
Observations of the Baka hunter-
gatherers in two controlled foraging 

trips in the tropical rainforest of 
southeastern Cameroon 

Hiroaki SATO , Kyohei KAWAMURA , Koji HAYASHI ,  
Hiroyuki INAI , Taro YAMAUCHI  

ed
Zone de texte 
do not quote without author's permission



Aim	

To verify the Wild Yam Question  

    Is it possible for human beings to live without 
agricultural products in a tropical rainforest?   

To reveal how to live 

    How do they live off the land? 	
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Method	

Two controlled foraging trips in the 
southeastern Cameroon forest 

    1st: August 2003, a short dry season 
          6 families, 20 days 

    2nd: October 2005, a rainy season 
           8 families, 20 days 



Controlled foraging trips 	

no agricultural or commercial food, except 
salt and pepper 

with usual tools 





Nuts of Panda oleosa	

Boiled yam tubers  
and meat soup	



Weighing game meat	



Body weight	







Wild yam plants 



Wild yam collecting 

Collectors 
        not a wife, but also a husband 
        Snare holding (a husband engage in) is a saving activity in      
        labor.   

Interval of yam collecting 
        once in two days 
        Wild yam tubers spoil a couple of days after being collected.  



Stability of yam collecting 



Stability of yam acquisition 



Stability of food supply 



    Nor was there a difference in the daily individual 
working time between the first half and the last half of 
the survey period.  

    Nor was there a difference in the daily individual steps 
walked between the first half and the last half of the 
survey period.  

    In short, there was no hunting and gathering pressure  
causing to increase the intensity of food-getting 
activities during the research period.	



Summary 

1.  In both seasons there was no food shortage causing 
the Baka cooperators’ weight loss during the research 
period. 

2.  The tropical rainforest in southeastern Cameroon had 
the capacity to allow six to eight families to live a 
hunting-and-gathering lifestyle in a campsite for 
twenty days both in the short dry season and the 
rainy season. 	



3. The key food to enable a hunting-and-gathering 
lifestyle in the tropical rainforest of southeastern 
Cameroon was wild yam tubers, especially those of 

    D. praehensilis.  

4. Mammal meat and nuts were of importance in the 
energy supply other than from wild yam tubers. 
Moreover, game meat is the most valuable source of 
dietary protein and the most favorite food for the 
Baka. And the Panda oleosa nut which can be 
collected year-round makes a great contribution to the 
stabilization of their energy supply. 	



Observations of the Baka hunter-gatherers in two controlled foraging trips in the 
tropical rainforest of southeastern Cameroon 
 
Hiroaki SATO (Hamamatsu University School of Medicine), Kyohei KAWAMURA (Yamanashi 

University), Koji HAYASHI (Kyoto University), Hiroyuki INAI (Kyoto University), Taro YAMAUCHI 

(Hokkaido University) 

 

Corresponding author: SATO, Hiroaki 

Hamamatsu University School of Medicine 

1-20-1 Handayama, Higashiku, Hamamatsu, Shizuoka, 431-3192, Japan 

Phone & Fax: +81-53-435-2226 

 

Introduction   
 
 We designed the observational surveys of controlled foraging trips in Cameroon to verify the 
Wild Yam Question, if it is possible for human beings to live without agricultural products in a 
tropical rainforest, and to reveal details of how they live off the land (). Gaining the cooperation 
of the Baka hunter-gatherers, we had two twenty-day trips during which no agricultural or 
commercial food, except salt and pepper, could be used in the forest of southeastern Cameroon. 
The first trip was conducted with six married couples, including four children, in the short dry 
season of August 2003, and the second one with eight married couples, including seven children, 
in the rainy season of October 2005. 
 

Outline of the controlled foraging trips 
 
 Both trips were conducted in the same forest which took two days to reach by foot from the 
cooperators’ settlement and where people rarely visited. The Baka cooperators selected the 
same place by a river for the campsite in both trips. They provided their usual tools such as 
machetes, spears, digging sticks with iron points, wire-snares, hook and line, fishing nets, 
carrying baskets, etc. for foraging activities. During the survey period we observed their 
collecting activities for wild yam tubers, wild honey, termites, edible fungi, nuts, etc., snare 
holding and fishing. Honey collecting, snare holding, net fishing, and hook and line fishing 
were done by men, while women did dam and bail fishing, and collecting yam tubers, termites, 
nuts, and edible fungi were done by both men and women. 
 The common activity pattern was that each couple went to collect wild yam tubers every two 
or three days and on the other days they engaged in collecting nuts, honey, termites, etc. or in 



fishing in the dry season. The reason why couples engaged in collecting wild yam tubers every 
two or three days was that they sought the plants around a mountain about an hour by foot from 
the campsite and those tubers spoilt a couple of days after being collected. Most of the 
wire-snares were set around the campsite and men made the rounds of them every day before 
breakfast or on their way back from other foraging activities.    
 Usually adult men had meals together, which their wives cooked and brought in, to a gathering 
place called “banjo” in the center of the campsite both in the morning and evening, whereas 
women and their children had meals in their own huts. Normal meals in the morning were only 
staple boiled yam tubers; the evening meal consisted of yam tubers and soup of meat, fish, or 
fungi with nut paste. As husbands shared the food at the “banjo” and wives often interchanged 
plates with each other, it was unlikely that a lack of food individually came about.       
      

Body weight 
 
 The body weight of all cooperators was checked on a scale early every morning. In both 
seasons almost all of them kept their weight consistently from the start or increased their weight, 
with the exception of a few women in the dry season and a man in the rainy season who slightly 
lost weight in the last half of the survey period because of ill-health. 
    

Food acquired during the survey period 
 
 Main common food acquired during both survey periods were wild yam tubers, mammals, 
fresh water fish, termites, honey, nuts, and edible fungi. Among these, the first ranking in weight 
was wild yam tubers, then mammals followed by fish in the dry season and by nuts in the rainy 
season. Among the five species of wild yam tubers collected Dioscorea praehensilis, an annual 
plant, supplied the bulk of their food in both seasons. A large number of the mammals trapped 
were small-and-medium-sized forestry duikers. While a small number of large-sized catfish 
were brought in their big catches, a great number of small fish were constantly provisioned to 
the diet of camp. Almost all the nuts were Panda oleosa. 
 

Energy intake 
 
 The per capita energy intake was estimated from food intake, which was derived from all food 
acquired during each survey period less any leftovers, the bulk of which was preserved dry meat 
taken back to their settlement, and an estimate of the amount of food discarded. We estimated 
their energy intake at around 2500 kcal per capita in both seasons, including the cooperators’ 



children as adults in the calculation. Its composition rate also was similar in both seasons: more 
than 60 percent was from yam tubers, around 20 percent from game meat, and about 10 percent 
from nuts. 
 

Stability of food acquisition 
 
 There was no correlation between the amount of yam tubers collected by each family on the 
yam collecting day (YCD), the day when husband and/or wife aimed at collecting wild yam 
tubers, and the order of YCD. One exception was a family that showed a negative correlation in 
the rainy season; the amount of yam tubers collected by this family decreased by the day 
because of the husband’s sickness. Although there was daily fluctuation, a considerable amount 
of yam tubers was constantly secured in both seasons: around 10 kilograms per day per family 
on YCD in the dry season and 10 to 16 kilograms per day in the rainy season. Neither in the dry 
season nor the rainy season was there a statistically significant difference in yam tubers yield 
per family between the first half and the last half of the survey period. In the same way there 
was no difference in game catch, however nut yield per day per family in the last half ten days 
in the dry season was statistically larger than in the first half of the survey period. Nor was there 
a difference in the energy estimated from the edible portion of all food acquired between the 
first half and the last half of the survey period. These findings show that there was no sign 
indicating hunting and gathering pressure during both survey periods. The stable food supply 
was maintained with yam collecting every two or three days and nut collecting on non-yam 
collecting days in both seasons, being complemented with occasionally acquired food such as 
game meat, honey, fish, termites, fungi etc. which had nutritional and positive emotional effects 
due to adding a wide variety to their meals. 
 

Intensity of food-getting activities 
 
We timed the periods the cooperators spent outside the campsite, except for urination and 
carrying water and fuel for their fires. This time (working time) was regarded as the time spent 
in the cooperators’ food-getting activities. The daily working time per person of both sex was 
six to eight hours in the dry season and five to seven hours in the rainy season. There was no 
correlation between the order of research days and the daily individual working time. Nor was 
there a difference in the daily individual working time between the first half and the last half of 
the survey period. We also measured steps walked with pedometers attached to acceleration 
meters (that data was not used in this paper). The daily number of steps walked per person was 
eight thousand to fifteen thousand in the dry season and six thousand to thirteen thousand in the 



rainy season. Although there was a large daily variance, the mean was around ten thousand per 
day per person. There was no correlation between the order of research days and the daily 
individual steps walked. Nor was there a difference in the daily individual steps walked between 
the first half and the last half of the survey period. These findings suggested that there was no 
hunting and gathering pressure to cause the cooperators to increase the intensity of food-getting 
activities during either survey period. There was a strong positive correlation between the daily 
working time and the daily steps walked. The daily working time on YCD was much longer 
than that on other days and the daily steps walked on YCD were more than those on other days 
in both seasons. We could record many cases where the steps walked of cooperators greatly 
decreased on the day after they took long walks. Neither in the dry season (with one exception) 
showing higher value in the last half of the survey period, nor in the rainy season, was there a 
difference in the energy estimated from the edible portion of all food acquired per unit of 
working time and per unit steps walked between the first half and the last half of the survey 
period.   
     

Summary 
 
1. In both seasons a sufficient amount of food was constantly acquired during the survey period. 
2. In both seasons there was no food shortage causing the Baka cooperators’ weight loss during 

the survey period. 
3. In both seasons we observed neither hunting nor gathering pressure causing a decrease in the 

amount of food acquired nor any increase in the intensity of food-getting activities in the last 
half of the survey period. 

4. Above findings revealed that the tropical rainforest in southeastern Cameroon had the 
capacity to allow six to eight families to live a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle in a campsite 
for twenty days both in the short dry season and the rainy season.  

5. The key food to enable a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle in the tropical rainforest of 
southeastern Cameroon was wild yam tubers. Our findings suggest that unless wild yam 
tubers can supply more than fifty percent of their energy requirement, it is difficult for human 
beings to maintain a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle there. 

6. Mammal meat and nuts were of importance in the energy supply other than from wild yam 
tubers. In particular, the Panda oleosa nut which can be collected year-round makes a great 
contribution to the stabilization of their energy supply. 

7. Wild yam collecting activity must be done at short intervals because those tubers spoil a 
couple of days after being collected. Therefore access to a collecting place is a deciding factor 
to enable a hunting-and-gathering lifestyle in the tropical rainforest.   



8. The access conditions for the collecting place in this survey, about one hour by foot, might be 
fairly hard as every cooperator worked five to six hours a day and walked a mean of ten 
thousand steps a day.              
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