the Red 
Locust (Nomadacris septemfasciata). Severe plagues and invasions of all 
three species occurred in Africa during the late 1920s and early 1930s. As 
a result, international attention was directed in both identifying outbreak 
areas as well as to develop effective control mechanisms. Initially, atten-
tion was solely focussed on the Desert Locust. After a large-scale outbreak 
of the Desert Locust in 1926, the British Government appointed a Locust 
Sub-committee of the Committee of Civil Research and launched investi-
gations to check the plague. In 1930, the committee was reorganized as 
the Committee on Locust Control under the Economic Advisory Council. 
In September 1931, the Italian Government organized the First Interna-
tional Locust Conference in Rome. The main outcome of the conference 
was the call for further investigations on the Desert Locust and the Impe-
rial Institute of Entomology in London was designated as the interna-
tional centre for information on locusts. At this point it was realized that 
the African continent was not only infested by Desert Locusts but also hit 
by large-scale invasions of African Migratory Locusts and, in Eastern and 
Southern Africa, by Red Locusts. As a consequence, the Committee on 
Locust Control directed its attention also on the two other species of lo-
custs.13 From this point onwards, a distinction was made between the lo-
cust species that were on the move. 

The Desert Locust is to be found in the arid and semi-arid regions in 
Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and South-West Asia. The species has the 

                                                           
Adriana Elena Castro-Ramírez and Rosalía Virginia Ocampo-Velásquez, ‘Ele-
ments for the sustainable management of acridoids of importance in agriculture’, 
African Journal of Agricultural Research, 7:2 (2012), p. 143. 
12 P.M. Symmons and K. Cressman, Desert Locust Guidelines, Second Edition 
(Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2001), pp. 3–5. 
13 H.B. Johnston and D.R. Buxton, Field Observations on Locusts in Eastern Africa. 
Anti-Locust Bulletin 5 (London: Anti-Locust Research Centre, 1949), p. 4. 
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potential to invade an area of some 29 million km2, affecting countries on 
the African and Asian continent and damaging the livelihood of more 
than a tenth of the world’s population.14 Although the Desert Locust is 
known to have invaded areas south of the West African Sahel, reported 
invasions have been relatively rare in Ghana throughout the twentieth 
century. In fact, invading Desert Locust swarms were reported in Ghana 
only during four years: 1918, 1944, 1957 and 1959.15 Other data seems even 
to indicate that these swarms did only pass over the country as no hopper 
bands were reported.16 It is therefore likely that notes on locust invasions 
in precolonial documents and texts from the Gold Coast do not refer to 
this specific specie.   

The Red Locust is common in Eastern Africa and is not known to have 
ever invaded the Guinea savannah regions of Western Africa. On the 
other hand, Red Locusts were identified in the Lake Chad basin in 1931 
and invaded northern Nigeria, northern Cameroon, Niger and Chad.17 
Red Locust populations have also been spotted in the inner delta of River 
Niger and the areas is regarded as a potential outbreak area.18 
 The African Migratory Locust is restricted to a few breeding areas dur-
ing recession years, namely the inner delta of River Niger, the Lake Chad 
basin and the Blue Nile Region in the Sudan, although the two last men-
tioned regions are less favourable for gregarisation and dramatic popula-
tion upsurges.19 Invasions of the Migratory Locusts in West Africa are 
closely linked to climate factors such as temperature and rainfall as well 

                                                           
14 ‘Desert locust – Schistocerca gregaria’, in Steedman (ed.), Locust Handbook; Sym-
mons and Cressman, Desert Locust Guidelines, p. 8.  
15 Z. Waloff, The Upsurges and Recessions of the Desert Locust Plague: An Historical 
Survey. Anti-Locust Memoir 8 (London: Anti-Locust Research Centre, 1966), p.22 
Table 1 Distribution of Desert Locust Swarms. 
16 ‘Figure 1. Grid squares infested with hopper bands 1930-1964 (grey) and 1965-
1999 (black) indicating results of plague prevention in the recesion area from 
1965’ in J.I. Magor, P. Ceccato, H.M. Dobson, J. Pender and L. Ritchie, Prepared-
ness to Prevent Desert Locust Plagues in the Central Region, An Historical Review. Part 
2. Appendices, Prepared for EMPRESS Central Region (Rome: FAO, 2007). 
17 Batten, ‘Seasonal movements of swarms’, p. 360. 
18 ‘Red locust – Nomadacris septemfasciata’ in Steedman (eds.), Locust Handbook. 
On the 1930s Red Locust plague, see further V. Morant, ‘Migrations and breeding 
of the red locust (Nomadacris septemfasciata Serville) in Africa, 1927-1945’, Anti-Lo-
cust Memoirs, 2 (London: Anti-Locust Research Centre, 1947), pp. 1–60. 
19 Balança et alii., ‘Interpretation of recent outbreaks’, p. 83. 
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as the dynamics of the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ).20 With 
the southward movement of the Inter-tropical Convergence Zone during 
the dry season, dry north-easterly trade winds (Harmattan) start to blow 
from the Sahara into the Sahel and Sudan savannah, leading to an annual 
change in the ecological conditions of the original habitat of the migratory 
locusts. This change already commences during August in the Sahel sa-
vannah and continues throughout the autumn with the recession of the 
Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone towards the south, affecting the Guinea 
savannah and sometimes even the rainforest region from December to 
February. Thereafter, moist south-westerly trade winds start to blow, 
marking the beginning of the northward movement of the Inter-Tropical 
Convergence Zone. In the southerly vegetation zones, the Guinea savan-
nah, the rainy season starts about March-April, in the Sudan and Sahel 
savannah about one month later respectively.   

Investigations during the 1930s already assumed that the reduction in 
the habitat of the locusts in the flood plains of the middle River Niger 
during the dry season might lead to congestion and therefore trigger the 
formation of swarms and their subsequent movement towards fresh graz-
ing grounds further south.21  Already O.B. Lean suggested during the 
1930s that the main migrations of African Migratory Locusts were af-
fected by and agree with the prevailing winds.22 Later researchers, such 
as Batten as well as Popov, Wood and Haggis suggested that the out-
breaks of invasions of Migratory Locusts correlates with the southward 
movement of the Inter-tropical Convergence Zone, see below.23 However, 

                                                           
20 Balança et alii., ‘Interpretation of recent outbreaks’; ‘African migratory locust – 
Locusts migratoria migratorioides’ in Steedman (ed.), Locust Handbook; Hernan-
dez-Zul et alii, ‘Elements for the sustainable management’. 
21 O.B. Lean, ‘Locusta migratoria migratorioides, R. & F.: An ecological reconnais-
sance of the suspected Middle Niger outbreak area, unpubl. report October 1935, 
in Locust Reports, CO 96/554/98/14, TNA. The report was subsequently pub-
lished as O.B. Lean, ‘Locusta migratoria migratorioides, R. & F.: An ecological re-
connaissance of the suspected Middle Niger outbreak area’, Bulletin of Entomologi-
cal Research, 27 (1936), pp. 105–184. Also P. Coleno, ‘Contribution à l’étude des 
acridiens migrateurs du Soudan’, Bulletin du Comité d’Études historiques et scien-
tifiques, Gouvernement Général de l’Afrique Occidentale Française, 14:3 (1931), 
pp. 218–292.  
22 Owen B. Lean, ‘On the recent swarming of Locusta migratorioides, R & F’, Bul-
letin of Entomological Research, 22:3 (1931), p. 373. 
23 Batten, ‘Seasonal movements of swarms’, p. 378; G.B. Popov, T.G. Wood and 
M.J. Haggis, ‘Insect Pests of the Sahara’ in J.L. Clondsly-Thompson (ed.), Sahara 
Desert (Oxford: Pergamon Press and International Union for Conservation of Na-
ture and Natural Resources, 1984), p. 168. 



Holger Weiss 78 

an outbreak of locust invasions is only likely if congestion occurs; conges-
tion being due either to favourable breeding conditions or the shrinking 
of the habitat of the locusts. The excessive breeding of locusts during a 
wet year might result in an additional generation of locusts during the 
autumn and winter season which does not find enough food in their hab-
itat. Irregular or an early end of the rains can result in a (sometimes) sud-
den reduction in the habitat and a shrinking of the amount of green-fod-
der available. Another possibility, which will be discussed further in the 
second part of this article, is the impact of humans on the habitat of the 
locusts: intensified and extended farming can have an equally negative 
impact on the ecological conditions of the locusts’ habitat.24 
 
Locust Plagues and the Vulnerability of Societies 
Historically, the fear of locust invasions is due to two peculiarities: they 
tend to affect large areas at the same time and their diet includes a large 
variety of crops. The end effect is disastrous as locusts and hopper bands 
tend to totally raze an invaded area. An invasion at the time of the harvest 
thus causes the loss of significant proportions of the crops. In societies 
with limited trans-regional connections and restricted capabilities to im-
port large amounts of food, traditional coping systems have few if any 
capacities for supplementing the loss of a harvest. Under such circum-
stances, an outbreak of locust infestation leaves the affected population 
with few alternatives and the result might, in an extreme case, deteriorate 
into a widespread famine.25 
 The impact and effect of locust invasions are well known. Locusts pose 
a threat to the local farmers and their agricultural output at two different 
periods. What make locust invasions so dreadful is their ability to totally 
destroy a farmer’s annual cereal harvest. The most exposed crops are bul-
rush millet (Pennisetum typhoideum), sorghum (Sorghum vulgare) and late 
millet (Pennisetum spicatum) which constitute the staple crops for societies 
in the Sudan and northern Guinea savannah. Root-crops, such as yams 

                                                           
24 ‘African migratory locust’, in Steedman (ed.), Locust Handbook. 
25 J.O. Adejuwon, ‘Pests and diseases’ in J.S. Oguntoyinbo, O. Areola and M.O. 
Filani (eds.), A Geography of Nigerian Development (Ibadan: Heinemann Educa-
tional Books, 1978), p. 101. Also D. Camuffo and S. Enzi, ‘Locust invasions and 
climatic factors from the Middle Ages to 1800’, Theoretical and Applied Climatology, 
43 (1991), pp. 43–73. 
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and sweet potatoes, are not affected.26 Equally problematic are the inva-
sions of hopper-bands and fledglings during the planting season as the 
sprouting plants are the preferred food of the invaders.  
 Mechanical prevention in addition to abiotic and biotic factors have 
been the only way to check outbreaks of locust plagues prior to the large-
scale use of pesticides and the implementation of international control 
mechanisms. Rainfall and its effect on vegetation has been the principal 
abiotic factor in determining the dynamics of locust populations.27 Pred-
atory birds, such as several species of bustard, the cattle egret, and the 
carmine bee-ester, have been identified as being the main natural enemies 
of locusts and grasshoppers, especially when bushfires rage through the 
vegetation at certain times of the year. However, bushfires themselves are 
rarely an effective way of controlling or destructing adult locusts and 
hopper populations although their impact is recorded to be more pro-
found on fledglings. Both adults and hoppers can easily escape the fires 
by taking refuge in unburnt grass tufts or in cracks or holes in the ground. 
When the fire has spread elsewhere, the locusts return, sometimes dark- 
or black-coloured.28 The limited effects of bushfires on checking grass-
hoppers and locusts was also highlighted in an investigation conducted 
in northern Ghana in the late 1950s: A large portion of the collected grass-
hoppers were quite black or very brown.29 Screaming and shouting, dig-
ging up egg pods, beating the hoppers or killing them by fires are tradi-
tional mechanical prevention methods that, at best, have a restricted im-
pact. Unfortunately for a target society, they are useless during times of a 
large-scale locust invasion.    

Swarms of locusta migratoria migratorioides are likely to invade the 
Guinea savannah – and thus northern Ghana – during the autumn season, 
i.e., following the retreat of the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone. Follow-
ing Batten, the general seasonal pattern of swarm displacement during an 
infestation is generally southward from the Sahel and Sudan savannah 

                                                           
26 Lean, ‘On the recent swarming’, p. 374; ‘Migratory locust (Locusta migratoria) – 
Host plants/species affected’, www.plantwise.org/Knowledge-
Bank/Datasheet.aspx?dsid=31151 (accessed 22.11.2018). 
27 C.J. Lomer, R.P. Bateman, D. Dent, H. de Groote, O.-K. Douro-Kpindou, C. 
Kooyman, J. Langewald, Z. Ouambama, R. Peveling and M. Thomas, ‘Develop-
ment of strategies for the incorporation of biological pesticides into the integrated 
management of locusts and grasshoppers’, Agricultural and Forest Entomology, 1 
(1999), p. 73. 
28 Davey and Johnston, ‘The African Migratory Locust’, pp. 65–66. 
29 R.F. Chapman, ‘The ecology and distribution of grasshoppers in Ghana’, Pro-
ceedings of the Zoological Society of London, 139:1 (1962), p. 63. 

http://www.plantwise.org/KnowledgeBank/Datasheet.aspx?dsid=31151
http://www.plantwise.org/KnowledgeBank/Datasheet.aspx?dsid=31151
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from September to January-February.30 The invading swarms pose a se-
vere threat to the farmers as they attack the standing fields and might 
spoil the harvest of the main cereal crop. The mature locusts then lay their 
eggs and after about two weeks, the hoppers are hatched. The hopper 
stage lasts about 38 days, after which the hoppers are fully developed, 
and it takes a further 45-60 days for them to reach the mature stage. If the 
hoppers hatch during the dry season, the fledgling stage can last even 
longer, up to several months. During this stage, the hoppers are either 
solitary or, under certain circumstances, form bands. However, hopper 
bands are only a threat to farmers if they are formed during the harvest 
season or at the beginning of the planting season the following year. At 
other times, hopper bands are only a minor nuisance. Fledglings pose a 
different challenge as they are highly mobile and are known to consume 
a lot. In the Guinea savannah, invasions of fledglings can occur during 
the planting season. If the fledglings have reached their mature stage, 
they copulate, lay eggs and produce a new hopper generation. However, 
with the northward movement of the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone, 
the commencement of the southerly winds and the beginning of the wet 
season, both the fledglings and the mature locusts start to move towards 
the Sudan and Sahel savannah, where they resume their solitary stage.31  
 
Locust Infestations in Ghana before 1928 
Although locust invasions have occurred south of the Sudan savannah in 
West Africa for centuries, the documentary data is patchy and sometimes 
difficult to interpret. While precolonial texts sometimes refer to a locust 
plague or invasion, they usually do not discern between the species that 
might have affected a specific location. Based on the migratory behaviour 
of Desert and African Migratory Locusts, the visitation of ‘locusts’ in the 
Sahel or Sudan savannah could refer to an insect pest of either locust spe-
cies. However, a ‘locust plague’ in the Guinea savannah is more likely 
caused by the African Migratory Locust than the Desert Locust. There-
fore, the various notes on ‘locust plagues’ in precolonial Ghanaian regions 
will be identified as visitations by the African Migratory Locust.   

The original description by the French entomologists L.J. Reiche and 
Léon Fairmaire of the African Migratory Locust was from specimens that 
had been collected somewhere between Gondar and Adowa in Eritrea in 
1842.32 Interestingly, this was the year of the last entry in Carl Christian 

                                                           
30 Batten, ‘The course of the last major plague’, p. 1. 
31 Adapted from Batten, ‘Seasonal movements of swarms’ and ‘African migratory 
locust’, Steedman (ed.), Locust Handbook. 
32 Lean, ‘On the recent swarming’, p. 376. 
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Reindorf’s list on locust invasions on the Gold Coast, i.e., southern Ghana. 
According to historical documentation, locust invasions occurred (at 
least) during the following years in Ghana: 1642, 1678, 1711, 1740, 
1745/46, 1747, ca. 1805/09, 1833, 1838, and 1842. Already Pieter de Marees 
noted that the Gold Coast was “infested with big green Frogs and grey 
Grasshoppers” although his description does not refer to a specific inva-
sion of locusts.33 Michael Hemmersam noted a locust invasion in the hin-
terland of Cape Coast or Fetu in 1642. The effect of the invasion was dev-
astating, and the local people suffered from famine in many places.34  

About 25 years later, Jean Barbot witnessed an invasion of locusts in 
1678. His description is also among the earliest to note that the locusts 
appeared from the north.35 In 1711, the Danish priest Johannes Rask de-
scribed an invasion that had hit Keta, Akwamu and the Accra region in 
January; causing much havoc especially in the latter two regions.36 Ac-
cording to Reindorf’s informants, the invasion of 1740 was the worst dur-
ing the eighteenth century. The locusts destroyed the crops, resulting in a 
severe famine and people had to travel far to buy maize and sorghum. 
The severity of the famine was underlined by the increase of pawning, 
the enslavement of oneself or one’s relatives, for food. Reindorf does not 
indicate which areas that were hit by the locust plague, but he refers to 
Accra women being sold into slavery.37 The other two entries on locust 
invasions during the eighteenth century are from Gonja. During the inva-
sion in 1745/46, the locusts caused only little damage on the farms. Un-
fortunately, when the locusts returned in 1747, they “ate much of the peo-
ple’s sown farms,” the chronicler of the Kitâb Ghanjâ recorded.38  

                                                           
33 Pieter de Marees, Description and Historical Account of the Gold Kingdom of Guinea 
(1602), translated from the Dutch and edited by A. van Dantzig and Adam Jones 
(Oxford: Published for The British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 
135. 
34 See Adam Jones, German Sources for West African History 1599–1699 (Wiesbaden: 
Franz Steiner Verlag, 1983), p. 108. 
35 ‘Barbot on Guinea, Letter 18’, in P. Hair (ed.), The Writings of Jean Barbot on West 
Africa 1678–1712, Vol. 2 (London: Hakluyt Society, 1992), p. 759.  
36 Johannes Rask, En Kort og Sandferdig Rejse-Beskrivelse Til og fra Guinea (Trond-
hjem: Jens Christensen Winding, 1754), pp. 228–231. 
37 Carl Christian Reindorf, History of the Gold Coast and Ashanti, based on traditions 
and histroical facts, from about 1500 to 1860 (Basel: Missionsbuchhandlung Basel, 
1895), p. 277. 
38 ‘Kitâb Ghanjâ’ in Ivor Wilks, Nehemia Levtzion and Bruce M. Haight (trans. 
and eds.), Chronicles from Gonja. A Tradition of West African Muslim Historiography 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 102–103. 
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 Hans Christian Monrad witnessed an invasion of “Egyptian grasshop-
pers” at Ada sometimes between 1805 and 1809. Monrad describes the 
grasshopper as being of medium size with black and red stripes on their 
sides. According to him, they were rare on the coast. However, the effect 
of the invasion he recorded resembled that of a locust plague: Their 
swarm was like cloud and they razed the ground whenever they landed. 
Interestingly, Monrad also noted that the insects died after they had con-
sumed everything, spreading stench and illness while others were driven 
by the wind to other regions.39 
 Reindorf’s description of the invasions during the 1830s and 1840s 
leaves some valuable information about the cultural changes that oc-
curred in the aftermath of the invasions. While the invasion of 1833 did 
not cause much havoc, those in the late 1830s did. In 1838, the locusts ar-
rived just when the fields were about shooting out blossoms. “They were 
so numerous that the sun was hardly visible, and they destroyed every 
green leaf,” Reindorf remembered. A large part of the maize, yam and 
cassava crops were spoilt or destroyed; all leaves on the trees and all grass 
on the Accra plains were eaten up. After having razed the Akwapem Hills 
and the Accra plains, the locusts turned westwards and invaded the Fante 
area and did not return. The next invasion occurred in 1842 but was, ac-
cording to Reindorf, not as destructive as the previous one in 1838.40 Fi-
nally, after three subsequent locust plagues, Reindorf noted that the local 
farmers expanded the cultivation of cassava. Although cassava plants had 
been attacked during the invasion of 1838, the edible tubers were un-
touched in the ground and served as famine food. This could explain why 
the farmers changed their agricultural habits by planting cassava together 
with beans in large plantations.41  

Locusts returned at the end of the nineteenth century. According to O.B. 
Lean, the invasion of African Migratory Locusts lasted from 1891 to 1902. 
Already in 1891, the plague was noted in several regions throughout the 
Sudan savannah. In 1892, it had spread to southern Ethiopia, in 1893 to 
German East Africa, in 1896 to Nyassaland (Malawi) and in 1897 to An-
gola. Data for its spread and occurrences in the Guinea savannah is scanty 
but the plague was noted in Togo already in 1891 (as well as during all 
subsequent years until 1894 and again in 1900), in South-Western Nigeria 
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Saharan Publishers, 2008), pp. 149–150. 
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in 1892, 1898 and 1900, in the Cameroons in 1893 as well as in South-East-
ern Nigeria in 1894. The only documentary data from the Gold Coast is a 
note that the locust plague had hit the Asante kingdom in 1893.42   

Documentary data on the invasion of the 1890s in Ghana is scanty. As 
the outbreak was already noted in January and February 1891 in Togo, it 
seems likely that at least northern Ghana was hit by locusts even earlier, 
perhaps already in November or December 1890. The early entry of lo-
custs in Togo also reveals that the outbreak in the breeding region of the 
African Migratory Locust – the inner delta of the River Niger – must have 
occurred in 1890 if not earlier. During the first years of the invasion, lo-
custs were reported in Togo both during the early (January; March) and 
the late (October, November, December) months of a year. This could in-
dicate that locusts were present about one-two months earlier in northern 
Ghana and perhaps then moved either via southern Ghana or directly to 
Togo and continued to South-western Nigeria. This was at least the case 
when locusts were reported at Yendi in late December 1894.43   

Northern Ghana was hit six years later at the very beginning of British 
colonial rule. The invasion of the year 1900, seemingly during autumn as 
it was said to have caused much damage,44 coincided with a major period 
of locust invasions all over the Sahel and Sudan savannah.45 In the Anglo-
Egyptian Sudan as well as the French Soudan (Mali) were hit by devas-
tating invasions of Migratory Locusts from 1899 to 1902. Colonial ento-
mologist who interviewed farmers about the 1930 invasion in the Anglo-
Egyptian Sudan assured that the local population knew the difference be-
tween locust species: African Migratory Locust had invaded in ca. 1900 
and then again in 1930.46 
 The assumption that the African Migratory Locust rather than the De-
sert Locust invaded the Guinea savannah including contemporary north-
ern and southern Ghana is also based on a comparison between known 
outbreaks of various locust plagues since the 1890s. While the Desert Lo-
cust had several severe outbreaks until the 1970s with peak years in 1913–

                                                           
42 Lean, ‘On the recent swarming’, pp. 375–376; Betts, ‘Outbreaks of the African 
migratory locust’, p. 15. 
43 Hans Gruner, Vormarsch zum Niger. Die Memoiren des Leiters der Togo-Hinterland-
expedition 1894/95. Herausgegeben und eingeleitet von Peter Sebald (Berlin: edi-
tion ost, 1997), pp. 92–93. 
44 Northern Territories Annual Report for 1901, § 14, CO 98/10, TNA. 
45 Davey and Johnston, ‘The African migratory locust’, p. 3; Gado, Une Histoire, 
pp. 114–115; Weiss, Babban yunwa, pp. 183–186. 
46 H.B. Johnston and R.C. Maxwell-Darling, ‘On the occurrence in the Sudan of 
Locusta migratorioides, Rch & Frm., and its associated phases’, Bulletin of Entomo-
logical Research, 22:3 (1931), p. 399. 
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1916, 1928–1931, 1942–1945 and 1951–1959, the African Migratory Locust 
is reported to have had fewer outbreaks during the twentieth century and 
seemingly only one severe one, namely that from 1928 to 1941. In addi-
tion, both locust species had a decadal period of outbreaks at the turn of 
the nineteenth century.47 Finally, although Desert Locust swarms were re-
ported throughout the Sahel and Sudan savannah during the locust 
plague of the early 1930s, they did not invade the Guinea savannah dur-
ing this outbreak.48   

However, it is unclear if the Desert Locust reached the Guinea savan-
nah region during the plague in the mid-1910s. Scattered reports about 
grasshoppers and locusts are available from the Northern Territories 
from this period. In 1910, grasshoppers were reported to have done con-
siderable damage to the fruit trees at the Tamale agricultural station by 
defoliating them.49 In 1915, there was another invasion of grasshoppers in 
the North-Western Province (present-day Upper West Region), though 
the impact of it is not known.50 In both cases, the reports refer to grass-
hoppers and not locusts. The earlier outbreak was perhaps one of grass-
hoppers as there is no data on visitations of either Desert Locusts or Afri-
can Migratory Locusts in West Africa for that specific year. The invasion 
of 1915, on the other hand, correlates with information of Desert Locust 
swarms in Mali but as there is no information on visitations of swarms in 
Burkina Faso or any other region adjacent to northern Ghana, it is likely 
that the plague also referred to grasshoppers.  

Nevertheless, the next two visitations were definitively invasions of lo-
custs. A spring invasion of locusts hit Tumu in March 1917 and Navrongo 
in May 1917.51 The latter one must have made a huge impression on Dis-
trict Commissioner Nash, who wrote that they numbered in the ‘millions’. 
Fortunately, as none of the crops were yet up, the invasion caused no con-
cern.52 Two years later, in March 1919, locusts passed Tumu and moved 

                                                           
47 ‘Fig. 7. Annual flutuations in number of territories infested by Desert Locusts 
from 1890 to 1990, and African Migratory Locust and Red Locust from 1890 to 
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ventions’, Entomologia Experimentalis et Applicata, 122 (2007), p. 193 Figure 1 and p. 
194 Table 1. 
48 Waloff, The Upsurges and Recessions, p. 22 Table 1. 
49 Northern Territories Annual Report for 1910, p. 38, CO 98/18, TNA. 
50 North-Western Province Annual Report for 1915, ADM 56/1/424, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
51 Williamson, Gold Coast Diaries, p. 295. 
52 Williamson, Gold Coast Diaries, p. 318. 
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to the southeast. 53  The locust invasions of 1917 and 1919 in northern 
Ghana correlate with the Desert Locust plague of 1912-1919. However, 
the two invasions are not included in Waloff’s list of Desert Locust 
swarms. Instead, he identifies a possible southward movement of swarms 
in 1918; a particularly heavy plague had hit Mauretania, Senegal and 
Mali, and is believed to have extended into northern Ghana.54 However, 
the timing of the locust invasion in March 1917 and May 1919 does not 
directly correspond with the known migration behaviour of the Desert 
Locust as the arrival of the invasion is too late to be connected with an 
outmigration of Desert Locust swarms from summer breeding areas in 
the Sahel.55 On the other hand, outbreaks or even invasion of African Mi-
gratory Locusts have not been reported from these years. 

Little is known about locust invasions in northern Ghana during the 
1920s. The only reported case occurred during January and February 1923 
when locusts caused much destruction to shea trees in Kusasi District in 
the Northern Province. Due to the timing of the invasion, the farms were 
left untouched.56 As outbreaks or invasions of either Desert or Migratory 
Locusts are not known to have occurred during the previous year, the 
insect pest referred to above was perhaps caused by Tree Locusts? For the 
next five years, locusts remained absent from the Northern Territories un-
til the invasion of Migratory Locusts in 1928.  
 
The 1930s Locust Plague in Ghanaian and African Context 
The African Migratory Locust plague started in the second quarter of 1928 
in the San Cercle (District) on the River Bani east of Segu in the French 
Soudan (Mali). Hopper bands were reported in June and by July they had 
spread to an area stretching from Mopti to Timbuktu. By August they had 
entered the French Niger Colony (Niger). The adult Migratory Locusts 
were then breeding in Mali and Niger and produced a new generation of 
locust swarms that started to move towards the French colony of Upper 
Volta (Burkina Faso).57 In November 1928, locusts were reported in north-
ern Ghana. Their invasion was a short one at this point. After having 
caused “some” damage to the millet crop in Bole District, they crossed the 

                                                           
53 Williamson, Gold Coast Diaries, p. 300. 
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Volta River and returned to Burkina Faso.58 During the next decade, in-
vasions of African Migratory Locusts were annually reported. At first, co-
lonial officials perceived locust invasions as extraordinary or abnormal 
events. By the mid-1930s, the language of reporting had changed, and lo-
cust invasions were regarded as an annual havoc. 
 
Alarm: The 1929-30 Invasion 
In retrospect, the 1928 invasion was just a warning about what was to 
follow and only a few, if any, local farmers or colonial officials would 
have expected the plague to haunt northern Ghana to return over the next 
years. Throughout French West Africa, a different situation prevailed. By 
February 1929, the infested area covered Mali, Guinea and south-eastern 
Mauretania; during the following months, the locust plague had spilled 
into Sierra Leone. New generations of hoppers matured during the sum-
mer of 1929 in Mali, spreading into Mauretania and Burkina Faso in Sep-
tember 1929.59 

The locusts returned “unexpectedly” to northern Ghana in the third 
quarter of 1929 – at least from the colonial officials’ perspective. Local 
farmers seemed not to be surprised at all. The first swarm of adult locusts 
appeared in September, and subsequent swarms arrived in October.60 Es-
pecially in Lawra and in Wa Districts in the Northern Province as well as 
in Bole District in the Southern Province, the situation was a serious one. 
In these districts, locusts caused a great deal of damage to the late millet 
crop, the staple food of the local population. By the end of 1929, some 
colonial officials even warned about a forthcoming famine in the hard-hit 
areas, see Map 2.61   

The September 1929 invasion did not stop in northern Ghana. Imma-
ture swarms entered south-eastern Ghana in November and continued 
via Togo and Dahomey (Benin) to southern Nigeria in December. At this 
point, swarms had also invaded the Gambia, Portuguese Guinea (Guinea-
Bissau) and Sierra Leone.62  From January through February 1930, the 
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plague covered the whole Guinea savannah belt from the Gambia to 
southern Nigeria. Breeding occurred on a large scale throughout the sa-
vannah regions in West Africa, including northern Ghana, resulting in a 
northward, north-eastward and subsequently eastward displacement of 
the swarms. By April 1930, locusts infested Northern Nigeria and south-
ern Mali; in May, swarms of locusts were reported in Chad, in June they 
entered the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. At this point, the infested area cov-
ered the Sudan and Sahel savannah from the Atlantic to the Nile.63   
 The 1929 locust invasion in northern Ghana turned out to be a half-year 
plague with grave effects on crops and severely affected the livelihoods 
of local societies. By the end of October 1929, almost all districts in the 
Northern Province had been visited by invading locust swarms. Acting 
District Officer Olivier received the first news about the invasion in Lawra 
on the 10th of October while he was on tour, thus being unaware of the 
extent of damage that was caused. Though the first reports he received 
declared that the locusts had not done much damage to the crops in 
Lawra,64 subsequent reports told a different story. On the 26th of October, 
he was informed that locusts had caused considerable damage in parts of 
the Gwolu and Bellu Divisions and two days later Lawra Division was 
visited by three invasions on the same day, destroying much of the har-
vest there.65 On this date, locust swarms had also been spotted by Provin-
cial Commissioner Whittall in Gambaga. According to him, the swarm 
was enormous, 12 to 15 miles wide; it took six hours for the swarm to pass 
by and resembled, in Whittall’s mind, a London fog or a cloud of brown 
dust being blown along by the wind.66 Not much was known about the 
consequences of the locust invasion at this point apart that roadwork on 
the Lawra-Tumu road had been delayed as the workers were engaged in 
chasing away the locusts.67 Whittall even remarked in mid-November – 
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when a new swarm of locusts was passing by – that it was too late for 
them to do much harm.68   

However, Whittall’s observation was not correct. Over the next days, 
Acting District Commissioner Olivier was to receive one depressing re-
port after another from the Native Authorities in the district. The chief of 
Lawra estimated that about 900 farms had been destroyed in the Lawra 
area alone and a further 1,170 farms throughout Lawra Division. The chief 
anticipated a food shortage but declared in the same vein that the local 
farmers would be “quite” willing to pay for food if only the colonial gov-
ernment was able to get it up from the south for them.69 The chief of Nan-
dom reported that some 630 farms were ruined and feared, too, a food 
shortage in his division: “People will eat all the seed grains and therefore 
have nothing to plant next year.”70 From Sabule and Karui Divisions, re-
ports told a similar grim story: 114 farms, i.e., half of the total, had been 
destroyed in the former, 82 farms in the latter.71 Further bad news came 
from Zini, Lambussie and Hani Divisions. Three villages in Zini Division 
had all their farms destroyed in addition to 47 other farms elsewhere in 
the division. All farms in two villages plus 43 other farms had been de-
stroyed in Lambussie whereas 33 farms had been ravaged in Hain. Even 
worse, at least in Zini and Lambussie the chiefs were expecting a great 
shortage of food.72  

Reports from the Tumu area were even more depressing: 577 farms 
listed as destroyed, the only divisions not affected being Walembeli and 
Du.73 It was only half a year later that the full extent of the deprivations 
in some villages of the Tumu region were known to the District Comis-
sioner. When he paid a visit to the village of Nabiawale in June 1930, he 
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was met with a piteous sight. Food was very scarce in the village as all 
men had been away on roadwork in October and November 1929 and 
thus had not been able to chase away and kill the invading locusts which 
had destroyed all their crops. “They seem to have had a pretty ghastly 
time,” the District Commissioner remarked in the Informal Diary.74 How 
many other villages in Lawra-Tumu District had suffered a similar fate, 
i.e., having lost their crop due to the combination of forced roadwork and 
locust invasions, is not known.  

At least in Lawra the food situation had become difficult by early De-
cember as some people were reported to have started selling their live-
stock in order to get money to buy food.75 What was even more critical 
was that the chief of Lawra feared a large-scale emigration from his dis-
trict as he noted that the young men from the villages, together with their 
wives, had started to go south. Acting District Commissioner Olivier, 
however, did not believe that the migration was a permanent one and 
stated: “Personally I think it is only because all their farms are destroyed 
and they think their wives will have more chance of getting food down 
South.”76  
 Although the Northern Province felt the main thrust of the 1929 au-
tumn locust invasion, several districts in the Southern Province also suf-
fered. As the District Commissioners in the Southern Province had been 
informed about the early invasion in the Wa area, the invasion did not 
come as a total surprise for them. District Commissioner Brice-Hall de-
cided to send messengers to warn the chiefs in in Bole District about the 
threat. Nevertheless, the advent of the first swarm of locusts in the Bole 
area on the 28th of October 1929 took Brice-Hall by surprise.77 As soon as 
the first swarm had disappeared, a new one – 7 miles wide and 24 miles 
deep – arrived at Bole on the next day. This time the locusts caused much 
damage to the fields within two miles of Bole.78 All hopes for a recovery 
of the damaged cereal plants were finally crushed when a third invasion 
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of locusts hit the Bole area on the 11th of November. Nevertheless, the 
division had in general been “extraordinary” lucky as the locusts had 
skirted the villages and farms in all other places but in the Bole area.79 No 
further invasions were reported in November, the next one occurred in 
mid-December.80 At this point, the farmers had been able to harvest their 
crops. Therefore, total destruction was, after all, not very widespread and 
was mainly confined to the Bole area.  

In the Western Dagomba District, the locusts arrived in November 
1929. As in Bole, the District Commissioner had been warned about the 
invasion in the Northern Province and had sent some police officers to 
watch out for the locusts.81 On the 1st of November, a swarm was sighted 
on the Tamale-Yendi road flying in a south-eastern direction towards Sal-
aga, destroying some cereal farms on their way but investigations on the 
spot revealed that there was only limited damage to the crops.82 The next 
swarm entered the district about one week later causing local damage to 
the standing millet in the Tamale area.83 A third, and this time severe, in-
vasion occurred during mid-November when a large swarm totally de-
stroyed the farms in the Savelugu area.84 However, the rest of the district 
did not suffer much as most of the late millet had already been har-
vested.85  

The 1929 invasion was seen by the local farmers in Western Dagomba 
District as a bad omen as the locusts laid eggs and soon hoppers started 
to appear. The District Commissioner, on the other hand, was still confi-
dent in early 1930 that the fledglings would not pose a serious threat. In 
his mind, the early rains would kill off most of them and the southerly 
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winds would blow the rest of them back to French Territory. 86 He was 
proved wrong: The insect plague did not disappear but continued. A first 
batch of hoppers was sighted in the Salaga area in March 1930,87 and in 
early April locust killing started at Burumari in Western Dagomba Dis-
trict and continued thereafter throughout the district until May.88  

The situation in Bole was even worse. A.W. Cardinall, who had re-
placed Brace-Hall as District Commissioner, witnessed the first locust in-
vasion already on the 9th of February 1930, when Bole town was hidden 
in a “red fog” which covered all the ground.89 Further swarms were re-
ported almost daily during the next month,90 and Cardinall, for whom 
passing locust swarms had already become a daily routine, noted at one 
time in an almost amused way that “…it is curious how locusts appear 
regular each Sunday. I suppose it is because I can see so far from the bun-
galow.”91 However, on the 25th of March 1930 Cardinall was alarmed by 
the first sight of hoppers. In his mind, an anti-locust campaign to kill all 
the hoppers would have little effect: “The idea of digging a trench may be 
alright on paper, but to do so over 18 miles of bush!!!”92   

The reappearance of locusts and hoppers during spring 1930 was a se-
rious challenge to the farmers. With the advent of the rains, the farming 
season would commence, farmers would prepare their fields and start 
planting. With the arrival of mature and egg-laying swarms of locusts 
during March and April and the appearance of hopper-bands all over the 
savannah, the sprouting plants in the fields became the preferred targets 
of both hoppers and locusts. News of invading locust swarms therefore 
caused anxiety among both farmers and officials. By the end of April 1930, 
Cardinall was horrified: Locusts were reported at Tumu, Wa and Banda 
Nkwanta, hoppers were “all over the place.”93 On the 28th of April 1930, 
Cardinall himself experienced a hopper invasion in his house:  
 

                                                           
86 Western Dagomba District Annual Report for 1929-30, p. 8, ADM 56/1/506, 
PRAAD/Accra.  
87 Northern Territories Agricultural Department Annual Report for 1929-30, ADM 
56/1/313 PRAAD/Accra. 
88 Western Dagomba District Informal Diary, entries for 5.4.1930 and 6.5.1930, 
ADM 65/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
89 Bole District Informal Diary, entry for 9.2.1930, ADM 58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
90 Bole District Informal Diary, entries for 10.2.1930, 18.2.1930, 7.3.1930, 9.3.1930, 
16.3.1930 and 26.3.1930, ADM 58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
91 Bole District Informal Diary, entry for 23.3.1930, ADM 58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
92 Bole District Informal Diary, entry for 25.3.1930, ADM 58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
93 Bole District Informal Diary, entries for 25.4.1930, 26.4.1930 and 27.4.1930, ADM 
58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
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This evening at 5:30 my compound was invaded by hoppers. A really horrid 

sight. Nothing I have seen so far has resembled this. There was not a spot of 

grass or ground visible. They filled my house, climbed right to the top of the 

walls, covered the roof. We had a very unpleasant dinner with these beasts 

everywhere and the smell [is] awful.94 
 
Worse was to come. The hopper invasion continued the next day, and 
Cardinall organized a great slaughter of the beasts; 200 men were called 
to burn the invading hopper swarms, but not much was achieved: 
 

They easily defeated our efforts and swarmed over the compounds – a loath-
some sight. We noticed that they readily feed on their slain brothers if not 
burnt, that they can climb to the top of the telegraph poles, that they eat don-
key and cow excrement. To-night a large body is encamped all over the town 

[...] Everyone is tired out and the stench is all-pewarding [sic].95  

 
Cardinall’s and his men’s fight against the hoppers in Bole town contin-

ued over the next days.96 Large-scale anti-locusts campaigns were started 
all over the district in early May and continued over the next month. All 
in vain, locusts and hoppers razed the fields throughout the district. By 
mid-June, some Lobi headmen warned that their villages would soon be 
short of food and Cardinall urged them to start growing yams. In Bole, 
too, the farmers suffered and had started to plant yams and beans.97 Still, 
it turned out that the damage caused by locusts or hoppers had not been 
as fatal as the Europeans and locals had expected. Guinea-corn and millet, 
though eaten, were not so badly damaged that they would stop growing; 
yams, beans and sweet potatoes had survived the onslaught.98   

Further invasions were reported in the Northern Territories in May 
1930. Locust swarms had entered Kusasi and Zuarungu Districts and 
were flying in a south-western direction and soon reached Ashanti Pro-
tectorate. Other swarms entered Southern Togoland and spread into the 

                                                           
94 Bole District Informal Diary, entry for 28.4.1930, ADM 58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
95 Bole District Informal Diary, entry for 29.4.1930, ADM 58/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
96 Bole District Informal Diary, entries for 30.4.1930 and 1.5.1930, ADM 58/5/2, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
97 Bole District Informal Diary, entries for 16.6.1930 and 19.6.1930, ADM 58/5/2, 
PRAAD/Accra. Yams and beans had been brought in by the local population 
from Wa. 
98 Bole District Informal Diary, entries 24.6.1930 and 6.7.1930, ADM 58/5/2, 
PRAAD/Accra. Bean seeds for the villagers were ordered by Amherst from the 
Bolewura. 
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Eastern Province of the Gold Coast Colony.99 In addition, locusts were re-
ported to have laid eggs in many places and the appearance of the first 
hoppers in April-May caused great anxiety amongst the farmers as they 
threatened to destroy the maturing cereal crops. In Lawra District, Acting 
District Commissioner Olivier had informed the chiefs to look out for 
hopper-bands at the beginning of April, and about three weeks later the 
chief of Lawra brought in the first locust eggs to Olivier. At the beginning 
of May, hoppers were reported “everywhere” and anti-locust campaigns 
were started (Olivier: “locusting”). Over the next days “thousands of mil-
lions” of the hoppers were killed.100   

The “locusting” in Lawra District continued until early June.101 At one 
stage Olivier was rather desperate when more and more reports about 
locusts poured into his office. Some chiefs complained about villagers 
who refused to participate in the anti-locust campaigns; Olivier told the 
chiefs to beat those who refuse and promised himself to whip everyone 
who did not show up.102 Other chiefs were accused by Olivier for being 
lazy and for neglecting the anti-locust campaign.103   

Nevertheless, most of the chiefs participated and organized anti-locust 
campaigns. In early May 1930, Olivier called on the Agricultural Depart-
ment for help and one officer, MacFarlane, together with eight non-com-
missioned officers and seven constables were sent to him from Tamale to 
organize the campaigns. Still, the task seemed overwhelming: “They are 
getting too much for me to cope with in spite of MacFarlane being in the 
district.”104 Even worse, new swarms of locusts were reported to be ap-
proaching from French territory. These new swarms hit Lawra District on 

                                                           
99 Gold Coast Agricultural Department Annual Report for 1930-31, § 77, CO 
96/701/12, TNA; Northern Territories Agricultural Department Quarterly Report 
July 1930, p. 4, ADM 56/1/313, PRAAD/Accra; Western Dagomba District An-
nual Report for 1930-31, § 22, ADM 56/1/506, PRAAD/Accra; Krachi District 
Annual Report for 1930-31, p. 7, ADM 56/1/507, PRAAD/Accra. 
100 Lawra District Informal Diary, entries for 6.4.1930, 26.4.1930, 3.5. to 10.5.1930, 
ADM 61/5/12, PRAAD/Accra. 
101 Lawra District Informal Diary, entries for May 1930 till 6.6.1930, ADM 
61/5/12, PRAAD/Accra. 
102 Lawra District Informal Diary, entries for 12.5.1930 and 17.5.1930, ADM 
61/5/12, PRAAD/Accra. 
103 Lawra District Informal Diary, entry for 17.6.1930, ADM 61/5/12, PRAAD/ 
Accra. This was found out by accident only later and both the chief of Sekai as 
well as the sub-chief of Gijing were reprimanded by the District Commissioner. 
104 Lawra District Informal Diary, entry for 13.5.1930, ADM 61/5/12, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
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the 5th of June and spread to Tugu and Jirapa during the following 
week.105  

Unfortunately, the locust-control measures were not able to destroy all 
hopper-bands throughout the Northern Territories.106 In June 1930, the 
hoppers reached the adult stage, formed swarms and started to move 
northwards into French territory.107, Provincial Superintendent of Agri-
culture J. E. Symond was relieved and declared that there was little fear 
of any food shortage in the Southern Province in the coming season. The 
situation in the Northern Province, on the other hand, would depend on 
the early millet harvest: If harvested safely, then there would be enough 
food until December, and “shortage after that [was] depending on 
whether the guinea corn suffers from locust attack or not.”108  
 
Crisis: The 1930-31 Invasion 
The locust plague did not abate during the second half of 1930. Large-
scale invasions of hopper bands were reported in the Northern Territo-
ries, in southern Upper Volta (Burkina Faso), north-eastern Nigeria and 
in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. At this point, locust swarms had also 
started to move into Eastern Africa, infesting Uganda, Tanganyika, Kenya 
and north-eastern Belgian Congo during the first quarter of 1931.109 

The return of the locust plague in northern Ghana caused a severe crisis 
in several regions in late 1930 and early 1931. Although the Northern Ter-
ritories were declared locust-free in July and August,110 locusts re-entered 
from Burkina Faso in September 1930.111 By October they had spread into 

                                                           
105 Lawra District Informal Diary, entries for 5.6.1930 and 13.5.1930, ADM 
61/5/12, PRAAD/Accra. 
106 The various control measures are dealt with in the subsequent chapters. 
107 Gold Coast Agricultural Department Annual Report for 1930-31, § 78–79, CO 
96/701/12, TNA. 
108 Northern Territories Agricultural Department Quarterly Report July 1930, p. 4, 
ADM 56/1/313, PRAAD/Accra. 
109 Lean, ‘On the recent swarming’, p. 370–371; Batten, ‘The course of the last ma-
jor plague’, Figure 1.; Batten, ‘Seasonal movements of swarms’, p. 365. 
110 Northern Territories Agricultural Department Quarterly Report July 1930, p. 4, 
ADM 56/1/313, PRAAD/Accra. However, according to the Commissioner of the 
Southern Province, C.E.E. Cockey, the locusts were present throughout the year 
(Southern Province Annual Report for 1930-31, § 82, NRG 8/3/34, PRAAD/ 
Tamale).  
111 Northern Territories Agricultural Department Quarterly Report September 
1930, p. 3, ADM 56/1/313, PRAAD/Accra; Navrongo District Informal Diary, en-
try for 9.9.1930, ADM 63/5/6, PRAAD/Accra. 
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the Southern Province, destroying the late millet in many areas.112 This 
invasion resulted again in the locusts laying eggs and extensive hatchings 
were reported in Kusasi, Gambaga, Zuarungu and Navrongo Districts in 
the Northern Province as well as in Western Dagomba District in the 
Southern Province. Although the colonial officials believed that these 
hopper-bands did not pose an immediate threat to the 1930 cereal harvest 
as they claimed that the crops were far too advanced to be attractive food 
for the hoppers, they still initiated anti-locust campaigns in many 
places.113   

However, a reading of the local files gives a more sinister picture of the 
anxieties of both the local population and the colonial officials. Acting 
Provincial Commissioner Cumine lamented in late September that the 
news about locusts in the Northern Province was depressing reading. On 
the other hand, he believed that the impact of the invasion would not be 
disastrous as the sorghum harvest was to be collected before the hopper-
bands would be able to fly. In addition, the local farmers had planted 
more food crops during the farming season and the already harvested 
groundnut crop had been an excellent one. Consequently, Cumine was 
confident that there would be no acute food shortage in the province dur-
ing the forthcoming dry season. However, he had to admit that the locusts 
had destroyed the late millet crop throughout the province.114 

The locust infestation worsened in the Northern Province during Octo-
ber 1930, especially in Bawku, Navrongo, Zuarungu, Lawra and in Wa 
districts.115 The colonial officials remained calm and downplayed the ef-
fects of the infestation, the Provincial Commissioner hailed the skills of 
the local farmers:   
 

                                                           
112 Western Dagomba District Informal Diary, entry for 2.10.1930 as well as 15.10., 
17.10., and 21.10.1930, ADM 65/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. Unfortunately, this Infor-
mal Diary has no entries after October 1930 and therefore a follow-up of the de-
velopment of the 1930 invasion in Dagomba is impossible. 
113 Northern Territories Agricultural Department Quarterly Report September 
1930, p. 3 and Northern Territories Agricultural Department Quarterly Report 
December 1930, p. 4, ADM 56/1/313, PRAAD/Accra. 
114 Northern Province Informal Diary, entries for 22.9.1930, 30.9.1930 and 
6.10.1930, ADM 56/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
115 Northern Province Informal Diary, entries for 13.10.1930, 22.10.1930 and 
30.10.1930, ADM 56/5/2, PRAAD/Accra.; also Navrongo District Informal Diary, 
entries for October 1930, ADM 63/5/6, PRAAD/Accra.; Lawra District Informal 
Diary, entries for October 1930, ADM 61/5/12, PRAAD/Accra. 
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Kusasi (Bawku) is called the Granary of this part of the Province + I think the 
local farmers are more wise than we literate people are inclined to imagine. 

They know their requirements + how to make the best of their land.116  

 
Finally, by the end of November it seemed that the worst was over and 

Cumine noted with relief that in Bawku District, which had felt the main 
burden of the invasion, only some of the millet had been destroyed.117 In 
Navrongo, too, Cumine believed that there would be no food shortage,118 
as locusts had only damaged crops in a few places.119  
 The autumn 1930 locust and hopper invasions were also reported 
throughout the Southern Province. In Western Gonja, the October inva-
sions seemed to have done little damage – at least there are no notes on it 
in the Bole Informal Diary. However, a new invasion occurred in Decem-
ber 1930, entering the region from French territory, and destroying much 
of the cereal crops in many places. Bole and Buipe, however, escaped this 
time as the crops had already been harvested. District Commissioner 
Guthrie Hall was confident that a large-scale famine had been averted in 
the Lobi country: “It is certainly an act of Providence that the locusts did 
not visit this Lobi country as they grow no other crop but corn, and we 
would have had some thousands of starving people this year, other-
wise.”120 
 In Western Dagomba District the invasions started in November 1929 
and continued throughout the next year but caused not much destruc-
tion.121 In Eastern Dagomba District, on the other hand, the early millet 
harvest had suffered but District Commissioner Cookey was convinced 
that the total agricultural output “probably” would not decrease in the 
district.122 The only district in the province that did not suffer from the 

                                                           
116 Northern Province Informal Diary, entry for 13.10.1930, ADM 56/5/2, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
117 Northern Province Informal Diary, entry for 24.11.1930, ADM 56/5/2, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
118 Northern Province Informal Diary, entry for 9.12.1930, ADM 56/5/2, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
119 Navrongo District Informal Diary, entries for November 1930, ADM 63/5/6, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
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PRAAD/Accra; Western Dagomba District Annual Report for 1930-31, § 22, 
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122 Mandated Togoland, Eastern Dagomba District Annual Report for 1930, p. 20, 
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locust plague was Krachi District, partly due to the fact that most of the 
crops had already been harvested when the main invasion occurred.123 
Colonial officials were thus confident by the end of 1930 that they had 
been able to tackle the problem and that the anti-locust campaigns had 
been successful. Local informants further assured them that the plague 
was over for this time as visitations of locusts take place in three consec-
utive years and would then disappear for a generation. The 1930 Activity 
Report for the Northern Province was positive: “We are encouraged to 
hope that the country will be free from them [locusts, HW] for many 
years.” 124  The 1930-31 Activity Report of the Southern Province also 
downplayed the damage caused by locust invasions in the Province. The 
report even claimed that no serious food shortage was anticipated alt-
hough all districts had been visited by locusts.125  

However, the crop situation in the Northern Territories was much more 
problematic than it was initially believed to be by the colonial officials. 
The frequent occurrence of green hoppers throughout the region in No-
vember 1930 anticipated a bad year.126 During spring 1931, British census 
officials noted food shortages in many places and high market prices due 
to the damage caused to the 1930 crop by the locusts. The optimism of the 
District Commissioners in the eastern part of the Northern Province, 
among others, proved wrong and rumours of food shortages started to 
reach the provincial headquarters in February 1931. Provincial Commis-
sioner Whittall therefore ordered Cumine to investigate the situation. 
Cumine found local conditions to be depressing but refrained from de-
claring it to be a famine. Instead, he noted that food was scarce and many 
people in Zuarungu area had travelled to the Southern Province as there 
was no food to be found in the local markets.127  

Whittall decided not to act as Cumine’s report claimed that the local 
farmers had enough seed grain left to start planting in mid-April 1931. 
For Whittall this might have been an indication that local conditions were 
not yet critical. As late as May 1931 another investigation into the local 

                                                           
123 Krachi District Annual Report for 1930-31, p. 7, ADM 56/1/507, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
124 Northern Territories Activity Report for 1930, p. 5, ADM 56/1/374, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
125 Southern Province Activity Report for 1930-1, p. 8, ADM 56/1/374, PRAAD/ 
Accra.  
126 Gold Coast Agricultural Department Annual Report for 1930-31, § 78-79, CO 
96/701/12, TNA. 
127 Northern Province Informal Diary, entries for 4.3.1931, 18.4.1931 and 23.4.1931, 
ADM 56/5/2, PRAAD/Accra. 
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food situation in the Northern Province stated that “the people are, as 
usual, hungry but not starving.”128  

However, indigenous assumptions about the disappearance of the lo-
cust plague proved wrong. The locusts returned to the Northern Province 
in April 1931.129 The colonial officials were worried – would it be a fatal 
invasion for the sprouting plants or not? Colonial entomologist Cotterell 
assured Whittall that there was no real danger – “this is good hearing as 
he seems to know what he is talking about.”130 Anti-locust campaigns 
were immediately organized throughout the province, seemingly rela-
tively successful as the early millet crop was not affected.131 However, 
some villages were not that lucky. For example, Vare in Tumu District 
appeared to be “fading out of existence” as locusts had destroyed most of 
the crops and the inhabitants were reported to be in a chronic state of 
famine in 1931. This time even the colonial officials were alarmed and 
started to organize famine relief to ease the distress in the area.132 
 The spring 1931 invasion also hit the Southern Province. Every district 
in the province was visited by locusts in April and May. Anti-locust cam-
paigns were organized and turned out to be effective in most places. The 
impact of the invasion was thus minimal and little damage was done to 
the farms. Consequently, the colonial government did not anticipate any 
serious shortage of food.133 The only region to suffer acute food shortage 
was Bole District. The autumn 1930 invasion already caused distress in 
some locations and the situation deteriorated during the 1931 wet season 
as the locust plague continued until June.134 On the 25th of June, District 
Commissioner Hall had to admit that “with such large areas of uninhab-
ited bush it is impossible to discover and kill all hoppers.”135  
 

                                                           
128 Northern Province Informal Diary, entry for 4.6.1931, ADM 56/5/2, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
129 Navrongo District Informal Diary, entries for April 1931, ADM 63/5/6, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
130 Northern Province Informal Diary, entries for 5.5.1931 and 8.5.1931, ADM 
56/5/2, PRAAD/Accra.  
131 Northern Province Informal Diary, entry for 24.6.1931, ADM 56/5/2, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
132 Mark Hughes, ‘Vare: A study in rural decay’, unpublished report (1948), 
Mss.Afr.s.141, RH. 
133 Southern Province Activity Report for 1930-1, p. 8, ADM 56/1/374, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
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Continued Plague: The Invasions of 1931–1933 
The locust plague prevailed throughout much of Western and Eastern Af-
rica during the second half of 1931. By the end of the year, African Migra-
tory Locust had swarmed into Southern Africa and had infested Northern 
Rhodesia (Zambia), Angola, South-West Africa (Namibia) and Bechuana-
land (Botswana). During the next year, the plague reached its continental 
peak when Nyassaland (Malawi), South Africa and Basutoland (Lesotho), 
Mozambique and Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) was affected. Hopper 
bands and swarms were still reported throughout Western, Eastern and 
Southern Africa during the first quarter of 1933. Thereafter, the plague 
abated in Southern Africa but continued north of River Zambezi.136 

The 1931 autumn locust invasion reached northern Ghana later than in 
previous years. Most farmers had already harvested the late cereal crops 
and the swarms caused limited damage.137 The District Commissioner of 
Navrongo District was exited: “The chiefs asked me not to mention the 
word ‘locust’ again so that they won’t fear a curse! Agreed!!”138 When the 
first locust swarms poured into the territory in late October, the District 
Commissioner was only surprised that they did not touch the sorghum at 
all and only slightly damaged the late millet.139 However, only a few days 
later the District Commissioner had to admit that the late millet would 
suffer greatly in some locations. Nevertheless, the local farmers had 
learned a lesson from previous locust invasions and had initially planted 
less millet than in previous years. Instead, they had increased the cultiva-
tion of sorghum and were expected to produce a rather good crop.140 Sim-
ilar good news was reported from the Southern Province where locusts 
returned in early December. For example, locusts arrived too late in Bole 
District to cause much damage.141 The general outlook was optimistic as 
there had been good harvests throughout the province.142 

                                                           
136 Betts, ‘Outbreaks of the African migratory locust’, Map 2; Batten, ‘The course 
of the last major plague’, Figure 1. 
137 Northern Territories Activity Report for 1931, p. 4, ADM 56/1/374, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
138 Navrongo District Informal Diary, entry for 10.10.1931, ADM 63/5/6, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
139 Navrongo District Informal Diary, entry for 27.10.1931, ADM 63/5/6, 
PRAAD/Accra. 
140 Navrongo District Informal Diary, entry for 4.11.1931, ADM 63/5/6, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
141 Bole District Informal Diary, entries for 18.12.1931, 29.12.1931 and 1.1.1932, 
ADM 58/5/3, PRAAD/Accra. 
142 Southern Province Activity Report for 1931-32, ADM 56/1/374, PRAAD/ 
Accra. 
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However, worse was to come. Already in January 1932, Governor Slater 
had to admit that there was “a serious locust problem” in the Northern 
Territories.143 In April and May 1932, scattered hopper-bands were once 
again reported in all districts of the Northern Territories. The plague was 
this time not restricted to the north, but hoppers were also reported in 
Ashanti Protectorate and even on the coastal plains in the Gold Coast Col-
ony. Unsuccessful locust control campaigns had the usual effect that a 
substantial number of hoppers reached the adult stage, formed swarms 
and flew north towards French territory.144 According to District Com-
missioner Hall, the invasion was as bad as the 1930 hopper invasion and 
feared that it would be impossible for the local farmers in Bole District to 
deal with the situation.145 In some places, hoppers and locusts prevented 
the farmers from starting to sow,146 in others, farmers decided to post-
pone the planting until the hoppers had disappeared, a decision that 
proved quite effective as little damage was inflicted to the farms.147 

By the end of July 1932, the Northern Territories was declared locust-
free. A few months later, a new invasion of ‘immature’ swarms started in 
September.148 This invasion was reported to have caused some damage to 
the cereal crops, especially in Nandom in Lawra District where locusts 
severely ravaged some fields during October.149 However, it turned out 
that the damage was not too severe and much of the cereal harvest could 
be saved.150  

he 1932 autumn invasion reached Ashanti Protectorate in early Decem-
ber and a few weeks later Accra. In January 1933, a new hopper-genera-
tion started to form bands in Southern Togoland and in Ashanti. Though 
moving northwards, these bands caused “little serious damage” and the 

                                                           
143 Despatch, Gold Coast 30 of 10 January 1932, Slater to Cunliffe-Lister, filed in 
CO 96/701/12, TNA. 
144 Gold Coast Agricultural Department Annual Report for 1932-33, § 54, CO 
96/712/16, TNA. 
145 Bole District Informal Diary, entry for 4.4.1932, ADM 58/5/3, PRAAD/Accra. 
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Accra. A similar situation also prevailed in Bole District, see Bole District Infor-
mal Diary, entry for 29.12.1932, ADM 58/5/3, PRAAD/Accra. 
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colonial authorities in the Northern Territories decided not to undertake 
any intensive control measures.151 This was a fatal mistake as hopper-
bands appeared in the Southern Province at the beginning of the planting 
season. The colonial officials felt helpless as is summarized by District 
Commissioner Hall’s lamentation: 
 

I have never experienced anything like it and it is the worst it has ever been 
in this part of the country. It is quite impossible to do anything now as the 
swarms have mostly scattered and are, in each case covering a large area. 
Managed to exterminate one young band but it is a mere ‘drop in the ocean’ 
and have fallen back on encouraging people to plant mostly root crops this 

year.152  
 

Eventually, by the end of May, the hoppers had disappeared and the 
farming season could start. In contrast to the earlier years, the autumn 
invasion in 1933 seemed to have mainly hit the Northern Province and 
had disappeared by the end of the year.153 

By 1933 it had become evident to the agricultural officials that the cycle 
of locust invasions seemed to follow a certain pattern. The spring invasion 
would generally cause few problems whereas the autumn invasion could, 
in certain localities, have negative consequences. For example, Bawku 
District, where some farms had been ravaged by the spring invasion,154 
reported excellent crops and the harvest was not spoiled by any autumn 
locust invasion.155 In Lawra District, in contrast, over 1,400 millet farms 
were destroyed by a visitation of locusts in October before the grain had 
had time to ripen.156 Severe damage was also inflicted on the fields in 
Nandom despite the efforts of some 300 people to keep the locusts off the 
farms.157  
 
The ‘Usual’ Plague? The 1934 Famine and the Last of the Invasions 
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The continental peak of the 1930s invasion of the African Migratory Lo-
cust was in 1933 and 1934. Two years later, they disappeared from South-
ern and Eastern Africa while the plague abated in West Africa by 1939. 
The last swarms were reported in Mali during the first quarter of 1940. At 
this point, the Lake Chad basin rather than the Middle River Niger had 
become the outbreak region of a second, less dramatic continental inva-
sion of African Migratory Locusts. Starting in mid-1937, the plague soon 
spread into the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan and further south and reached its 
peak in 1939/40 when the territories north of the Zambezi were infested. 
However, the plague was short-lived and no further invasions were re-
ported in Eastern Africa by the end of 1940.158 

The 1934 spring and autumn invasions also affected northern Ghana. 
The Northern Province, especially Navrongo but also parts of Lawra-
Tumu and Zuarungu districts, was hardest hit. Throughout the region, 
the spring 1934 invasion resulted in little damage apart from forcing the 
farmers to postpone the planting of their fields.159 The autumn invasions, 
on the other hand, caused much concern in many places in the Northern 
Province. In Bawku, for example, the chief believed that the region would 
escape the annual locust invasion.160 He was mistaken; hoppers started to 
appear in mid-October. District Commissioner Syme was perplexed as 
there had been no previous warning about locusts: “I don’t understand 
this as no report was ever sent in regarding the adult swarm which must 
have laid the eggs.”161 Bad news about widespread damage caused by lo-
custs in French territory started to reach Syme, who started to fear for the 
worst. As it turned out, the farmers had been able to harvest the bulk of 
their cereal crops and the region managed to escape a severe crisis.162  
 Similar fears were raised by the District Commissioner of Lawra Dis-
trict when he received the reports about the autumn locust invasion: “This 
is really bad luck. We are much helpless in this matter.”163 However, the 
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hardest-hit area turned out to be the area around Builsa in Navrongo Dis-
trict. This time, however, the Acting District Commissioner decided to or-
ganize some famine relief, which affected about 1,000 people in the 
area.164 Reports from the Southern Province are, on the other hand, rather 
silent about the impact of the 1934 invasions.  

It is appalling that most of the Informal Diaries cease to report on a daily 
or regular basis about locusts and hoppers after the 1934 invasions. Per-
haps the locust plagues had become too regular to be seen any longer as 
an extraordinary challenge. Or, it could be argued that the colonial offi-
cials had become rather sceptical about the alleged negative impact which 
the local farmers claimed the locusts had inflicted on their farms: All crops 
claimed to be destroyed and thus being unable to pay taxes or to partici-
pate in road-construction. As Acting District Commissioner Amherst 
wrote in June 1937: “Heard the usual story of early millet destroyed by 
locusts [emphasis added].”165  

However, neither locusts nor hoppers had disappeared by the end of 
1934. In May 1935, the African Migratory Locusts were back again and 
spread over most of the Northern Territories. Much damage was done in 
Navrongo District, where they seemed to have stayed until the end of 
July. A new wave started in September when locusts swarmed around 
Lawra.166 Locusts were reported in Western Gonja District in December 
where they damaged the late millet crops.167 The spring invasion of 1936 
was noted (at least) in Bole and Bawku,168 and added to the havoc in some 
areas in Western Gonja District where the farmers in several villages com-
plained about the combination of lack of rain and locusts.169  

In autumn 1936, locust swarms caused damage to late millet and 
guinea-corn crops in the Northern as well as in the Southern Province.170 
The following year turned out to be less problematic. The official reports 
do not even refer to a spring invasion. However, the entries in the Bole 
Informal Diary reveal a different picture. Locusts had invaded Western 
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Gonja District in May 1937 and caused a lot of damage throughout the 
district.171 Widespread scarcity of food was reported in the Buipe area in 
mid-May and Acting District Commissioner Amherst urged the Native 
Authority to organize famine relief. In addition, he summoned the local 
chiefs and farmers to discuss the possibility of introducing alternative and 
locust-resistant crops.172 

No invasions were reported during the summer. Instead, locusts 
swarmed the Northern Territories in late autumn 1937 but did not cause 
much damage to the fields. The spring invasion of April and May 1938 
was noted in several regions the Northern Territories and delayed the 
planting of the cereal crops. Hoppers were subsequently reported in 
Gonja, Western Dagomba, Wa, Lawra-Tumu and Mamprusi Districts, 
adults arising from undestroyed hopper-bands flew in a north-eastern di-
rection in June, and in July the country was declared free from locusts. 
Although in general little damage was reported, the colonial officials had 
to admit that “some damage” was done to cereal crops around Tamale, 
and in Gonja and Wa Districts.173 

The first locust swarm of autumn invasion was reported at Kete-Krachi 
in November 1938. However, this swarm soon re-entered French territory 
across the Togoland frontier. At the same time were swarms reported at 
Gambaga and Navrongo but they caused no damage as all crops had al-
ready been harvested. Small swarms were again being reported in Nav-
rongo, Gambaga and Tamale during December 1938, and at Bole during 
January 1939. With the commencement of the Harmattan, these swarms 
moved further south and by March 1939 locusts were spotted at Kete-
Krachi, Bole and Tamale.174 

Locusts continued to circulate across the Northern Territories in April 
1939 and thereafter were reported to have moved into French territory. 
No damage was reported and no further invasions occurred during the 
rest of the year.175 In fact, the invasion of April 1939 turned out to be the 
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last one during the “decade of locust invasions” and, eventually, to be the 
last invasion of African Migratory Locusts that was noticed and reported 
by the colonial officials. 
 
 
 
Government Actions and Relief Policies 
Locust invasions were not only a threat to farmers and a nightmare for 
colonial officials. In the Northern Territories, at least, the invasions were 
also a challenge to both the colonial administration and the Native Au-
thorities: what could be done to alleviate the suffering of those who were 
hard-hit by the damage caused by the locusts? According to Agricultural 
Officer C. W. Lynn, locusts had since their outbreak been a constant threat 
and farmers had been close to the borders of starvation through the de-
struction of their crops.176 However, in comparison to the inactivity of the 
colonial administration when the region had been hit by famines during 
the earlier decades, 177  the position of the colonial officials markedly 
changed during the 1930s. A variety of different approaches to provide 
famine relief were applied in addition to the promotion new crops and 
the organization of anti-locust programmes. As will be discussed below, 
many of these activities were planned and implemented together with lo-
cal rulers and their staff.  
 
Export Embargoes, Food-for-work and the Distribution of Seed  
One of the earliest measures applied was to prohibit the export of food-
stuff from a district or even a province. This was the case in the Southern 
Province after the 1929 autumn invasion. Despite the assurances of the 
District Commissioners about an at least satisfactory harvest in the South-
ern Province, the export of foodstuffs was prohibited by an embargo by 
the chiefs as to avert a possible famine.178 In fact, the District Commis-
sioner in Western Dagomba District had already on the 28th of November 
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sent for the chief of Savelugu and discussed the introduction of an em-
bargo on the export of sorghum to counteract the depredations of the lo-
custs. The embargo itself was enforced on the 20th of December 1929.179  

However, the export embargo in the Southern Province was not with-
out loopholes. In February 1930, the colonial officials in Tamale received 
several complaints about the smuggling of cereals to Kumasi. Even worse, 
lorries were continually carrying grain to the south at night and payed no 
attention to any efforts to stop them. The colonial government as well as 
the Native Authorities could do little to counteract the unlawful export 
trade.180 

Another measure to alleviate an impending food shortage was to call 
for government interventions in order to alleviate the sufferings of the 
affected communities. The first attempt to engage the colonial govern-
ment was in 1929 when the Provincial Commissioner of the Northern 
Province decided to call for government assistance: ‘I fear that there is 
little doubt that a large measure of Government assistance will be re-
quired to get people through the coming year’.181 However, not much is 
known of the scope and impact of the relief measures in 1929 or whether 
the colonial government even responded to the call.  

Government activities definitively changed in 1930. Colonial officials 
started to take the locust distress seriously and discussed various alterna-
tives for providing relief. One was to promote the cultivation of yams and 
other root crops as a safeguard against locusts, another was to arrange 
famine relief.182 In Navrongo District, where locusts had caused consid-
erable damage, a famine relief policy was introduced in 1930: 
 

It was thought at one time it might be necessary to get up food from the South 
to meet possible distress. However, this idea was abandoned and it was de-
cided instead to provide Relief Work on the Navrongo-Zuarungu Road. 
Some 500 men from the [Navrongo] District were employed up to the end of 
the year and the work will continue for another month. No real hardship due 
to shortage of food has yet been felt.183 
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The actions taken by the District Commissioner of Navrongo District in-
dicates how difficult it was for the colonial government to engage in full-
scale famine relief that would have required the importation and distri-
bution of foodstuff. Any large-scale organization seems to have been re-
garded as being too costly and impractical although it might have been 
possible to move grain by lorry transport from the South to the centres in 
the North. Instead, the District Commissioner initiated a food-for-work 
programme, in this case the building of a road and payment of the work-
ers in grain. Thus, by 1930 two kinds of official relief activities during 
times of distress had emerged in the Northern Territories: to put an em-
bargo on the export of grain as well as to establish food-for-work pro-
grammes. 
 However, the food-for-work scheme was not working everywhere. In 
Savelugu Division, one of the hard-hit areas in the Southern Province, 
both the colonial officials as well as the Native Authorities started to pre-
pare famine relief measures during spring 1930. About 2,000 loads of 
guinea-corn were brought up from the south and stored in Karaga. Part 
of the corn was later transferred to Tamale, while part was distributed as 
famine relief during the summer. However, on the 27th of July the chief 
of Savelugu approached the District Commissioner, asking what to do 
with the remaining 1,300 loads of guinea-corn for famine relief which 
were stored in his town. After having consulted with the Chief Commis-
sioner, the chief was ordered to sell all the corn.184 The dilemma of the 
administration – both colonial and native – was a typical one. Should one 
order grain for the provision of famine relief in advance with the risk of 
making a loss if there eventually was no – or a lesser need – for relief than 
anticipated, or should one wait before ordering with the risk of facing a 
large-scale famine as there would be no grain to distribute in case of a 
worsening situation?  
 The food-for-work scheme was again applied during the 1934 spring 
invasion. To avert threatening starvation in the Builsa area, the colonial 
government provided £600 for the payment of famine relief measures. 
The bulk of the sum, about £516, was used as payment in return for labour 
on roads. The rest of the money was spent on the purchase of foodstuffs 
for distribution among those who were either too old or too infirm to 
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work. In total, the Acting Chief Commissioner estimated that about 1,000 
persons were affected by the relief measures.185 

Further famine relief actions were organized by the colonial officials 
and Native Authorities to alleviate the food shortage in Western Gonja 
District during May 1937. On the 16th of May, Acting District Commis-
sioner Amherst urged the Buipewura to develop a plan for relief, and the 
following day a scheme was set up. It was decided that seeds would be 
bought both by the colonial and local authorities and distributed to those 
in need. Amherst estimated that the cost of famine relief for the whole 
district would amount up to £250, of which at least £50 was for the Buipe 
area. However, Amherst was reluctant to cover the expenses from the 
government budget.186 In the end, the Native Authority covered the cost 
of the distribution of seeds. For the next months, both the local and colo-
nial authorities imported foodstuff which was distributed as famine relief 
in the District.187  
 
Promoting Alternative Crops: Yams, Rice and Fast-maturing Sorghum 
The colonial officials also started to promote the cultivation of root-crops 
as a preventive measure. This project received strong support from the 
Chief Commissioner. Initially, the promotion of alternative crops had en-
countered several obstacles. The most challenging one was to convince 
the local farmers about the necessity of planting root-crops in areas where 
they had not done so previously. This was, for example, the case in Nav-
rongo District. During early September 1930, the District Commissioner 
called for several meetings with local chiefs to discuss the large-scale cul-
tivation of yams in the district. However, he was aware of local farmers 
having shown little interest in previous attempts to promote the cultiva-
tion of the plant. His own inquiries showed that the main argument of the 
local farmers for not growing yams was that “our fathers never grew 
them.” A meeting to discuss the yams-project with all the Builsa chiefs 
was held on the 11th of September 1930. Although the chiefs showed 
some interest in the project, the District Commissioner noted in the same 
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vein that they had excused themselves and argued that they had no 
knowledge of how to grow yams.188  

Another problem was the lack of suitable digging sticks that could be 
used for the cultivation of yams.189 A third one was the lack of seed yams 
for planting. In fact, the lack of seedlings continued for several years to be 
one of the major hindrances for the large-scale cultivation of yams in the 
Northern Province. When Governor Shenton Thomas toured the North-
ern Territories and visited Navrongo in January 1934, he was appalled by 
the contradiction in colonial agricultural policies. Whereas Acting District 
Commissioner Olivier had encouraged the farmers in the Navrongo area 
to plant yams, with the result that some 250,000 yams mounds had been 
made, Agricultural Officer C.W. Lynn had only some 8,000 seed-yams 
available for them. Governor Thomas immediately sent for an additional 
40,000 seed-yams from Tamale but at the same time bitterly complained 
about the lack of collaboration between the local colonial administration 
and the Agricultural Department.190 By the end of the year, Chief Com-
missioner Jones had to admit that the efforts to popularize the cultivation 
of yams in the Northern Province had so far not been successful.191 

However, Lynn’s poor performance in Navrongo was not due to his 
unwillingness to cooperate with the local colonial administration. Until 
1932, the activities of the Agricultural Department had been mainly con-
fined to the Experimental Station at Tamale, and Agricultural officers had 
visited the Northern Province only on a few occasions. In late 1932 and, 
after a one year’s break, from October 1933, Lynn started investigations 
into the causes of food shortages in the Zuarungu area and at the same 
time made experiments with new crops and farming methods on the local 
farmers’ own farms. After a while, he extended his activities to Navrongo, 
where he established an experimental plot.192 Though the promotion of 
safe-crops was part of the Agricultural Department’s policy, Lynn’s and 
the Department’s main interest was the promotion of mixed farming.193 It 

                                                           
188 Navrongo District Informal Diary, entries for 1-2.9.1930 and 11.9.1930, ADM 
63/5/6, PRAAD/Accra. 
189 Northern Province Annual Report for 1932-33, p. 10, NRG 8/3/47, PRAAD/ 
Tamale.  
190 Tour of the Governor in the Northern Territories [5.1-11.2.1934], p. 19, CO 
96/715/6, TNA.  
191 Memorandum on the Administration of the Northern Territories 1934-35, p. 14, 
ADM 56/1/374, PRAAD/Accra. 
192 Northern Territories Annual Report for 1933-34, § 30–31, CO 96/719/1, TNA. 
193 Northern Territories Annual Report for 1934-35, § 146, NRG 8/3/49, PRAAD/ 
Tamale 



Holger Weiss 110 

seems as if the cultivation of root-crops was perceived as a short-term so-
lution to the damage caused by locusts and not as a solution to the long-
term problem of food shortages and the meagre output of the farms in the 
Northern Province. Finally, the scheme was aborted a few years later in 
the Zuarungu and Navrongo areas as the Agricultural Officers realized 
that the soil proved unfavourable for the large-scale cultivation of 
yams.194  

In general, the colonial officials were rather confident about the positive 
effects of their propaganda to increase the cultivation of yams and other 
root crops. For example, the District Commissioner of Wa noted in his 
1932 Activity Report that the cultivation of yams was steadily spreading 
among the Wala as the crop was “comparatively immune” from the rav-
ages of locusts. In addition, he claimed that yams were preferred by 
women as it entailed much less labour to process it. He even claimed that 
yams were said to be more palatable to local consumers than millet and 
sorghum.195 Acting Chief Commissioner Rake further reflected this confi-
dence in a report about the actions of one newly established Native Au-
thority in 1933/34.196 The Builsa Native Administration had voted to use 
£20 out of their meagre funds for the purchase of seed yams from the 
south for planting on communal farms in 20 villages. For Rake, the exam-
ple of the Native Authority was a clear evidence for the success of colonial 
yams propaganda although he had to admit that its cultivation was slow 
to take off.197 One year later, the success of the root-crop scheme was high-
lighted in the 1935-36 Annual Report: A great increase in yams cultivation 
was noted in both Lawra and Tumu Districts.198  

Another crop that received the special attention of the colonial officials 
was rice. The plant was felt to be more suitable as a buffer-crop and some 
officials even claimed that locusts did not attack rice plants. However, the 
colonial preference for rice was mainly due its assumed potential as the 
future cash-earner for the local farmers. Therefore, not only the Agricul-
tural Department in Tamale but also many of the colonial officials were 
eager to promote the introduction of the crop among the farmers in the 
Protectorate. For example, District Commissioner Hall tried to introduce 
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the cultivation of rice among the Lobi in Western Gonja District in May 
1931 as the local rice supply did not meet the demand of the market in 
Bole. In the same vein, Hall criticized the prejudices of the Lobi farmers 
but also those of the Bolewura and the Gonja as the latter were, according 
to Hall, “inclined to laugh at the idea of the Lobi growing rice.” Never-
theless, Hall was convinced that his project would succeed and noted in 
the Informal Diary that the laughter would soon stop.199 However, by the 
end of the year Hall had to admit that the project was only partially suc-
cessful. In some places, such as Kabeba, the rice crop had been a complete 
failure, in others it had done better but the farmers had mixed ripe and 
unripe seed.200 In contrast to Hall’s information, the 1931-32 Activity Re-
port for the Southern Province remarked positively on the introduction of 
rice cultivation in Western Gonja District but did not mention its partial 
failure.201 

Fast-maturing sorghum was recognized to be a third possibility of alle-
viating the damage caused by locusts. The Agricultural Department had 
started in 1930 to carry out an experiment at Navrongo as to whether Kajie 
or early red sorghum, a local sorghum variety from the Southern Prov-
ince, would grow satisfactorily in the Northern Province. The plan was to 
plant sorghum in Western Dagomba as seed grain for local farmers in the 
north.202 Kajie seeds were introduced in Lawra District in 1932. At least 
the chiefs shifted to this seed and the District Commissioner encouraged 
the free distribution of Kajie seeds.203 Unfortunately, it is not known how 
effective or how widespread the use this seed was as the colonial records 
that have been consulted so far do not dwell any further on this matter. 
 
Anti-locust Campaigns 
In addition to the above relief measures, government officials started to 
engage in large-scale programmes to combat locusts and hopper bands. 
During the invasion of May to July 1930, anti-locust campaigns were 
started by District Commissioners and military officers of the West Afri-
can Frontier Force. Soon they were taken over by Agricultural Officers. 
The 1930 summer and autumn locust campaigns made use of trenching, 
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burning and burying, and later used poison-bait control measures, 
though the officials had eventually to admit that these measures achieved 
varying success. Though an actual food shortage was averted, enough 
nymphs and hoppers survived to reach the adult stage and formed 
swarms.204 District Commissioner Cardinall, for example, was rather crit-
ical about the abilities of the Agricultural Department to organize anti-
locust campaigns: 
 

Sent a number of wires about locusts. The Agric Dept has just acted in a typ-
ically red-tape manner. Told them to apply to Accra for sacking, I wired for 
some and received the excellent reply to apply to Tamale. No idea of time or 
distance, nor yet any apparent realization of what the locusts mean!! Well, 

well, I suppose the manufacturers of pink dyes must live.205  

Nevertheless, the activities of the Agricultural Department were hailed 
by the colonial administration in Tamale. In his 1930 Activity Report, the 
Chief Commissioner praised the prompt actions taken by the Director of 
Agriculture in June in his arrangement of a corps of qualified officers who 
were stationed in the Northern Province and organized the various anti-
locust campaigns together with the District Commissioners. According to 
the Chief Commissioner, the measures proved successful not only in re-
lieving the country from anxiety about a threatened harvest failure and 
famine but also “in so impressing their methods on the people that the 
number of specially detailed agricultural specialists required in a suc-
ceeding season would probably be less than in 1930.”206 What the Chief 
Commissioner did not mention were the problems that the officials faced 
on the ground, such as villagers refusing to work in the campaigns and 
disobeying their chiefs or chiefs being unwilling to cooperate with the co-
lonial officials. Neither did the Chief Commissioner mention the critique 
of the District Commissioners towards the policy taken by the Agricul-
tural Department. A fatal decision, which was criticized by Acting Pro-
vincial Commissioner Cumine as well as the District Commissioner of 
Navrongo District, was when the Agricultural Department recalled all its 
officers on locust duty from the Northern Province in August 1930. 
Cumine’s argument was that it was questionable whether the chiefs had 
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received enough instruction in organizing anti-locust campaigns as to jus-
tify the withdrawal of the agricultural officers.207 The District Commis-
sioner, in turn, critically remarked that presumably the only reason for 
the decision to end the anti-locust programme of the Agricultural Depart-
ment was the colonial government’s saving of money. He questioned the 
rationale of this decision as it meant that the district officials themselves 
had to organize hopper-killing expeditions, resulting in increased ex-
penditures for the District (and Native Administration) budgets.208  

Luckily for the Navrongo District, Agricultural Officer Muir who was 
in charge of the anti-locust campaign, refused to leave the district.209 
However, in other districts most, if not all, of the Agricultural Officers 
were withdrawn and Muir, too, received an order from Accra in Septem-
ber 1930 to stop his engagement. The District Commissioner was furious, 
if not desperate: “Are the Agricultural Dept. going to kill locusts, or are 
D.C.’s [District Commissioners] going to do it? Someone has got to, as the 
crops are not yet in. The position is most unclear.”210 Muir, however, de-
cided to ignore the order. 

Eventually, the District Commissioner had to organize anti-locust cam-
paigns in Navrongo District. For him, as for many other colonial officials, 
these campaigns were very much conducted on a trial-and-error basis. 
The Agricultural Department had, among other things, used arsenic to 
kill hoppers, but the District Commissioner decided to dig for the eggs on 
the farms in order to prevent the hatching of the hoppers. He seemed to 
have been convinced that his method was a more effective one and or-
dered the local farmers to hoe up the capsules in which locusts lay their 
eggs and burn them. Arsenic, he argued, would only be used against hop-
pers in the bush: “We don’t want arsenic anywhere near the compounds 
and farms if we can help it.”211 If the digging was not effective, the whole 
village was to be ordered out to the farms to beat the hoppers to death 
with flails. Those who refused to respond to the call would be fined – the 
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District Commissioner even argued that there should be a regulation per-
mitting fines for neglect of hopper infested farms “and a fairly rigorous 
fine at that.”212 
 
Locusts, Farmers and the Colonial Condition 
An assessment of the impact of locust invasions in the Northern Territo-
ries during the 1930s is somewhat problematic. The cyclical occurrence of 
the plague, markedly the spring and autumn invasions, posed different 
constraints on the farming communities. Further, the various agents, 
namely the colonial officials, the Native Authorities and the local farmers, 
had different interpretations of the plague and different plans for actions 
to counteract the feared destructions.  
 As has been previously discussed, the spring swarms of locusts and 
hoppers coincided with the start of the planting season. Although the co-
lonial officials time and again wrote about the widespread destruction of 
the newly planted fields, the consequences were usually not fatal. After 
the invasions during the early 1930s, a common strategy for alleviating 
the anticipated destructions was to postpone the planting of crops. Alt-
hough some colonial officials argued that this strategy was applied due 
to their intervention or their suggestion, one could argue that such a strat-
egy was part and parcel of the local farmers’ traditional arsenal of agri-
cultural coping-strategies. Not surprisingly, therefore, although the 
Northern Territories were annually hit by the spring swarms, the destruc-
tion caused by them in the end was rather limited and was in most years 
confined to a limited number of farms. The autumn invasion, on the other 
hand, had generally a more devastating effect. However, the timing of the 
invasion was crucial. If the farmers had been able to harvest their crops, 
the locusts were a dreadful sight but did not cause any anxiety. The colo-
nial officials were usually perplexed in their turn. Whenever news about 
the first approaching swarms reached the headquarters, fears of wide-
spread destruction and subsequent suffering arose among the Europeans.  
In fact, the autumn invasion could have fatal consequences if it hit an area 
before the start of the harvest. Arguably, this was common knowledge 
among the local communities and was reflected in their interpretations of 
locust invasions. It could be suggested that the basic knowledge among 
local farmers was that not much could be done if a swarm actually landed 
on one’s field. Therefore, preventive measures had to be taken before such 
a situation could occur. The first (and usually only) preventive measure, 
apart from taking a decision to start the harvest at once (if the news about 
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an approaching swarm had spread faster than the locusts themselves), 
was to call for the assistance of the gods and spirits. Such ceremonies were 
noted by Blair and Rattray among the Dagbamba and the Sissala.213  

Rattray gives a rather vivid description of Sissala ceremonies during 
December 1929. A series of sacrifices were made upon various shrines at 
the clan settlement of the Crow-clan of the Sissala as a special form of 
thanksgiving for the immunity which the crops of the clan had enjoyed 
from the locust swarms. Rattray reported that, when the news of the ap-
proach of the locusts in the vicinity reached Tumu, the tinteintina (tin-
dana or Earth Priest) held a meeting with all the elders. They vowed to 
give offerings to the gods if these pests would spare their crops which had 
not all been gathered in. As it was an exceptional, if not extreme, situation, 
the aid of all the local spirits was to be invoked and women who were 
known to be witches were also to be invited to help. Each shrine in the 
area was visited on that occasion. Ashes were sprinkled, the spirits were 
asked for assistance and promised that if all went well “these ashes would 
be removed later with a cow or sheep.” As the locusts spared the fields, 
the next part of the ceremony or the sacrifice of cows and sheep, namely 
the fulfilment of the vow, was performed.214 Rattray paraphrased one of 
the prayers of tinteintina Dimoa during one of the sacrifices:  
 

Sky-God [Wei/Wea, HW] and his wife the Earth, let them come and receive 
water and call the ancestors of Tumu. Let them call the rivers and the bush 
and all the gods to come and receive water, and give to Wei. We met here 
and cried out that an evil thing is coming; that the locusts are coming to de-
stroy our corn. They came and did no harm. We promised you a cow. Help 
women to bear children and young people to steal wives. Let them eat the 
newly husked corn in health. May the young men help each other. If a man 
whose eyes can see, go and get a bad thing, may Wei kill him. If the winds 
bring any sickness, may Wei guard us against it. May the corn which we cut 

increase when we thresh it.215 

 
Another elder specified the reason for the sacrifice by saying: “When the 
locusts came, all the Elders rose up and met together and made a vow to 
We’haiya, (saying) that if it had power it would prevent the locusts from 
eating the corn, and if they did not eat the corn they would give a cow.”216 
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 It is unclear from the available material if locust invasions were given a 
cosmological interpretation. Blair noted that, among the Dagomba, “the 
fetish is invoked by the community, by a communal sacrifice made, in 
times of threatened droughts, pestilences, plagues of locusts, and 
such.”217 In other regions in the Sahel and Sudan savannah, such ‘apoca-
lyptical’ plagues would be given a moral interpretation, for example, that 
the relationship between humans, God and nature had been broken and 
locusts, droughts or pestilence were seen as cosmological punishments 
and resulted in calls for communal redemption. Such interpretations have 
been noted among many Muslim communities, though one could argue 
that such a cosmological interpretation might not necessarily be con-
nected to Islam as it was also noted among non-Muslim communities.218 
Nevertheless, Rattray’s above description on Sisala rituals points towards 
a different interpretation as the prayers do not link the locusts to God but, 
conversely, the locusts are independent of God’s will and power.   
 Apart from praying, not much else could be done to counteract the 
plague. Trenches could be dug and fires be lighted, sometimes whole vil-
lages would go out in the fields to scare the locusts away with sticks or 
kill as many as possible, but in general such measures had little effect. 
Similar measures were applied by the colonial officers in their anti-locust 
campaigns but they, too, had to admit that it was a lost battle. However, 
what was highly criticized by some Europeans was the apparent ‘apathy’ 
of some villagers who refused to participate in the anti-locust campaigns. 
Here one is able to detect a different approach to the problem. Whereas 
the colonial authorities argued that it was a collective duty to participate 
in the various campaigns, local chiefs and villagers had the reverse atti-
tude. One could even argue that this difference was due to a rather scep-
tical, if not negative, perception of colonial rule, i.e., the colonial authori-
ties, their mentality and their technical approach were perceived as con-
flicting with, if not oppressing to, local approaches and strategies. 
Whereas the ‘battle’ against locusts was termed victorious by the colonial 
authorities, the rationale for such campaigns was dubious if not all to-
gether questionable from the perspective of the local inhabitants. 
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 However, it would be an over-simplification to regard the indigenous 
approach to locust invasions as fatalistic. Though swarms were feared 
and might cause destruction, the revenge of the farmers was as drastic. 
Locusts could be eaten and were regarded as food in several societies, 219 
including those in northern Ghana.220  In fact, to the great surprise of some 
colonial officials, some communities even considered locusts to be a deli-
cacy. In Lawra, for example, the Acting District Commissioner noted that 
killed locusts were collected in baskets by Moshi women who ate them. 
In the same vein, he reported that the Lobi did not eat locusts.221 How-
ever, none of the colonial authorities at that time ever regarded locusts to 
be a source of protein and calories for those communities who made use 
of these occasional visitors. Later research, however, has suggested that 
the consumption of 150 fried locusts per day would provide a person’s 
daily protein requirements, and 10 per cent of daily calorie needs.222  
 The complexity of locust invasions was never really fully understood 
by the colonial authorities during the 1930s. In their perspective, locust 
invasions were at first an abnormal event and, after some years, an annual 
menace that could be dealt with by making use of technical solutions. 
However, what was very rarely reflected upon were the political, social 
and economic effects of colonial rule itself. The same official could make 
a note in his diary about the negative impact of roadwork, food shortages 
and locust invasions, but usually would not consider that there was a con-
nection between them. In fact, several officials noted that both local chiefs 
and villagers were critical of roadwork as its extracted labour from the 
farms. A similar problem, which was sometimes noted, was the migration 
of labourers to the mines and plantations in the Gold Coast Colony and 
the Ashanti Protectorate. In both cases the lack of people had the effect 
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that there were too few people to cope with locusts and hoppers. A fur-
ther problem, which was noted but never dealt with, was the apparent 
social and gender aspects. Although locusts would devastate fields with-
out making any difference between the fields of the chief and the common 
people, a chief was much less likely to suffer from the negative effects of 
an invasion. One could therefore argue that those who were most likely 
to suffer, but who were at the same time almost never to be ‘seen’ by the 
colonial observers, were female-headed households – either those whose 
young males or husbands had gone south or were engaged in roadwork, 
or those which were headed by widows. In fact, the gender-imbalance of 
the colonial records is a major problem in getting a full picture of the 
causes and consequences of locust invasions as male colonial officers 
would usually ‘see’ females suffering but knowing little of their coping-
strategies and would never listen to their perceptions and fears. 
 
Creating Regional Locust Control Organizations 
Apart from the activities on a local and regional level in northern Ghana, 
the colonial authorities in both Accra and London started to look seri-
ously into controlling the effects of locust invasions in the Northern Ter-
ritories. During the 1930’s, one of the main tasks of the newly established 
Agricultural Department of the Gold Coast and especially its branch in 
the Northern Territories was to engage in research on locusts and to or-
ganize locust eradication campaigns. As damage was confined to cereal 
crops, especially maize and millet which were the staple crops for the ma-
jority of the population in the north, the department decided to focus its 
efforts on the most densely populated sections of the Northern Province, 
i.e., those communities which had already gained the dubious reputation 
of suffering from chronic food shortages.223  

One of the first actions taken by the Agricultural Department was the 
engagement of O.B. Lean, who had previously been employed as ento-
mologist by the Agricultural Department in Nigeria. Lean undertook an 
ecological reconnaissance to the French Soudan in early 1932 to locate the 
breeding-areas of the migratory locust.224 After Lean’s return to Accra, 
and before he had even published his report,225 the Agricultural Depart-
ment produced a memorandum which discussed at length the problems 
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of locust invasions in the Northern Territories, integrating some of Lean’s 
findings and suggestions.226 It was the first investigation out of many 
which identified the causes and consequences of African Migratory Lo-
cust invasions and presented a plan to combat the ‘plague’.  

At the time of the 1932 report, the Northern Territories had been rav-
aged by Migratory Locust invasions in four successive years. In addition 
to Lean, French investigations following the 1929-31 invasion in West Af-
rica showed that the most important permanent breeding area of the Af-
rican Migratory Locust was located in the swamp and lake-district to the 
south and west of Timbuktu in the French Soudan whereas a new, sub-
sidiary breeding-area of the Locusta migratoria migratorioides seemed to 
have been established in the Lake Chad basin. The Northern Territories 
were believed to be a peripheral region for the breeding of African Migra-
tory Locust as hopper bands appeared only locally in the region. Still, the 
damage caused by the invasions could cause severe problems, especially 
in the densely and already impoverished parts of the territory where ce-
reals were the mainstay of the population, i.e., an invasion of locusts dur-
ing the farming season would be followed by famine. The conclusion 
drawn in the report was that locust invasions threatened to turn into an 
annual plague and societal crisis if counter-measures were not taken by 
both the British and French colonial government as well as the Native 
Administrations and the local population. On the international level, fur-
ther research on locusts and control-actions should be taken by the colo-
nial governments, as had already been propagated by the 1931 Interna-
tional Meeting on Locusts in Rome. The memorandum further recom-
mended that the Gold Coast Colony should pay an annual fee of £100 to 
the Locust Control Committee in London. On the local level, again, vari-
ous actions should be taken to control and check the spread of locusts, 
such as poisoning the incoming swarms and the newly-hatched hop-
pers.227 

Lean’s report was sent to London in 1935 and was discussed at the Co-
lonial Office before it was forwarded to the Economic Advisory Council. 
The Council, in its turn, decided to call for further research and to 
strengthen the cooperation between the British and French authorities in 
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establishing a continuous observation of the solitary hoppers in the Mid-
dle Niger breeding-region as to prevent their formation into incipient 
swarms.228 The Council also forwarded Lean’s report to its Committee on 
Locust Control that had been established a few years earlier. The main 
task of the Committee was to collect information about locusts and to 
summarize their movements throughout Africa and Western Asia. It also 
disseminated anti-locust information to the various colonial governments 
and departments.229  

One of the key objectives of both Lean and the Economic Advisory 
Board was the establishment of an international anti-migratory locust 
control service. Discussions about such an organization had already 
started during the International anti-locust conferences during 1930’s but 
were discontinued due to the outbreak of war.230 At the Fifth Interna-
tional Anti-Locust Conference in Brussels in 1938, the outbreak area of 
Locusta migratoria migratorioides was defined to be the flood plains of 
the Middle Niger River and French teams thereafter regularly checked the 
outbreak area to monitor population increases and phase transitions of 
Migratory Locusts.231 

The French government also proposed at the 1938 Conference the es-
tablishment of an international supervisory system to prevent locust in-
vasions. The idea was to establish a monitoring and prevention system 
for the three most problematic locust species, namely the Desert Locust, 
the Red Locust and the African Migratory Locust. Due to the war, the plan 
had to be postponed and was realized by the British, French and Belgian 
authorities after yet another large-scale invasion of locusts, the 1940 to 
1948 Desert Locust plague with its peak in 1942–1945. Whereas the 1926 
to 1934 Desert Locust plague had been confined to the Sahel savannah, 
the largely unchecked outbreak during the 1940s also affected the Sudan 
and Guinea savannah regions in West Africa including northern Ghana 
in 1944.232 International cooperation speeded up after the war. In 1946, a 
permanent Anti-Locust Research Centre was established, followed by an 
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international convention for locust control formed by France, Belgium 
and the United Kingdom in 1947.233 

The development of an international prevention scheme for the Red Lo-
cust was the first to be established. The British and Belgian authorities 
supported a Red Locust Organization from 1941 until an agreement on 
international cooperation, the International Convention for the Perma-
nent Control of Outbreaks of Areas of the Red Locust, was signed in 
1949.234 At the same time, an international body similar to the Interna-
tional Control Service for Control of the Red Locust was planned to pre-
vent outbreaks of Migratory Locusts from the main breeding-areas in the 
Middle Niger and Lake Chad.235 By 1947, the French locust control pro-
gramme was recognized as being incapable of effectively checking the in-
vasion of Migratory Locusts. At the following international meetings, it 
was decided that the affected British and Belgian colonial governments 
would pay an annual contribution to the locust control service whereas 
the French authorities would continue to be in charge of the actual locust 
control campaigns. A provisional international committee was organized 
in 1948,236 and in 1949, the Gold Coast Government paid its first contribu-
tion that financed the eradication campaign of that year.237 An interna-
tional convention on the preventive control of the African Migratory Lo-
cust was signed by the French, British and Belgian governments in 1952. 
The African Migratory Locust Convention focused in particular on West 
Africa. An international council was established with its headquarters in 
Paris; its task was to undertake research on the African Migratory Locust, 
determine adequate methods for its control and exercise supervision and 
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preventive control in outbreak areas. 238  The 1952 convention was re-
newed and updated through the 1962 Convention of the African migra-
tory locust organization. The council was transformed and reorganized 
as the International Organization against the African Migratory Locust 
(OICMA, Organisation International contre le Criquet Migrateur Afri-
cain) and its headquarters were transferred to Bamako in Mali. Focus re-
mained on checking outbreaks on the flood plains of the Middle River 
Niger. Seventeen African states joined the OICMA, including Ghana.239  

The establishment of a scheme against the Desert Locust proved more 
problematic. Research on this particular locust species had established by 
the 1940s that Desert Locusts, unlike the African Migratory Locust or the 
Red Locust, had no permanently infested outbreak area. Instead, it was 
realized that the Desert Locust migrated between seasonal breeding ar-
eas, making its supervision an international challenge. Several schemes 
for the control of Desert Locust were discussed during the 1940s and 
1950s but funds for their implementation were not forthcoming. Instead, 
the African and Asian continents witnessed a new large-scale outbreak 
and plague that ravaged from 1950 to 1963. Only with the establishment 
of the Organisation commune de lute antiacridienne et de lute antiaviaire 
(OCLALAV), a West African organization with its headquarters in Dakar 
in Senegal,240 as well as the Desert Locust Control Organization for East-
ern Africa (DLCO-EA),241 both created in the 1965, successful anti-locust 
campaigns were carried out in the West African Sahel.242  
 
Collapse and Rebirth of Regional Locust Control 
Regional and international anti-locust campaigns reached their peak dur-
ing the 1960s and proved effective to curtail an outbreak of Desert Locusts 

                                                           
238 See African Migratory Locust Convention [1952], available at IEA Database 
Project, http://iea.uoregon.edu/pages/view_treaty.php?t=1952-AfricanMigra-
toryLocust.EN.txt&par=view_treaty_html (accessed 20.1.1915). 
239 The text of the 1962 convention is available at http://sedac.ciesin.org/en-
tri/texts/migratory.locust.1962.html (accessed 20.1.2015).  
240 See further Abdallahi Ould M. Sidia, R. Skaf, J.M. Castel, A. Ndiaye, J.A. 
Whellan, ‘OCLALAV and its environment. A regional international organization 
for the control of migrant pests’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of 
London, B 287 (1979), pp. 269–276. 
241 See further Adefris Bellehu, J.W.S. Pringle, H.D. Brown, and R.C. Rainey, ‘The 
Desert Locust Control Organization for Eastern Africa (DLCOEA)’, Philosophical 
Transactions of the Royal Society of London, B 287 (1979), pp. 265–268. The headquar-
ters of the DLCO-EA is at Addis Ababa in Ethiopia. See also 
http://www.dlcoea.org.et/ (accessed 23.11.2018). 
242 Van Huis et alii, ‘Preventing desert locust plagues’, p. 192. 

http://iea.uoregon.edu/pages/view_treaty.php?t=1952-AfricanMigratoryLocust.EN.txt&par=view_treaty_html
http://iea.uoregon.edu/pages/view_treaty.php?t=1952-AfricanMigratoryLocust.EN.txt&par=view_treaty_html
http://sedac.ciesin.org/entri/texts/migratory.locust.1962.html
http://sedac.ciesin.org/entri/texts/migratory.locust.1962.html
http://www.dlcoea.org.et/


Locust Invasions in Northern Ghana in the 1930s 

 

 
 

123 

in the late 1960s. Chemical control and the focus on controlling hopper 
bands in combination of a low-activity phase restricted the species to its 
recession areas until an outbreak in 1985. At this point, several of the re-
gional monitoring organizations, including the OCLALAV, were either 
defunct or underfunded, resulting in the failure of effective prevention. 
Outbreaks have thereafter occurred in 1992–1998, severe plagues in 2004–
2008. The latter outbreak infested most of the West African states, includ-
ing Mali, Burkina Faso, Senegal, Mauritania, Cap Verde, Niger and Chad 
but none of the states along the Guinea Coast.243 
 The use of pesticides has diminished or even checked outbreaks of Af-
rican Migratory Locusts since the 1950s. Hopper bands have occasionally 
been noted in the Middle Niger River region until 1971; the most large-
scale upsurge occurred in 1951 but was chemically checked.244 Due to the 
infrequency of plagues of this species in relation to the cost of the inter-
national control measures, the OICMA was disbanded in 1985.245 How-
ever, heavy outbreaks of African Migratory Locusts have been noted in 
other recession areas, especially in the Lake Chad basin (no outbreaks 
from 1951 to 1968, severe outbreaks especially in 1973, 1979, 1989, 1997),246 
the Sudan (1968–1970, 1980, 1985) and northwest Angola (1978–1979, 
1982–1983), although they hitherto have not resulted in large-scale inva-
sions of gregarious swarms.247  
 In retrospect, the use of pesticides and international cooperation since 
the 1950s was a breaking point in the centuries-long invasions of African 
Migratory Locusts – at least in (northern) Ghana. The mechanical control 
measures applied during the invasions of the 1930s had only local effect. 
Later investigations on various forms of mechanical control techniques 
have come to a similar conclusion. The destruction of grasshopper and 
locust egg pods as well as the digging of trenches and the driving of hop-
pers into them and killing them there by various methods is time-con-
suming and has only a local impact and is in most cases confined to the 
farms. For about thirty years, toxic pesticides were in effective use until 

                                                           
243 See further IRIN WEB Special, ‘The eight plague – West Africa’s locust inva-
sion’ (December 2004), available at http://www.irinnews.org/pdf/in-
depth/eight-plague-irin-in-depth.pdf (accessed 10.11.2014); van Huis et alii, ‘Pre-
venting desert locust plagues’, p. 194 Table 1 and p. 203. 
244 ‘African migratory locust’, Steedman (ed.), Locust Handbook. 
245 ‘Migratory locust (Locusta migratoria) – Host plants/species affected’, 
www.plantwise.org/KnowledgeBank/Datasheet.aspx?dsid=31151 (accessed 
23.11.2018). 
246 Fishpool and Popov, ‘The grasshopper faunas’, p. 83. 
247 ‘African migratory locust’, Steedman (ed.), Locust Handbook; van Huis et alii, 
‘Preventing desert locust plagues’, p. 207. 
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their negative effects on non-target insects and birds as well as their envi-
ronmental damage was understood and critically discussed. Also, as van 
Huis, Cressman and Magor notes, while anti-locust plague prevention is 
always depending on timely and coordinated inputs from national, re-
gional and international sources, each of which depends on accessing re-
serve funds at short notice, none of the control strategies can cover the 
totality of an infested area.248 As a consequence, therefore, there has been 
an urge to develop strategies of control that integrate chemical pesticides 
with biological and microbial control measures, such as fungi and botan-
icals, as well as the establishment of early warning systems.249  
 
Conclusion 
Locusts and grasshoppers are part of African natural fauna. Grasshop-
pers rather than locusts have been and still are the major agricultural 
problem throughout the West and East African savannahs. Grasshoppers 
usually constitute local problems for farmers as they do not form swarms 
and therefore do not cover large areas. Locusts, on the other hand, are 
large grasshoppers who cluster into dense groups and become gregarious 
due to congestion in natural breeding habitat. Outbreaks of locust inva-
sions are likely to occur when congestion is an outcome of either favour-
able breeding conditions or the shrinking of the habitat of the locusts. 
However, the formation of swarms and their subsequent movement to-
wards fresh grazing grounds is not an annual event but depends on local 
ecological and climatic conditions in the natural breeding habitats of the 
locusts. 
 Three species of locusts, the Desert Locust, the African Migration Lo-
cust and the Red Locust, have historically caused alarm and their invasion 
has been feared in local African societies. Oral sources and historical texts 
usually make no distinction between the three species when referring to 
locust invasions and their impacts. However, research by entomologists 
seems to indicate that the species invaded different regions until the early 
twentieth century. Invasions of Red Locust were by and large confined to 
the East African savannah, the Desert Locust affected the entire Sahel sa-
vannah from the Atlantic to the River Nile, while invasions of the African 
Migratory Locust were restricted to the savannah regions of Western Af-
rica. Data on locust invasion in written sources for southern Ghana, i.e., 

                                                           
248 Van Huis et alii, ‘Preventing desert locust plagues’, p. 201. 
249 Lomer et alii, ‘Development of strategies’, p. 73–79; van Huis et alii, ‘Prevent-
ing desert locust plagues’, pp. 206–209; Hernández-Zul et alii, ‘‘Elements for the 
sustainable management of acridoids’, pp. 146–150. 
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the coastal plains and their hinterlands which are not covered by ever-
green and deciduous forests, is therefore identified in this article as refer-
ring to invasions of African Migratory Locusts.  
 Twentieth-century entomologists assume that severe outbreaks of the 
African Migratory Locust from their natural habitat in the inner delta of 
the River Niger have occurred on average every 30/40 year. This projec-
tion largely rests on the consulted written sources for two major ‘locust 
plagues’, namely those in the 1890s and the late 1920s/1930s. The histor-
ical data consulted and presented in this article seems to confirm the pat-
tern. Starting with historical records indicating an invasion in the 1640s, 
the next invasions occurred in the 1670s, 1710s, 1740s, 1800s, 1830s/1840s, 
and 1890s. However, no data has so far been located to refer to an invasion 
of locusts in the coastal regions in the 1770s/1780s. 
 Outbreaks of locust invasions are generally assumed to occur when a 
drought hit the natural breeding habitat of the African Migratory Locust. 
This was certainly the case both in the 1890s and in the late 1920s/early 
1930s. However, for reasons not known, the severe drought that hit the 
Sahel and Sudan savannah in the early 1910s seemingly did not result in 
a large-scale locust invasion in West Africa or at least was not recorded in 
British colonial records for northern Ghana. On the other hand, it is plau-
sible that the large-scale ‘locust plagues’ that hit West Africa in the 1890s 
and the late 1920s/1930s were extraordinary.  
 Colonial officials and entomologists regarded the late 1920s/1930s in-
vasion of African Migratory Locusts to be exceptional. Already the 1890s 
invasions had covered the Sahel and Sudan savannah regions from the 
Atlantic to the Nile and even affected the Ethiopian highlands. The next 
‘locust plague’ in the late 1920s/1930s covered even a larger area when 
swarms of African Migratory Locusts spread across the East African sa-
vannah down to Southern Africa whereas swarms of Red Locusts moved 
in the opposite direction as far as the Lake Chad region. 
 The ‘locust plague’ of the 1930s witnessed a change in attitude of the 
British colonial administration towards the ‘hinterland’ of the Gold Coast. 
Established in 1902 as the Protectorate of the Northern Territories, north-
ern Ghana was regarded as a peripheral and neglected backwater with 
limited (if any) colonial investments in infrastructure and societal devel-
opment. Colonial intervention was restricted to the political domain; eco-
logical constraints and societal problems such as low agricultural output 
and over-population as well as occasional famines were noted but did not 
trigger any reaction by the colonial administration during the first two 
decades of colonial rule. The first invasion of locusts hit northern Ghana 
at the end of 1928 did not cause any alarm by colonial officers; in their 
mind, it was only an extraordinary and abnormal event which did not 
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cause any great havoc to local communities. However, the language of 
reporting changed with the return of the locust in autumn 1929. The in-
vasion resulted in a loss of the late (main) cereal harvest in the affected 
areas. Also, the invasion was not restricted to the north, but locusts 
swarmed south-eastern Ghana and continued thereafter towards the 
northeast to Togo, Dahomey (Benin) and southern Nigeria. In addition, a 
new generation of hoppers matured in northern Ghana and affected the 
farming season in spring 1930. Local societies experienced extreme stress 
when the locusts returned in autumn 1930, resulting in a large-scale crisis 
in late 1930 and early 1931. Hopper bands and locusts continued re-
mained an annual threat for the rest of the decade, the last of swarms were 
reported in 1939.  
 Locust invasions were a threat to farmers and a nightmare for local co-
lonial officials. However, while the first reaction was one of surprise 
changing into despair in 1929/1930, colonial officials and administrators 
soon changed their attitude and initiated a range of programmes to com-
bat locust swarms, hopper bands and fledglings. In contrast to earlier dec-
ades, the colonial administration also started to intervene and established 
famine relief, food-for-work and seed distribution programmes in addi-
tion to prohibit the export of food from the Northern Territories. A third 
intervention was the promotion to cultivate alternative crops such as 
yams, rice and fast-maturing sorghum.  
 The decade of the ‘locust plagues’ laid the foundations of colonial – and 
later postcolonial – interventionist agricultural policies in northern 
Ghana. Also, the ‘locust plague’ of the 1930s marked the beginning of a 
scientific transnational and global approach to the ‘locust problem’. Lo-
cust invasions had traditionally been perceived as a dreadful but local 
‘plague’ in oral traditions and written texts in the era before the ‘shrinking 
of time and space’, i.e., the establishment of world-wide communications 
and scientific accumulation and procession of information. The pan-Afri-
can ‘locust plague’ of the 1890s was in this respect a ‘pre-global’ event 
whereas the ‘locust plague’ of the 1930s marked the beginning of a 
‘global’ perspective and scientific-cum-technical approach to locust inva-
sions. Starting as a plan for an intergovernmental prevention scheme by 
British, French and Belgian colonial and metropolitan governments in the 
1930s, an international locust control programme to check the invasions 
of African Migratory Locusts was established in the 1940s and resulted in 
the 1952 African Migratory Locust Convention. In 1962, the Convention 
was transformed into the International Organization against the African 
Migratory Locust with headquarters in Bamako, Mali. International coop-
eration in checking the outbreaks of locust invasions by employing the 
large-scale use of pesticides and chemical control measures were rather 
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successful. As an outcome, African Migratory Locusts have by and large 
been absent from northern Ghana in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury.    
   
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 1 Africa – Locust Invasions 1928-32 
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Map  2  Locusts – Gold Coast Northern Territories 
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