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Ibadan History Series
General Editor’s Introduction

The ‘Ibadan History Series’ grew out of the efforts of some members 
of the Department of History, Ibadan University, Nigeria, to 
evolve a balanced and scholarly study of the history of African 
peoples South of the Sahara. In the years before the Second 
World War, the study of African history was retarded, and to 
some extent vitiated, by the assumption of many scholars that lack 
of written records in some areas of Africa meant also the absence 
of history. Documentary evidence had become so overwhel­
mingly important for the European scholar that he tended to equate 
written documents with history, and to take the absence of docu­
ments to mean the absence of events worthy of historical study. As 
a result in the nineteenth century, when Europe occupied Africa, 
her scholars did not attempt to understand or to build on the his­
torical traditions in existence there; they sought instead to challenge 
and to supplant them. The history of European traders, mission­
aries, explorers, conquerors and rulers constituted, in their view, 
the sum total of African history.

Fortunately for the historian of today, African historical con­
sciousness remained alive throughout the period of colonial rule: 
that tradition was too much a part of the African way of life to 
succumb to the attacks of the European scholar. Even in the heyday 
of white supremacy some educated Africans of the period were 
sufficiently dominated by their past to feel impelled to commit to 
writing the laws, customs, proverbs, sayings and historical traditions 
of their own communities. Notable among these may be mentioned 
James Africanus Horton of Sierra Leone, Reindorf and Sarbah of 
Ghana, Otomba Payne and Samuel Johnson of Nigeria, Apolo 
Kagwa of Uganda, to name but a few. The published works they 
left behind have become important sources of African history today; 
but they were swimming against the current of their time and made 
little impression on contemporaries. Historians continued to write
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as if Africans were not active participants in the great events that 
shaped their continent.

The decided change towards a new African historiography came 
with the movement towards independence. African nationalists 
rejected the European appraisal of their past. They demanded a 
new orientation and improved educational facilities to effect this 
re-appraisal. With the establishment of new universities in Africa, 
it was inevitable that the teaching of history and the training of 
African historians would receive a new impetus. For obvious 
reasons the changeover was slow in coming. Even in the new uni­
versities the old theories for a time prevailed: besides European 
history', there were courses only on ‘European activities in Africa’ 
at the under-graduate level, and at the post-graduate level research 
was generally on British and French policy towards their African 
territories.

By the late 1940s, however, African research students were 
insisting that African history' must be the history of Africans, not of 
Europeans per se in Africa; that local records and historical tradi­
tions must be used to supplement European metropolitan archives; 
in short, that oral tradition must be accepted as valid material for 
historical reconstruction. No doubt the validity of non-written 
sources for historical research had been pointed out before, but it 
was new for university departments of history to accept it, especially' 
in relation to African oral tradition. Even then not everyone was 
appy about it. Anthropologists replied cautiously that oral tradi­

tion, even when seemingly factual, was not history and could only 
e interpreted in terms of its functions in society and within the 

particular culture. But this did not destroy its validity as material 
or history; it only argued for a return to the link between history 

an sociology advocated in the fourteenth century by the famous 
Tunisian historian, Ibn Khaldun.

Even in studies of European impact on African societies and 
cultures, where European archival material still remains our major 
source, t s source should be checked and supplemented by oral 
tradition, material artefacts and other sources of history in Africa. 
Ihe achievement of the present position in the study of African 

story as been the result of individual and co-operative efforts 
of many scholars in different parts of the world, but' I think it is
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fair to say that the Universities in Africa, and Ibadan in particular, 
have played and are playing their part in this pioneering work.
Enugu K. Onwuka Dike
June 1967





Preface

The phenomenon of ethnic loyalty resulting in group conflict is 
of particular relevance to Nigerian history at the time of writing. 
Although the subjects of ‘tribalism’ and inter-group conflicts are 
freely discussed in academic and other circles, it is a fact that no 
one has attempted a historical study of the factors which have been 
operative in creating tension between ethnic groups. The historian 
may not furnish all the explanations, but the usefulness of a hist­
orical analysis of the factors which have produced the tensions with 
which we are so painfully familiar can hardly be debated. Thus the 
historian has a very real and urgent role to play in seeking an answer ' 
to some of our present problems through a deeper understanding 
of the factors which have determined the actions and reactions of 
the various ethnic groups in the country.

This work is concerned with a study of the relations between two 
peoples of the Delta Provirice, Midwestern state of Nigeria. These 
peoples are the Itsekiri, fisher-folks and traders, who occupy the 
coastal belt, and the Urhobo, a hinterland, agricultural people. The 
respective geographical location of these peoples has been one of 
the most important determinants of the relationship between them. 
It was this which dictated their varying occupations and so deter­
mined the nature of their commercial and other relations. Geo­
graphical location not only determined the nature of Urhobo- 
Itsekiri relations during the period covered by this study, it was 
also of the most crucial consequence for the relations of each of 
these groups with Europeans operating in the Western delta of the 
Niger. The theme of coast versus hinterland is therefore a major 
one in this work. This theme may well serve to deepen our know­
ledge of inter-group relations elsewhere in the Federation of 
Nigeria.

The other major factor which determined Itsekiri-Urhobo 
relations was the imposition of British colonial rule as from 1884. 
The reactions of these two peoples to this event differed. So also 
did British attitudes to them. The Itsekiri at the coast were naturally 
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the first to come in contact with the British imperial power. After a 
period of initial resistance, the climax of which was a British 
military and naval onslaught on Nana Olomu, Itsekiriland’s un­
crowned head, the Itsekiri resigned themselves to their fate and 
soon became trusted friends of the British. By the time, therefore, 
that the British were seeking to penetrate the Urhobo hinterland, 
they found in the Itsekiri useful allies and tools. The services 
rendered to the British by the Itsekiri during this period of pene- 
trarion decided the British attitude to them during most of the 
colonial period. The Urhobo for their part not only resented the 
rrie played by the Itsekiri during the period of ‘pacification’ but 
ah', the favoured position they occupied in the political and judicial 
msnrutions introduced by the British. British policy thus became 
instrumental in deciding Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. Indeed that 
tension between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo which has been a 
noticeable feature of contemporary' Nigerian politics has its roots 
in the colonial period. .As the colonial experience is one common to 
the entire Federation of Nigeria, it will be instructive to discover 
how this experience has affected relations between other groups in 
the country. Hence although the present work is essentially a case 
study, it is hoped that it may serve to inspire work along similar 
lines which should ultimately be of national significance.

As has already been stated, the colonial experience has been 
decisive in the development of Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. In order 
that the full impact of British rule on the respective institutions 
and general pattern of life of the Itsekiri and Urhobo may be fully 
appreciated, the introductory chapter deals with the social and 
political institutions of these people in the pre-colonial period. 
There can be no questioning the usefulness of such a survey for a 
work of this nature. In order, however, to carry through such a 
survey, a great deal of on-the-spot investigation was necessary. 
Indeed throughout this work not only has available documentary 
material been supplemented by oral evidence, but also such docu­
mentary material has often been re-assessed and re-interpreted 
m the light of evidence obtained through field work.

In connexion with my field work I would like to place on record 
my gratitude to the many chiefs, elders and educated young men 
who furnished me with much needed information. It will be 
xvm ,
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Chapter i
Introduction:
Indigenous Antecedents

i In the period covered by this work, ‘Urhobo’ was officially used to refer to 
both the Urhobo-speaking and the Isoko-speaking people of Delta Province. 
Both groups have similar cultures and a similar language though the Isoko 
regard themselves as a separate people. Until 1964 when the Isoko were 
constituted into a separate political division they used to be referred to as 
‘Eastern Urhobo’. This work is concerned mainly with Itsekiri relations with 
the Urhobo-speaking people. But as the historical development of the Isoko- 
speaking group has been closely connected with that of their Urhobo-speaking 
‘brothers’ I bring the former into this work whenever I sec fit. For conven­
ience I sometimes use the terms ‘Urhobo country’ or ‘Urhoboland’ to 
designate all the area inhabited by both groups. Nothing done here, however, 
is calculated to prejudice the Isoko claim to be regarded as a distinct people 
from the Urhobo.

The Itsekiri and the Urhobo are two neighbouring peoples who 
inhabit part of the Delta Province of Nigeria, the former along the 
coast and the latter to the hinterland. From about the thirties until 
the early sixties of the present century, the relations between these 
two peoples were remarkably uneasy—perhaps more so than between 
any two other peoples similarly placed anywhere else in the fed­
eration of Nigeria. Yet these two peoples had for a long time been 
socially interrelated and commercially interdependent, and remain 
very much so even now. This work attempts a historical examination 
of the factors which determined the relations between these two 
peoples in the period immediately before and after the establish­
ment of British rule over both the Itsekiri and Urhobo peoples.

The Urhobo together with the related Isoko people inhabit the 
area lying (roughly) between longitude 50 30' and 6° 25' East, and 
latitudes 6° and 50 15' North in the midwestern state of Nigeria.1 
This area is bounded on the north by the River Ethiope (except 
at the NW. corner where it embraces a strip of land on the right 
bank of the river); on the south by the Western I jo Division; on 
the east by the ‘Aboh’ Division; and on the west by the Warri
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i See map facing p. io.
2

Division. Their neighbours are thus the Bini to the north, the Ijo 
to the south, the Aboh to the east and the Itsekiri to the west. At 
this point it is necessary to stress the significance of the geographical 
location of the Urhobo country. Hemmed in by four other peoples, 
the Urhobo could not get to the Niger nor the coast—the centres 
of early European commercial and other activities—without tra­
versing territory which strictly belonged to one or other of their 
neighbours. The few settlements that had access to the Niger were 
too small to be of any account during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, when European activities were, wittingly or otherwise, 
shaping the future roles which the various peoples of this section 
of the Delta were to play. This fact is to be borne in mind when 
examining the attitude of the Urhobo to their neighbours.

The Urhobo Division falls within the Evergreen Forest belt of 
Southern Nigeria, the vegetation being dominated by the oil palm 
tree, the exploitation of which constitutes a major occupation 
among the people. Vast areas of the Isoko sector arc flooded during 
the rainy season when the floods of the Niger, overflowing into the 
Ase River, inundate the surrounding area to form the Bethel and 
Owe swamps. In fact, during the rains, only the area between these 
two swamps (from Olomoro to Ozoro via Oleh) escapes flooding. 
The rest of the Urhobo Division can be further divided into two 
zones—north and south. The southern zone, which consists mainly 
of the territories of the Ewu, Evwreni and Uwherum clans,1 is 
flooded during the wet season when the Ewu River overflows its 
bank both as a result of rains and the Niger floods which flow into 
it through the Forcads River and surrounding creeks. The northern 
zone, consisting of the majority’ of the Urhobo speaking clans, is on 
comparatively high land and does not suffer from severe flooding.

A look at the map of the area reveals a great number of creeks 
and rivers. The most important of these are the Ase River in the 
Isoko section; theEthiope River which flows pastSapcleand through 
parts of Abraka clan; the Warri River which waters land belonging 
to the Ughienvwe, Agbarho, Agbon and Abraka clans; a tributary of 
the Forcados known as the Okpare creek which at the town of Okpare 
divides into two—the Kakpamre Creek and the Kiagbodo River,
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1 Details of the geography of the Urhobo country are given by J. W. Hubbard: 
The Soho of the Niger Delta, Zaria, c. 1952, chapter 4, pp. 57-68.

2 Interviews with the Okaroro of Igun, AKODO OGHOGHOVWE (aged c. 
98 years) on 16th Sept., 1963, and with MR. ORAKA at Okpara Waterside 
on the same day.

3 Pacheco Pereira who visited the Forcados River area at the close of the 
fifteenth century had little more to say of the Urhobo than ‘farther in the 
interior is another country called Subou’. See Duarte Pacheco Pereira: 
Esmeralda De Situ Orbis (c. 1505)—H. T. Kimble’s translation, London 1937, 
p. 129.

this latter being the river which flows through Ughelli and waters 
part of the Isoko clans of Owe and Emevo.1 It will thus appear that 
not only is Urhoboland well supplied with water systems, but that 
it has always been very accessible from the coast through the streams 
which flow into its territory from the Forcados and the Ase, the 
two main branches of the Niger in this area. Such a conclusion 
about accessibility, however, requires modification. In the first 
place, it is necessary to point out that some of the creeks which are 
today big and passable were, within living memory, small and shallow 
creeks which could scarcely take a flat-bottomed canoe. At Igun 
and Okpara, for example, it was said that the river (part of the 
Warri River) which flows through these places was, as late as the 
closing decades of the last century, a very narrow fordable creek. 
The story is told that when Olomu, father of the famous Nana, 
desired to trade to that area he had to set people to work to dredge 
and widen the creek in that part so that his canoes could get as far 
as Igun.2 Perhaps other rivers and creeks (or parts of them) were 
similarly narrow and shallow. Secondly, the accounts of early 
travellers in this area indicate that the latter had no direct knowledge 
of the Urhobo country.3 The rivers and creeks which abound in 
Urhobo country, while they served, and still serve, a useful purpose 
as a means of communication between the clans and between some 
of these and the neighbouring peoples, did not necessarily serve 
as a means of bringing Urhoboland into the highways of foreign 
travellers and traders. Even in the purely Nigerian context, Urhobo­
land was, for a long time, a backwoods area. It would appear that 
at no time, till the very recent British era, did outsiders penetrate 
into the heart of Urhoboland. The Ijo and the Itsekiri, both re­
nowned ‘water men’, scarcely penetrated beyond the peripheral
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1 A. G. Leonard: 77/f Lower Niger and ItsTribes, London 1906, pp. 18-19.
4

areas of Urhoboland before the coming of the British. Even when 
the British arrived and began signing treaties with the people, it is 
significant that for the first few years they treated only with the 
towns along the Ethiope and Warri Rivers. The greater part of 
Urhobo country remained largely unknown and remote till the open­
ing decade of this century. Even today the Urhobo must be among 
the least known of Nigerian peoples. Their geographical location 
and the extent of their country are little known to most Nigerians.

The remoteness and isolation noted above have left their effects 
on the Urhobo. As ‘civilization’ in Nigeria tended (until recently) 
to be measured in terms of contact with Europeans, the Urhobo 
country, because of its comparatively late contact with Europeans 
has been regarded as ‘uncivilized’. In contrast were the four neigh­
bours of the Urhobo who, because of their geographical advantages, 
came into contact with Europeans and the other Nigerian peoples 
much earlier than did the Urhobo. As it was in the commercial 
interest of these neighbours not to encourage European penetration 
of Urhoboland, and as the Europeans on their part were not really 
eager to attempt such penetration until after the establishment of 
British rule, knowledge of Urhoboland remained extremely scanty 
until very recent years.

Even now such knowledge as there is, is far from satisfactory. 
There can be no doubt that inadequate knowledge of the Urhobo 
people and their country was partly responsible for the superficial, 
often uncomplimentary, observations of European writers. For 
instance Major Leonard, an administrative officer of about ten years 
standing in the Niger Coast Protectorate, in his work on the ‘tribes’ 
of the Lower Niger described the Urhobo as ‘shy and timid trea­
cherous and rude’.1 It is not only about the character of the people 
that mistakes have been made. There was also the tendency to 
speak of the Urhobo as a people confined to a few settlements along 
the Ethiope or Warri River. Thus Gallwey, the first British vice- 
consul at Warri and the pioneer of British penetration of Urhobo­
land referred to the Urhobo as inhabiting ‘the left bank of the 
Ethiope River’. Mockler-Ferryman, who served as secretary to 
Major Claude Macdonald when the latter was appointed special
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1 See II. L. Gallwcy: ‘Journeys in the Benin country, West Africa’, Geographical 
Journal, Vol. I, 1893, p. 127 and A. F. Mockler-Ferryman: Up the Niger, 
London 1892, p. 250.

2 The figure is from the 1952 census Bulletin. The Itsekiri were given out to be 
33,000. This figure actually represents an undercount which resulted from 
the fact that the Itsekiri were counted as a separate people only in Delta and 
Benin Provinces, whereas considerable numbers are to be found in most of 
the large towns in southern Nigeria.

3 ‘Starch’ and ‘garri’ are two products of the cassava plant and constitute 
part of the staple food of the Urhobo and Isoko people.

commissioner to the Oil Rivers in 1889, was even more specific. 
The Urhobo, he wrote, ‘are not a large tribe but occupy several 
villages’ along the banks of the Warri River.1 Over the years there­
fore the impression has been given of the Urhobo as being a small, 
disunited people, with no political organization to speak of, and 
the providential victims of the slave-raiding escapades of the 
neighbouring peoples. Yet the Urhobo occupy some 2,000 square 
miles of land, with a population (in 1952) of some 436,ooo2 at a 
modest estimate, and possessing complex social and political systems.

The nature of the land occupied by the Urhobo is such that 
although agriculture is a common occupation, it is more intensive in 
certain areas than in others, while there is a variation in the other 
occupational pursuits of the people. Farming is more intensively 
carried on in those areas where floods are not a serious threat. Yam, 
plantain, cassava, corn, pepper and banana are among the main 
food crops. In the Erohwa, Ume, Igbide and parts of Uzere, 
Aviara, Ewu and Uwherun clans, fishing is a major seasonal occu­
pation. In fact it will be found that the people of these clans are 
nearly as competent fishermen as are the Ijo and Itsekiri. The 
Erohwa also engage in canoe-building. This diversity of occupational 
pursuits is interesting, as it indicates that mutual inter-dependence 
was a basic factor in the economic and social relations of the Urhobo 
clans. Thus the fisherfolk of Igbide attended the Oleh market and 
there exchanged their fish and other local products for yams, 
‘starch’, ‘garri’3 and other products from the farms of the Oleh, 
Olomoro and Ozoro people, who occupy most of the higher land 
in the Isoko area. It was this inter-clan and inter-village trading 
that brought the people together and gave them some awareness 
of their common problems and needs.
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i Over 200 gallons of palm oil were bought by Portuguese in a voyage to the 
Forcados River area in 1522. See A. F. C. Ryder: ‘An Early Portuguese 
Trading Voyage to the Forcados River’, Vol. I, No. 4, Dec. 1959,
pp. 307-15.
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The Urhobo are, however, better known as producers of palm 
oil and kernels. It is not known exactly at what date the Urhobo 
first began to engage in this industry, but it is highly probable that 
the oil which was being exported from the Forcados River area in 
the sixteenth century was produced by the Urhobo.1 What the 
people themselves say is that their forefathers had been producing 
palm oil for a long time—long before it became the major export 
product of the nineteenth century. In fact, in certain clans, oil 
stored in earthenware pots was used for paying bride-wealth. It 
would appear that in the days before palm oil became a major 
European demand, most of the oil produced was mainly for local 
consumption and sale to surrounding peoples. Most of the kernels 
were destroyed though some were used for the preparation of ori, 
a kind of local pomade. Both before and after the development of 
European commerce in this commodity, and perhaps until the 
early thirties, the palm oil industry was to the Urhobo a source of 
revenue for providing what used to be regarded in those days as 
luxuries rather than necessities of life. The nature and relative 
isolation of their land had compelled the Urhobo to rely on their 
farms and on the creeks and rivers for their everyday requirements. 
Hence, though bad markets for palm produce at home and abroad 
could affect their lives in so far as less ‘money’ would be available 
for luxuries, such a contingency could never lead to starvation.

Most of the Urhobo people trace their origin back to Benin. The 
clans which constitute the Urhobo and Isoko Divisions in fact fall 
into three migratory groups. There are those which trace their 
migration to their present location directly from Benin; others say 
that they moved to their present site from what is now Ijoland; and 
a third group, the latest arrivals, claim Ibo origin. However, some 
of the clans in the last two categories have vague memories of an 
even earlier migration from Benin to Ijo or Iboland. Hence the 
general statement that most of the Urhobo clans claim Benin origin.

Among the clans which claim to have migrated from Benin are 
lyede, Uzere, Owe, Emevo, Ozoro, Aviara, Abraka, Olomu
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(though here there was a mixture with people of Ibo origin) Okpe 
and Agbon. Although all these clans claim to have come from Benin, 
the traditions of their migrations are different and, with the ex­
ception of the lyede, Owe and Emevo clans, little related. The 
traditions of origin as remembered today are rather blurred and 
incoherent. Very often a claim of Benin origin having been made, 
very few details are forthcoming to fill up the time between the 
beginning and the end of the migration.

According to one of these traditions, the Abraka clan was founded 
by a certain Avbeka.1 Avbeka was a son of an Oba of Benin whose 
birth it had been necessary to keep secret in order to save his life, 
because the then Oba, his father, had given instructions that all 
male children born to him should be killed so that there would be 
no obvious heir to the throne who could become the centre of 
palace plots. Apparently the Oba, whose name is not now remem­
bered, was forced after some time to heed the constant appeal of 
his councillors to the effect that he put an end to this cruel practice. 
Later a son was born to him and was duly proclaimed heir to the 
throne. On the death of the Qba, however, Avbeka put forward his 
claim but was rejected as heir, while his younger half-brother, 
whose birth had been publicly announced, was enthroned as Oba. 
Avbeka for his part refused to pay the customary tribute to the new 
Oba. As this was tantamount to an act of rebellion, the Oba raised 
troops against Avbeka who was thus forced to flee Benin. It was 
this flight from the army of the Benin ruler which eventually took 
Avbeka and his followers to Oto-orhoabraka, the traditional head­
quarters of the Abraka clan today. The last encounter with the 
Benin army is reputed to have taken place by a river which is 
really a branch of the Ethiope but which the Abraka people call 
‘Adakaji’.2 From Oto-orhoabraka the clan spread into the various 
settlements which belong to it today.

Of the Isoko clans, lyede is regarded as being one of the oldest. 
The actual cause of the migration is not now well remembered, but is 
generally attributed to some dissatisfaction arising from maladmin­
istration by an Oba of Benin. Among those who led the migration

1 The name ‘Abraka’ by which the clan is now known is a corruption of the 
name of the founder, Avbeka.

2 Meaning—‘Benin was stopped here’.
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was one lyede who gave his name to the clan. The lyede people 
claim that they passed through the present sites of Olomoro and 
Oleh and that these people had not arrived on the scene at the time 
of their own migration. The traditions of the Owe and Emevo 
clans connect them with lyede, though these same traditions 
emphasize that there was no blood relationship between lyede and 
the founders of Owe and Emevo. They claim that when the founders 
of Owe and Emevo clans left Benin for various reasons and at 
different times, they first settled at lyede and lived with those people 
for a long time before scarcity of land and increasing population 
forced them to move out to their respective present day locations.

Another important clan of Benin origin is the Uzere clan. The 
founder of this clan was one Uze,1 who was forced to leave Benin 
because he was accused of having committed adultery with one 
of the Oba’s wives. Hubbard suggests that Uze must have known 
of an earlier movement towards Onitsha and decided to follow the 
same route.2 He first settled at Isele-Uku, now in the Asaba Division. 
Apparently, Eni, Uze’s god and protecting spirit, accompanied 
him and as Eni was a water god, Uze had to find a waterside settle­
ment. According!}', he sought permission from the Erohwa,3 who 
were already settled in their present site, to settle along the Erohwa 
creek, but his request was not granted. Later, however, he was 
allowed to settle at Eruke on the Ase River, a piece of land which at 
that time w'ould appear to have belonged to the Erohwa people, 
since it was they who granted Uze permission to settle there. The 
Uzere people lived for a considerable period at Eruke, but a war

1 The Isoko people call the clan Uze till this day. Uzere (sometimes rendered
Uscre) is the English rendering which, as often happens, has gained currency.

2 Hubbard, op. cit., p. 219. Hubbard gives an account of an Onitsha in chapter 
XXIII of his book—see p. 198 et seq. Egharcvba claims that the Onitsha are 
emigrants from Benin: see J. Egharcvba: J Short History of Benin, Ibadan 
University Press i960, p. 5.

3 The Erohwa clan is regarded by all the Isoko as the oldest. Their origin is 
shrouded in mystery. Tucked away in one of the creeks which flow off the 
Niger near Patani, these people have maintained an identity which singles 
them out. Today they are scarcely up to 5,000. They speak a ‘language’ which 
is exclusively theirs. Asked about their origins they do not, like most clans, 
say, ‘we came from Benin’. They merely assert that they have always been 
in their present location. A scientific analysis of their ‘language’ and a study 
of their relations with other Isoko people might throw some light on their 
origin.

8
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with the Aboh people forced them to move away to their present 
site at a time when Uze himself was already dead. Uzere clan is one 
of the largest of all the Urhobo and Isoko clans. Its importance, 
from a historical view-point is not, however, in its size but in the 
fact that it has given rise to another very large and important clan, 
the Agbon clan. This clan, which claims Benin origin, is said to have 
actually moved from Iriwi (Iri in Isoko) near Oleh. Iriwi itself is 
one of the towns which make up Uzere clan. Oleh which is today 
regarded as a separate clan, is also an offshoot of Uzere.

The clans of Ijo origin are Ewu, Ughienvwe and Ughelle. Ewu 
and Ughienvwe were related by blood. They were brothers who 
moved out of Ogoibri in the present Rivers state of Nigeria. These 
two clans do not today attempt to describe how their ancestors 
got to Ogoibri. They merely state that they lived at Ogoibri with 
their Ijo brothers till a quarrel forced Ewu and Ughienvwe to 
leave. They set out together, following the creeks. It is said that 
they settled first around the site of present-day Bomadi and left 
there for the respective areas they now occupy. The two brothers 
separated somewhere along the Ewu creek.

The Ughelle clan is of Tarakiri (Ijo) clan origin. The founder 
of the clan was one Owha who moved out of his clan because of a 
quarrel with other families. He apparently first settled at a place 
called Oviri where he died. His sons—Ogele, Ogo and Agbarha— 
could not agree on who was to succeed their father as head of the 
community and so decided to branch out in various directions, 
giving their names to the sub-clans of Ughelle, Ogo and Agbarha, 
as they are now known. There is a tendency to refer to all three as 
Ughclle clan, Ughcllc being the most important of the three since 
it became the administrative headquarters of the Urhobo Division.

The Uwherun clan tradition of origin, while it shows a connexion 
with people now called Ijo, is slightly different. According to this 
tradition, the father of Uwherun (his name is not remembered) 
lived at Benin. He had four sons—Uwherun, Amasuomo, Utuo and 
Matolo—all of whom were born at Benin. During one of the wars 
for which Benin was famed, Uwherun’s people accidentally killed 
one of the Benin princes and had to flee from the wrath of the Qba. 
By this time, the father of these four brothers had died. The brothers 
first fled together to Idah. From there they followed the Niger and

9
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the creeks. Amasuomo, accompanied by Utuo and Matolo, branched 
oil' and founded the settlement which bears his name in the Ijo 
country. It is not clear whether Uwherun stayed with his brothers 
for some time at Amasuomo. Eventually, however, he continued his 
journey and finally settled at the place now called Uwherun after 
him.

The clans of Ibo origin are Evbreni, which is said to have been 
founded by Ibo elephant hunters from somewhere near present day 
Port-Harcourt, as well as Igbide, Enwe and Olomu. The Olomu 
clan story’ is interesting. The original founder of the clan was 
one Igboze who had come there direct from Benin. Igboze is 
said to have been a prince of Benin who was intent on founding an 
‘empire’ of his own. He wandered as far as Orere-Olomu (as it is 
today) where he settled. After a long time there he received an Ibo 
visitor by the name of Olomu. Olomu would appear to have tra­
velled with a sizeable retinue. Olomu lived with Igboze for a long 
time and succeeded in winning the confidence of Igboze to such an 
extent that the latter declared him his heir. On Igboze’s death, 
Olomu took the title of Ovie by which Igboze had been known. This 
caused a split. Those who would not be ruled by Olomu moved out 
and founded the Okpe clans—the one with Orerokpe as headquarters 
and the other in the Isoko country’. Olomu was thus left in control 
of those who chose to stay with him—and it is his name, and not 
Igboze’s, that has been given to the clan.1

A number of significant facts emerge from these obviously 
simplified narratives. The first is that so far the traditions of origin 
discussed refer to individual clans moving out of Benin, the Ijo 
country’, or the Ibo country, and settling at different times in various 
places which today constitute Urhoboland. The name ‘Urhobo’ 
does not at all feature in these traditions, nor does the discarded 
name ‘Sobo’, which the neighbouring peoples used to refer to the 
people today known as Urhobo and Isoko. Nobody seems to know 
when the word was first used by the people or how it came about

i No claim is made that the traditions of origin given in this chapter are un­
questionable historical facts. They are stated as a synthesis of stories told 
today and similar stories told earlier and now on record. It is the broad 
conclusions that can be drawn from these traditions that are important for 
this study.

10
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As the Ginuwa0 migration is

3 Ibid., p. 96.

II

that these clans were collectively called by the name ‘Urhobo’.1 
Hubbard suggests that all or most of the clans met an aboriginal 
people called Urhobo or a similar name, and though because of the 
greater number of the immigrants the original stock became ab­
sorbed, their name has survived.2 Perhaps a scientific analysis of 
the language and its various dialects would help to throw light on 
this hypothesis. If there were an aboriginal people, virtually 
nothing is known about them. Hubbard again suggests that in the 
Isoko sector the Erohwa people constitute the aboriginal stock.3 
Their distinctive language, which has survived till this day, the 
smallness and remoteness of their territory are perhaps pointers to 
their comparative antiquity. Here again a great deal more work 
remains to be done before the hypothesis can be accepted.

Secondly, it is now impossible to fix exact dates for the migration 
of the various clans. Pereira, who wrote about 1505, referred to the 
‘Subou’ who lived to the hinterland of the Benin River area.4 Since 
Pereira did not penetrate the area himself, it is fair to assume that 
he obtained his information from the coastal peoples, who by this 
time probably had commercial and other contacts with the people 
to the hinterland. Pereira’s ‘Subou’ is close enough to the ‘Sobo’, 
the name which these coastal peoples called the Urhobo, for it to 
be assumed that the reference was, in fact, to the forebears of the 
present Urhobo. If this be accepted, it would mean that some of the 
Urhobo were already in the area to the hinterland of the Itsekiri 
country by the end of the fifteenth century, about which time 
Pereira’s voyage took place. This would be in line with William 
Moore’s claim that ‘the territory now known as the kingdom of 
Itsekiri or Iwere was inhabited by three tribes, namely, Ijows, 
Sobos, and the Mahins before the advent of Prince Ginuwa’.6 

now ascribed to about 1485, this

1 The people claim that they have always called themselves ‘Urhobo’. They 
were officially known as ‘Sobo’—the name by which they were called by their 
neighbours—until 1st October 1938, when the Government formally recog­
nized their being called Urhobo—see Notice No. 1228, Nigeria Gazette, No. 
49, Vol. 25 of 8.9.38.

2 J. W. Hubbard, op. cit., pp. 145-^7.
4 Pereira, op. cit., p. 129.
5 William Moore: History of Itsekiri, Stockwell 1936, p. 13.
6 See pp. 31-3.
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would further strengthen the suggestion that there were some 
Urhobo in the area by the end of the fifteenth century. Concerning 
the dates of migrations, nothing more certain than possibilities can 
be stated.

The third fact which emerges is that the migrations took place 
at different times and in small groups which are now called clans. 
Apart from Ewu and Ughienvwe and what are now the two Okpe 
clans, the migrations were largely independent of each other. The 
people now called Urhobo did not set out as a body from one 
place, settle in a given area, and establish a common central system 
of government. Further, at no time in their history has any one of 
the clans, or any of the neighbouring peoples, been able, through a 
war of conquest or other means, to establish unified control over all 
the Urhobo clans. This explains the relative disunity which has 
been noticeable among the people in recent times, and which even 
now has not been completely overcome.

It is, however, possible to exaggerate this lack of unity. If at the 
beginning of their settlement the clans tended to be distinct and 
isolated from one another, this situation altered with time. As the 
clans expanded, they came more and more in contact with their 
neighbours. The various traditions of war between the neighbouring 
clans typified the conflict which arose from the first meeting of 
groups of people, each of which had for a considerable period led a 
life of its own virtually undisturbed by outsiders. Thus Uwherun 
fought Igbide and Evwreni over land; Ewu fought Olomu; Igbide 
and Enwe struggled for possession of land; Emevo and Owe 
fought with the lyede people, with whom they had first settled, 
over farm land. These wars over land and later, over runaway 
women, were usually terminated with an amicable settlement of 
the land in dispute and a ceremonial bond of friendship which drew 
the lately contesting clans together. Uwherun and Igbide after 
their war entered into a pact of perpetual friendship; Erohwa and 
Ume, a neighbouring clan, though not related by blood, have a 
strong bond of friendship which has led to their being regarded 
for administrative purposes as one clan, the Erohwa-Ume clan, 
while Erohwa, Aviara and lyede entered into what is known as 
Ovo—a kind of solemn undertaking which insisted on perfect 
amity between the clans which entered into it, with dire conse- 
12
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quences for any clan members who broke it. Thus, paradoxically, 
while inter-clan wars might be seen as symbolizing, to some extent, 
the lack of unity among the Urhobo people, they also ultimately 
brought the various clans closer together, as they sought a way out 
of their difficulties and differences. Over the years, therefore, they 
grew to realize some of their common interests and problems.

The need to trade with their immediate neighbours also drew 
the clans together. As indicated above, local exchange of agricul­
tural and other products was possible because of the variations in 
occupational pursuits. Traditions of inter-clan trade are many, 
but in the present stage of our knowledge, it is impossible to say 
exactly when these commercial relations developed. Territorial 
expansion further brought neighbouring clans towards one another. 
Thus by the nineteenth century Udu and Ughienvwe were terri­
torially inseparable; it was difficult (and still is) to know where 
Evwreni territory ended and Uwherun’s began. Such territorial 
intermingling had the effect of making the clans more aware of 
their neighbours and so the ties of unity, however tenuous, began 
to be forged.

The Urhobo traditions of origin are not definite on how strongly 
the link with Benin was maintained, or when it began to slacken. 
How independent were the Urhobo clans after they settled in their 
present locations? Commenting on this issue. Talbot wrote: ‘Each 
town was independent and was ruled by its own headmen, although 
all were under the Oba of Benin or the Olu of-Jekri’.1 That Benin 
exerted some influence over the Urhobo, and that contact with 
Benin was, in certain respects, maintained, is not denied. The main 
reason why the Benin connexion was maintained was because 
Benin was regarded as a repository of power. The Oba of Benin 
was a powerful ruler who was regarded with deep veneration as a 
near-dcity. Those Urhobo clans which possessed the office of 
Ovie (a type of priest-king) used to send the prospective candidate 
for the office to Benin to be confirmed there by the Oba. This 
involved presents both before and after the ceremonies which went 
with the visit. Failure to get the Qba to confirm the title tended to 
make the bearer of it less worthy in the eyes of his people. The clans

1 P. Amaury Talbot: The Peoples of Southern Nigeria, London 1926, Vol. I, 
p. 318.
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which had such Ivie were Ughelle, Agbpn, Ozoro and lyede. A 
few' other clans had ‘kings’, but did not send them to Benin but to 
Aboh for confirmation. The Abraka clan was the chief of these. 
But the Abraka people say that this relationship did not involve 
payment of tribute as a regular feature. Some of the other titles 
which exist in Urhoboland are also of Benin origin—like the titled 
societies of Ehpnvn>pnren and Edio. But these did not involve frequent 
trips to Benin. Once one man had gone to Benin to acquire the title, 
he became the head of the order and was usually responsible for 
conferring the title on other members of his clan without further 
reference to Benin. Fixed yearly tributes to the Qba, if they existed 
at any period, seemed to have ceased comparatively' early' after the 
migrations from Benin. Apart from the above, the Oba used to send 
soldiers occasionally into the Urhobo area. It would appear as if 
these soldiers were sent out as a matter of routine. They did not 
interfere with the local government, but it was customary to enter­
tain them lavishly or face condign punishment like the burning 
down of an entire village. It would further appear that the Oba 
regarded the conferring of the title of Ovie as his prerogative. An 
Oba is said, one one occasion, to have sent troops against Ewu 
because this clan set up an Ovie whose office had not been approved 
by Benin. Ewu was partially burnt down. The soldiers then with­
drew and the Ewu people rebuilt their capital without sending their 
Ovie to the Oba to be confirmed.1 Oddly enough, the Oba did not 
attempt thereafter to force the Ewu people to acknowledge his right 
to confer the title. Such then was the nature of Urhobo relations 
with Benin. It is not known when these connexions were finally 
discontinued. On the whole the Urhobo seemed to have enjoyed 
a great deal of independence of action. The trips to Benin only 
occurred on the death of the Ovie, where such an office existed.

Talbot also claimed that some Urhobo towns were ‘under the 
Olu ofjekri’.2 Exactly what Talbot meant by this is not clear, and he 
adduced no evidence for his claim. The fact that the Itsekiri con­
trolled the trade of the Urhobo hinterland was probably responsible 
for statements such as the above. It is likely, too, that some Urhobo 
towns, especially those very close to Itsekiri territory’, did come under

1 C.S.0.26, File 20653: Intelligence Report on Ewu clan, p. 20.
2 Talbot, op. cit., p. 318.
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1 The women were similarly divided. The oldest group was called the Eweyae 
and through their spokesman always made their feelings known to the village 
council. They were particularly interested in matters to do with fertility 
and would insist on the necessary cleansing ceremonies being performed 
when anyone contravened any laws governing fertility rites.

the influence of the Itsekiri, even if the relationship which developed 
did not involve the payment of tribute, nor political overlordship 
over the Urhobo, like that usually associated with the Oba of Benin.

As has already been pointed out, Urhoboland is made up of clans. 
Each of these clans was made up of a group of villages all of which 
traced their origin to a common ancestor through the male line. The 
clan possessed certain customs, traditions and institutions which 
were peculiar to it and which therefore distinguished it from other 
clans, at the same time as it shared some of the general features of 
all Urhobo clans. The clan itself was broken up into villages. 
Villages were usually founded through a hiving-off process from 
the clan centre or parent village. Thus a man and his immediate 
kith and kin might decide to found a new settlement in a search for 
greater farming and other opportunities, or as a result of some quarrel. 
At its foundation, therefore, the village might be made up of mem­
bers of a single family group. As it developed other families might 
seek permission to settle in it. Consequently a village was not neces­
sarily made up of a single lineage segment, though the family of the 
founder was usually accorded special respect. The village was 
divided into quarters, each quarter representing yet smaller sections 
of the lineage segments that made up the village. The quarter was 
itself made up of a number of extended families.

The social organization of the Urhobo and Isoko is best studied 
in the context of the village, for the village constituted the most 
effective social and ‘political’ unit. The Urhobo and Isoko had a 
system of age grades or itu (singular Otu) as they called them. The 
men were divided into four itu.1 The most junior was the Otu- 
iniitete—young boys up to the age of about fifteen. This otu had 
no real organization and little to do, but they were expected to 
help in keeping village streets clean.

From the age of fifteen to about thirty-five the men belonged to 
the Otu called Evratva or Uvbie. This Otu constituted the labour 
corps of the clan: they built roads and bridges, and communal
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houses like village meeting halls, and markets. They had their own 
head who took his instructions from the Olotu-ologbo (head of the 
Iletu) and from the Otota (the village spokesman). This Otu, like the 
Otu-Iletu, had its own internal organization and could discuss, and 
take decisions on, matters affecting its members. Through its 
Otota (spokesman) it could make its feelings on current village 
affairs known to the elders in council assembled.

Between the Evratua and the Ekpako (village elders—-members 
of the Otu-ekpako') was the Otu-Iletu, made up of men 35-50 years 
old. This Otu was the executive and military class. It was directly 
responsible for seeing that the Evraipa carried out their duties. All 
village council decisions which required action passed through the 
ranks of this Otu and, where necessary, down to the Evrawa. Their 
more specialized duty was war. It was the Iletu who organized the 
village (and clan) for war, leading the fighting men into the field. 
Their head and commander-in-chief was the Olotu-ologbo or 
Olotu-rode. Like the Otu-Evraipa they had their own council where 
they discussed matters pertaining to their Otu. They also enjoyed 
the right to try minor cases between individuals in the village, their 
verdict being reported to the Ekpako and any proceeds from fines 
being sent up to the Ekpako for division among these in their 
customary way. A portion of these proceeds was usually given to the 
Iletu. As the most senior and able-bodied group, this Otu enjoyed 
great freedom of action. The Olotu-rode could, for example, order 
his men to repel an attack on the village or clan without waiting for 
instructions from the Ekpako, if he thought the situation called for 
swift action. In a similar way he could, after consultation with the 
Otota, send his men to investigate any reported affront to the village 
or clan, especially where this affront was of the sort that generally 
led to war.

The Otu-Ekpako was the most senior and was made up of men 
who had reached considerable age (about fifty and above) and could 
retire from the more vigorous aspects of village life. Members of this 
Otu formed the bulk of the village council and were the deliberative 
and judicial authorities over their people. The head of this Otu 
was usually the oldest man in the village, called Okpako-ewo by the 
Isoko and Okpako-orere or Okaroru by the Urhobo-speaking clans.

In addition to these age-grades, there also existed titled societies. 
16
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1 The Bini have a title, ‘Odion’. It is not clear whether this was merely a word 
meaning ‘old man’ or a title conferred by the Oba. Among the ‘councillors 
of state’ reputed to have been created by Oba Eweka I was one called ‘Eholo 
n’Irc’; the Oba Ewuarc is said to have created a council of state called ‘Eghacv- 
bo n’orc’; the Urhobo Ohonvirnnren order probably owes its origin to one of 
these two institutions. Likewise the Urhobo title of Ovie is probably the 
corruption of the Benin title 'Ogie'—sec Jacob Egharcvba, op. cit., pp. 9,15 
and 18.

Among the Isoko there was the Odip society while the Urhobo had 
the Ohonvwonren society. The Odip society existed in all the Isoko 
clans. Among the Urhobo-speaking people, however, the Ohpn- 
vmpnren order was not common to all the clans. Thus in Ughienvwe 
and Uwherun clans the Ade society took the place of the Ohpnvwpn- 
ren, while in the Urhobo clan of Okpe there existed the Ekakuro 
society. By whatever names they were called these societies had 
one thing in common—they were open to all male members of the 
village (and clan) who could afford to pay the membership fee as 
well as perform the prescribed ceremonies. As the fees and cost of 
performance of the prescribed ceremonies were usually high, the 
societies grew to acquire a status symbol: members of the societies 
became regarded as a class of wealthy and leisured gentlemen. For 
this reason all male members of village and clan sought to become 
members of the various societies. These societies, especially those 
of Qdio and Oiipnvippnren, are thought to be of Benin origin.1 Sen­
iority within these societies was based essentially on length of 
membership. As the men sought membership as soon as they could 
afford the cost, it often happened that the most senior members 
of the society were also the oldest. But this was not always the case. 
The most senior Odip was called the Odip-Ologbo while the most 
senior Ohpnvwpnren was called the Osivie. The head of the Ade 
was known as the Odede-Ade. These societies had rules which gov­
erned the conduct of their members. Among other things these 
societies insisted or high moral rectitude. Any member found guilty 
of offences like stealing and adultery was not only subjected to a 
heavy fine but was also expelled. Refusal to pay such a fine was a 
signal for the destruction of the property of the offending member. 
The importance of these various societies among the Isoko and 
Urhobo will become clear after the discussion of traditional govern­
ment which follows.
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i It is easy to see that the Ovie was not likely to be the oldest man in the village 
or clan. With regard to Ivie of the second type, it is said that the clan god 
sometimes chose who was to be his priest by some kind of peculiar mani­
festation.

18

Certain clans possessed the office of Ovie, a kind of priest-king. 
There were two types of Ivie (plural of Ovie). The first type, like 
those of Ughelle, lyede, Ewu, Ozoro, Okpe (here he is called 
Orodje,) and Agbon, combined in themselves executive and priestly 
functions and were in a very' real sense the heads of their people. 
The second type were essentially priests charged with responsibility 
for maintaining the clan shrine and performing various sacrifices 
and other sacerdotal duties to the clan god and ancestors. This 
second type did not usually possess executive authority' outside 
their defined sphere. But as the whole life of village and clan de­
pended on the continued goodwill of the gods and ancestors, the 
man who ministered to these supernatural agencies was obviously a 
very important personage in the clan. Ivie of the second type 
existed in Erohwa, Uzere, Igbide and Uvbie clans. The Ivie were 
usually connected with specific lineages. Very often the Ivie (es­
pecially of the first type) came from the lineage of the founder of 
the clan.1

As has already been pointed out, the Urhobo village constituted 
the most effective ‘political’ unit of government, commanding the 
loyalty and co-operation of all the villagers. There was, however, 
a larger unit which in certain respects possessed greater authority 
than the village government. This was the clan. The ‘institutions 
of government’ at this level—never too formalized or uniformly 
well defined—were regarded as the final authority within the group, 
with the village institutions constituting extremely virile local 
government units. Thus, Okpara, Ukhuokori, Orokpo, Eku and 
Igun, the main component parts of the Agbon clan, each had its 
village ‘institutions of government’. But for annual festivals and 
for decisions on matters of great importance like war, they met 
at Isiokolo, the clan centre of Okpara. To such a meeting delegates 
were sent from the various villages.

Since the clan, and not the entire group now called Urhobo or 
Isoko, was the centre of political and social activity (at its highest 
level), is there any justification for speaking of the government of the
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1 In Uzcrc clan, for example, the powers of the Ovie have been limited to 
certain spheres only because, so it is said, early in the history of the clan, 
an Ovie who did not belong to the original Uze family was appointed. See 
Hubbard, op. cit., p. 103.

2 C.S.O. 26, File 29211: Intelligence Report on the Uvbie clan. Mr. E. R. 
Chadwick was for years a District Officer in the Urhobo and Isoko country.

3 No system of government ever remains static and unchanging. The system 
here described is to be understood as that which existed in the nineteenth 
century, immediately before the impact of foreign influences.

Urhobo and Isoko people? The form of government which each 
clan adopted was, in certain respects, affected by the human and 
environmental influences to which it was subject early in its history.1 
The clans have therefore developed along slightly different lines, 
modifying their government and mode of life to suit their particular 
requirements. Hence there exist sufficient differences in the form 
of government in the various clans to put one on guard against 
sweeping generalizations. Yet over the centuries, their culture and 
customs have become sufficiently assimilated into a pattern that 
permits of their being treated as a single group.

It has become generally accepted that government among the 
Urhobo, as well as with other Nigerian people who did not ac­
knowledge a central authority, was a gerontocracy—government by 
elders. Thus E. R. Chadwick warns against anything which would 
‘cut across the Sobo traditional organization which places authority 
in the hands of the aged’.2 While there is a great deal of truth in 
this statement, it remains, nevertheless, an oversimplification of a 
system which was much more complex.

Government among the Urhobo, whether at clan or village level, 
was essentially conciliar.3 At the top there existed a council which 
had powers to legislate for the whole clan. This council concerned 
itself only with matters of supreme importance—external war and 
defence, yearly festivals and sacrifices, inter-clan negotiations and 
the trial of the more serious breaches of clan law and custom. 
Matters of less importance and the ordinary day-to-day aspects 
of government were left to the village councils which, under­
standably, were much more active than the central bodies.

The composition of the council—the pattern was essentially 
the same whether at village or clan level—while conforming to a 
certain general pattern, varied from clan to clan. In most of the
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Ehpnvwonren. The 

means literally ‘big’ fotete

villages, however, there was one man who had a right to membership 
of the council—the Okpako ewo or Okpako-orere (i.e. the oldest 
man in the village).

The bulk of the council was made up of the Edip (plural of 
Odio) and the Elipnvnrpnren (plural of Ohonvwonren) or members of 
corresponding societies. It is not known for certain how these 
societies came to constitute the base for ‘political’ recruitment. It 
will be recalled that the vast majority of the male population 
belonged to the societies; that it required a measure of opulence to 
gain membership; and that the rules governing members insisted 
on high moral conduct. Most of these rules were themselves derived 
from clan laws and customs, and indeed these societies did tend to 
become regarded as the custodians of clan law and custom. Herein 
perhaps lies the explanation of the important ‘political’ role which 
these societies played at village and clan level. But since most of the 
male population belonged to these societies, the number of titled 
men in the village tended to become too large for effective delib­
eration. The custom therefore grew of dividing these titled men 
into two categories—Edio-ilogbo and Edip-itete", Ehpnvwpnren-ridc 
and Ehpnvwpnren-itete1 The Edip-itete and the Ehpnvivpnren-itete 
were the junior members of the societies who were excluded from 
active participation in clan and village deliberations until they 
graduated into the senior group. In some of the Isoko clans the 
number of Edip-ilogbo was rigidly fixed: in Aviara, Igbide and 
Uzere clans there could be only nine such edio. In most clans, 
however, the simple differentiation was regarded as sufficient. 
While it is true that most of those in the senior category of edin 
and elipnvwnnreii might in fact be older than the junior sector, this 
did not necessarily apply in all cases, for it sometimes happened 
that the head of the society was younger than some of the other 
members.

Most of the Edip and Elipnvtvpnren were themselves Ekpako, 
that is elderly men; but this was incidental to their having complied 
with the requirements for membership. The fact that membership 
of the societies was restricted to those who could afford it meant 
that there were Ekpako who were not Edip or

I Ologbo and Orotic (phinl—ilogbo and iride) each 
(plural ilete) is the opposite, meaning ‘small’.

20
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i In the Isoko clans the Ekpako who were not Edio 
igheghe’—ordinary elders—a term of derision.

were referred to as ‘Ekpako-

position and role of such Ekpako in village and clan government 
are not very clear. It has been said that the oldest man in the 
village was always regarded as a member of the village council. 
This statement now requires amplification and clarification. In 
some places such a man had to be titled if he desired to be recog­
nized. For instance in Ukhuokori, the Okaroro had to be an Ohpn- 
vwpnren, whereas in Agbarho clan, while a non-titled Okaroro 
could be head of his village council, he could not feature in such a 
capacity at clan level where the head of the Ohpnvrvpnren order, the 
Osivie, was regarded as the most important man and head of the 
clan council. In most places the man was recognized as the Okpako- 
ervo or Okaroro but his duties and importance varied. As for the 
other Ekpako the most generally applicable conclusion is that they 
could attend council meetings but were regarded and treated as a 
junior order to the titled men.1

Each village and clan council had what in modern terms would be 
called a president, a functioning ‘head’. There was no general!}7 
accepted rule as to who was this ‘head’. The position varied from 
clan to clan. There were three ‘officers’—three categories of men— 
who could fill that post. These were the Ovie (in those clans where 
the office existed), the Odip-ologbo or Osivie, the Okpako-eivo or 
Okaroro. In addition to these ‘officers’ there was sometimes a 
fourth, the most senior descendant of the original founder of the 
clan. The easiest situation existed in those clans which possessed 
an Ovie regarded as the executive, judicial and spiritual head of his 
clan. In these clans the Ovie was ‘president’ of his clan council, and 
the symbol of clan unity. As the Ovie usually had to come from a 
particular family, it was scarcely the case that the Ovie was the 
oldest man in the clan at the time he assumed office. So, in this 
instance, age was not the decisive criterion.

In the other clans the position was rather complex. Where there 
was an Ovie who was essentially a clan priest what was his position 
vis-a-vis the Odip-ologbo or Osiviel It would appear that in those 
places the Odip-ologbo, or his equivalent in the Urhobo-speaking 
clans, presided at clan council meetings (except where these
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clan. The
was the

meetings were convened primarily to discuss sacrifices or similar 
ceremonies in which case the Ovie presided) though because the 
whole life of the community was so closely linked with the spiritual 
world of the gods and ancestors, the Ovie had to be a member of the 
council to be ready for consultation as the need arose. Sometimes, 
as in Erohwa for instance, he had his own separate ‘court’ where he 
could be consulted. As for the Okpako-ewo, or Okaroro, it sometimes 
happened that he was also the head of the titled order, having 
joined that order early in life. In such cases, the position resolved 
itself. When this man was not titled, each clan decided what his 
role was to be. In L'zere clan the Odio-ologbo took precedence 
over the Okpako-mo, as president of the council, but the latter 
was always consulted as he was the oldest embodiment of clan law 
and custom. The Okpako-ewo's specific duties in Uzere were 
connected with cleansing ceremonies. In some other places the 
oldest man was theoretically still president and his compound 
would be the venue of village or clan meetings, but in practice, the 
head of the titled order would officiate. In yet other clans the oldest 
descendent, unless he had become titled (in which case he took his 
place within his order) tended to be confined to the offering of 
sacrifices to the clan ancestors. The set-up was thus very compli­
cated and fluid in theory, though in the actual working of the system, 
everybody knew who had what rights, as well as who performed 
specific duties. This was one of the things which baffled British 
administrative officers who sought to know who was ‘head’ of a 
village or clan. The fact was that at the top there existed a dual 
or tripartite arrangement of officers, all equally vital, and each 
dependent on the other for the efficient management and discharge 
of the duties allotted to him.

So far attention has been focused only on those who formed the 
bulk of the village or clan council. In addition to these men— 
titled and non-titled—there were other people who sat on the council 
by virtue of the offices they held within the village or 
most important man in the council after the president 
Qtota, the spokesman of the council.

The Otota was the president’s chief lieutenant. He summoned 
meetings on instructions from the president. He did most of the 
president’s talking at such meetings, and at trials, voiced the verdict 
22
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of the clan or village council. He directed the work of the Ikp, the 
messengers of the council, who were usually chosen from the 
Otu-Evran>a. He was ultimately responsible for seeing that the 
edicts of the council were properly disseminated. All representation 
to the clan ‘Head’ had to pass through him. He represented, or 
was at the head of representatives of, his clan at inter-clan nego­
tiations whether these involved matters of peace or war, acting on 
instructions from the council, instructions which he could not 
overlook or exceed in essentials.

From the duties of his office it is clear that the Otota had to be a 
man well versed in the traditions, laws and customs of his clan. He 
was, in fact, chosen because he possessed these qualities, as well as 
a good speaking voice and a commanding person. In nearly all the 
Isoko clans the Otota was invariably an Odip. In Uzere and Owe 
clans the Otota was usually the Odip immediately next in seniority 
to the Odid-ologbo, and succeeded the latter on his death. In certain 
Urhobo clans (Agbon and Agbarho for example) the Otota was 
the most senior O/ipnvwprpn after the Okaroro. More generally, 
however, the Otota was selected because he possessed the neces­
sary qualities.

The Etota usually had assistants in council. Some clans had 
permanent officers appointed, like in Olomu and Ughienvwe, where 
the assistant Otota was called Akpile, and in Ewu where he was 
called Akpohp. Most clans preferred to call on anyone they thought 
fit to deputize for the Otota, and in this way train future Etota. 
Another officer who sat in council was the Olotu-Ologbo or 
Olotu-rode. He was the war leader and head of the clan Iletu—the 
military commanders of the clan. He was chosen for his stature 
and proven valour in war and similar trials.

As has been indicated, the composition of the village councils 
was similar to that of clan councils. It was well known who, among 
those who sat in the respective village councils, had a right to sit 
on the clan council, the supreme governing body for the clan. At 
the meeting of the clan council, it was again known who occupied 
what position. One of the most fascinating things to watch is the 
gathering of the clan council. As each member arrives so there is a 
general shuffling among those already present to leave his place 
vacant. Precedence was observed to a surprising degree.
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In addition to clan and village councils, there existed quarter 
councils—a gathering of the heads of the families which made up 
the quarter. This gathering was also the lowest ‘court’ for trying 
‘cases’ which arose between members of the quarter. At this level 
the oldest Okpako was always the head, and presided at quarter 
meetings.

However complicated the system described above may appear, 
it was in practice very simple from the point of view of the people 
who lived under it. The people virtually lived their government. 
In the first place, when vital issues affecting the village or clan were 
being discussed, it was usual to allow all villagers and clansmen 
who cared to watch to occupy the open courtyard which was a 
feature of all meeting places in Urhoboland. But even more im­
portant was the system of Itu, each with a definite organization and 
specific duties to perform.

These duties were ultimately directed from the village or clan 
council. From the description of the Itu and their duties, it is clear 
that government was very much an affair of the people. The village 
or clan council met and took decisions. By the time these decisions 
were implemented, virtually all the age-grades would have partici­
pated in the implementation. The duties were shared out from the 
oldest man to the adolescent. Evenbody knew what part he had to 
play in the scheme of things. By the time a man reached the maturity 
of the Okpako he had acquired a sound grounding in village and 
clan government by participation in various aspects of that govern­
ment within the itu. In the same way and through the same channel, 
he learnt all there was to learn about clan law and custom which his 
own family or quarter had not taught him.

While age played an important part in determining who filled 
what office, it was by no means the sole criterion for bestowing 
office. All the important members of the village or clan council 
were expected to attain a certain age; in that sense age was a very 
real factor in determining in whose hands authority lay. Yet service, 
‘wealth’ and natural talents also played their part. The Otota and 
Olotu-roile were key men in village and clan, with important duties 
to discharge, and enjoying, within limits, such freedom of action 
that they could, and did, overshadow' their elders in the village or 
clan. It is clear, then, that there were offices in the filling of which 
24
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services rendered and natural endowments counted as much as, if 
not more than, mere age. Also it was ‘wealth’ which made it possible 
for a man to join the ranks of the titled orders, and so eventually 
win for himself the place of ‘councillor’. A very old man outside 
the Qdio, Qhonvwpnren or Ekakuro society certainly exposed himself 
to ridicule and contempt. Hence to argue that government among 
the Urhobo was based solely on age, leaves the picture incomplete. 
Similarly, the question of who was the village or clan ‘head’ was 
not always as simple as it looked. The arrangement of the offices was 
such that though it might be possible to single out an individual by 
virtue of his age or his title or a combination of these, and call him 
head, his authority was invariably limited by the authority conferred 
on other people immediately round (rather than under) him. Just 
as the Otota was unlikely to exceed his orders, so was the Okaroro 
or Odip-ologbo unlikely to do anything without consulting the 
council. In those clans where there was a clan priest, he presided 
over certain ceremonies and functions while the Okpuko-eivo or 
head of the titled society presided over others. Unless these two 
men came together the ‘headship’ was not complete. The fact is 
that the question of ‘headship’ did not arise or call for definition 
till it became necessary, with the advent of foreign control, to single 
out such a head and appoint him to a post which carried remunera­
tion other than was traditional. Then it was discovered that various 
men vied for the position.1 Traditionally, authority was widely 
diffused and everything seemed to have been done to avoid the 
concentration of too much power in any one hand.2

The social and political organizations of the Urhobo as described 
above, bear a striking resemblance to the social and political 
structure of the Benin village, for the village is the basic unit of the

1 I he reorganization of the Uvbie (Evhro) clan was held up for a long time 
because of the struggle for position between the Ovie who was essentially a 
priest and the Ehonvwonren who claimed that they should constitute the 
clan council and that their head should be recognized by the British as Clan 
,1, • i^eC P'S’O- File No. 29211: Intelligence Report on the Uvbie clan.

2 I io description here given of the Urhobo and Isoko social and political 
system is based largely on my own field investigations: For details of these 
investigations see Obaro Ikime: Itsekiri-Urhobo Relations and the Establish­
ment of British Rule, 1884-1936 (thesis submitted to the University of Ibadan 
for the degree of Ph.D., 1965), Appendix I.
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Benin kingdom.1 The Benin village was ruled by a council of 
elders headed by the Odipttmtre (a rough equivalent of the Odio- 
ologbo among the Isoko), who was usually the oldest man in the 
village. The men were divided into three age-groups: the iroghae 
(teenagers), the /glide1 (adult men, usually under forty-five years) 
and the Edio (the elders) who sat in the village council. As -with the 
Urhobo, these age-grades had their specific duties to perform in the 
communit}-, and had their respective heads. In the Ovie, the Urh­
obo possessed the equivalent of the Benin Onogie, a kind of heredi­
tary village head. As already indicated, the Urhobo title of Ohon- 
vmonren is of Benin origin. This similarity in the social and political 
institutions of the Urhobo and the Bini, tends to strengthen further 
the claim by the Urhobo to have come from Benin, and is also a 
measure of the extent of Benin influence over the Urhobo during the 
early part of the latter’s existence in their present locations.

Among the Urhobo, justice was regarded as just another aspect 
of the government of the people, and was the work of the same body 
which handled other affairs of government. There was no ‘court’ 
distinct from the village or clan council. The law of the clan was 
regarded as having been declared once and for all by the ancestors. 
In theory, therefore, there could be no new laws. The Ovie, Edio 
and E/ipnvn>piireii-in-council did not make new laws; they merely 
applied to varying circumstances law which was already existing 
and theoretically immutable, which had received the irrevocable 
sanction of the ‘quick and the dead’. Such applications of the law' 
to specific circumstances did, in practice, tend to become regarded 
as netv laws in themselves, and so to constitute part of the unwritten 
code of clan law.

Clan law' was supposed to be well known to all clan members, as 
indeed it was. As the ancestors had handed it down from father to 
son, so it was supposed to continue. And, indeed, the family con­
stituted the lowest ‘judicial’ unit. Minor cases were settled within

1 R. E. Bradbury: The Benin Kingdom and the Edo speaking Peoples of South- 
Western Nigeria (Ethnographic Survey of Africa, Western Africa, Part XIII, 
London, 1957), pp. 31-3. See also P. A. Igbafe: ‘Benin Society in the pre­
colonial Era’—paper submitted to the Postgraduate African History Seminar, 
University of Ibadan, 6 Nov. 1963.

2 ‘Ighelc’ has become absorbed into the Urhobo language, and is used as a term 
of praise for physically well formed young men and women.
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the family or quarter. The village council was the place where most 
of the cases were heard. In addition to possessing full powers of 
jurisdiction over certain types of offences, these village councils 
also acted as preliminary investigation centres for the clan council. 
It is difficult to lay down any rules about where the jurisdiction of 
the village councils ended and that of the clan council began. 
Murder, serious robbery, and extreme violence, usually went to the 
clan council, but even this was not a general rule. Where clan 
unity was weak, virtually all cases were disposed of at village 
council level. Very often it was left to the village council to decide 
whether a matter should be referred to the clan council. In theory, 
therefore, appeals lay to the clan council, though in practice little 
notice was taken of this, parties usually being content with the 
verdict of their village council. In any case, whether as a ‘court’ 
of first instance or as an appeal court, the verdict of the clan council 
was final. Refusal to accept the verdict of the clan council could 
lead to the offender being sold into slavery and thereby for ever 
removed from the clan.

Procedure was simple. The complainant usually took his com- 
plant to his family head who ensured that the appropriate council 
was convened to hear it. If it was a matter within the quarter, the 
quarter council could dispose of it. But if the cause was too serious 
for the quarter to handle, the family got in touch with the Otota 
who, after consulting with the village ‘head,’ duly informed the 
complainant when the case was due to be heard. It was the duty of 
the council’s Iko to ensure that both parties to the case attended 
court on the date fixed, but it was the responsibility of these main 
parties to ensure that their witnesses attended. If witnesses refused 
to attend they could not be subpoenaed—a situation which tended 
to force the main parties sometimes to induce witnesses to attend 
by giving them presents. When the council was duly assembled, 
the complainant was asked by the Otota to state his charge. The 
defendant was then allowed to plead guilty or not guilty by stating 
his own case. If the defendant pleaded guilty without waiting for 
witnesses to be called, his plea was accepted and the court merely 
withdrew to consider what the fine and compensation (where 
necessary) should be. If the defendant pleaded not guilty then 
witnesses were called. Most of the cross-examination was done by
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i For a list of offences and punishment in the Urhobo and Isoko traditional 
system of justice, see Appendix I.

28

the Otota, though the other Ekpako could ask whatever questions 
they thought relevant. When all who should be heard had been 
allowed to speak, the ‘court’ withdrew to consider its verdict. On 
its return, the Otota pronounced the verdict which was usually 
given as unanimous. It was of the utmost importance that all 
charges should be definitely proven, especially in the case of theft 
which was regarded as a very serious offence,1 as it brought lasting 
disgrace not only on the offender but on his entire family. The 
hearing of the parties and their witnesses was done in public and 
the reaction of the people, who usually gathered in the courtyard 
when cases were to be heard, was noted and taken into consideration 
when the verdict was being considered—a system which obviously 
had its advantages and disadvantages. It was regarded as vital that 
nothing should be done to outrage the people’s sense of justice and 
fair play.

Evidence was usually taken unsworn. When there was doubt as 
to the truth of the evidence, recourse was usually had to oaths and 
ordeals. This meant that the parties to the suit and their witnesses 
would take an oath by a certain deity or sacred object credited with 
supernatural powers. It was believed that if after this oath a person 
told a lie, the god or spirit would inflict condign punishment—a 
punishment which could be death. An alternative to swearing an 
oath was the subjection of the parties to an ordeal. The forms of 
ordeal in general use were:—

(i) The lobe of the ear or tongue was smeared with some 
medicine and a needle thrust through. If the needle pene­
trated easily, the man was declared innocent.

(ii) The man could be asked to pick cowries out of a pot of 
boiling water after his hand had been daubed with medicine. 
If he sustained no burns he was considered innocent.

(iii) The man might be asked to pick an axe-head from a roaring 
fire, after his hand had been daubed with medicine, and walk 
about twenty-five yards with the axe-head in his hand. 
Absence of burns was proof of innocence.

(iv) The sasswood ordeal was generally used to detect the guilt
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of witches. It was believed that 
drinking the sasswood mixture.

no witch could live after

The threat of swearing an oath and trial by ordeal had the effect 
of persuading litigants that it was better to tell the truth than go 
through the ordeal. Hence perjury was less common than in the 
days of British ‘Native Courts’ when trial by ordeal and swearing 
an oath by a clan god were first frowned upon and then forbidden.

The enforcement of judgements was the task of the Iletu and 
Iko. Usually the Iko acted on instructions passed to them from the 
council through the Otota. The Iletu came in when it was necessary 
to secure the carrying out of verdicts like the hanging of murderers 
or other serious judgements.

In addition to the quarter, village and clan councils, all of which 
exercised judicial functions, there were other bodies which had a 
measure of judicial authority. All the age-grades, with the exception 
of the Imitcte and the Ekpako, had the right to try petty cases 
among their members and impose small fines. The Iletu grade 
could try minor cases not only within their otu but amongst the 
entire villagers, as has been already stated. The titled societies also 
possessed similar rights and they could try and punish members 
of their society, even when the offence had not been a breach of 
their own regulations, but a breach of clan law and custom. Thus, 
in the judicial as in other spheres, authority was diffuse and the 
people were trained to prepare themselves for the day they would 
sit on the village or clan council, by being encouraged to participate 
in the activities of their various Itu and societies. This was the 
aspect of traditional government which the introduction of the 
‘native court’ or ‘warrant chief’ systems was seriously to undermine.

To the west of the Urhobo country live their Itsekiri neighbours. 
X,_ The Itsekiri inhabit the extreme western part of the Niger Delta in 

the area bounded (approximately) by latitudes 50 20' and 6 North 
and longitudes 50 5' and 50 40' East. Their neighbours, apart from 
the Urhobo to the east, are the Ijo to the south, the Bini to the 
north and the Yoruba of Ondo Province to the north-west. Vir­
tually all the area lies within the mangrove swamp region. Only 
on the eastern fringes is there some firm land. Ode-Itsekiri, the 
capital of the Itsekiri kingdom, stands on part of this firm land
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1 P. C. Lloyd: The Itsekiri (being part of the same book by R. E. Bradbury, 
see p. 26, note 1), p. 174.

2 See chapter 2 for more details of this early trade.
3 Leonard: op. cit., pp. 18-19. See also Gallway: op. cit., and Mary’ Kingsley: 

West African Studies, London 1899, Appendix I, pp. 448-9, in which M. 
le comte de Cardi gives a description of ‘natives’ of the Niger Coast Pro­
tectorate.
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which is only twenty’ feet above sea level.1 It is not surprising 
therefore that the dominant feature of the vegetation is the white 
and red mangrove.

Itsekiriland is watered by three large rivers and innumerable 
creeks. These three rivers are the Benin, the Escravos and the 
Forcados. They are connected by a network of creeks, most of 
which are navigable only by small craft. Just as the geographical 
location of the Urhobo has had its effect on their development and 
their relations with people outside their territorial limits, so has 
that of the Itsekiri affected their history—though with very’ 
different results. From the accounts of early Portuguese and other 
European traders and travellers to the Niger Delta, it is clear that 
the Forcados and Benin Rivers were highways of traffic from an 
early date. Since Europeans began to trade in the area from about 
the fifteenth century,2 the people inhabiting this area, whether 
they were then an independent people or not, had an early oppor­
tunity’ of contact with Europeans. This early contact has naturally 
influenced the attitude of the Itsekiri and their relations with their 
neighbours, especially the Urhobo. It also enabled the Europeans 
to have direct dealings with the Itsekiri, and so to appreciate their 
laws and customs and the working of their society. This explains 
the kind of remarks made about them by the European writers of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. While these writers 
scarcely mentioned the Urhobo in any detail, the Itsekiri were 
accorded prominence. Thus, Major Leonard, whose remarks on the 
Urhobo have been quoted, describes the Itsekiri as ‘the most 
intelligent and tractable’ and ‘the best mannered of all the tribes’3 
in the Niger Delta.

The mode of life of the Itsekiri people has been determined by 
their environment. Thus, the Itsekiri are primarily fishermen and 
have become known in the area as suppliers of ‘crayfish’ which



Introduction-, indigenous Antecedents

3i

1 Captain John Adams: Remarks on the country Extending from Cape Palmas to 
the Congo, London 1823, p. 122. The brass pans which the Itsekiri bought 
from Old Calabar people were used in this industry. For some comments on 
the importance of salt and fish in the Eastern Delta, see G. I. Jones: The 
Trading States of the Oil Rivers, London 1963, p. 13.

was a valued article of trade between the Itsekiri and their Urhobo 
and other neighbours, and which today is still one of the articles 
of trade for which the Itsekiri are known. The manufacture of salt, 
which has survived till today, was a much more important industry 
in the pre-twentieth century period than it has since become. The 
salt was made from the mangrove trees: the shoots, roots and leaves 
of the trees were burnt; a solution of the ash was made, and the 
filtered solution was then evaporated. In the nineteenth century 
salt was also made from sea water by the simple process of evapor­
ation.1 This salt, which is still an article of trade, was more valued 
as such in earlier times when imported salt had not become as 
popular as it is now. Pottery, another early Itsekiri occupation, 
has remained essentially the concern of the women. Earthenware 
has therefore been another product which the Itsekiri traded with 
their neighbours. The Itsekiri have never been farmers to any 
great extent, there being very little land on which they could 
farm. At no time in their history did they ever grow enough food 
to feed themselves. Consequent!}’ they have always depended for 
their agricultural products on the farming folks to the hinterland, 
especially the Urhobo.

It is as middlemen traders that the Itsekiri made their name in 
history. Their location by the coast, and in positions where they 
could control the river mouths, helped them to develop into great 
traders who by the nineteenth century were doing a flourishing 
trade with the Europeans, first in their hulks, and later in their 
factories on land. It should, however, be remembered that at all 
times only a small proportion of the Itsekiri was engaged in large- 
scale trade, as distinct from the local trade in fish, crayfish, salt 
and so on, in which the women were, for the most part, constantly 
engaged. The bulk of the people remained, even at the height of 
Itsckiri commercial prosperity, essentially fishermen.

The traditions of origin of the Itsckiri people are more straight­
forward than those of the Urhobo. The most widely accepted
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version is that of the Ginuwa migration from Benin, at a period 
now usually ascribed to the late fifteenth century. According to 
this account, Ginuwa was a prince of an Oba of Benin called Olua 
(Oluwa). Ginuwa had to escape from Benin on account of the 
unpopularity of both his father and himself which made the Bini 
people determine not to have him succeed as Oba. Olua therefore 
decided to safeguard his son’s future and planned that Ginuwa 
should found a new kingdom outside Benin. By a ruse, the Oba 
succeeded in getting seventy- of his nobles to send their sons with 
the prince, allegedly to offer some sacrifice to one of the gods. In 
the meantime, arrangements had been made to provide the proper 
royal regalia for the prince. The question of whether the party 
actually set off with the prince in a huge Iroko box escorted by the 
sons of these nobles, or whether some other means was employed, 
need not detain us. The story goes that the party arrived at the 
river after they had been smuggled out of Benin, whereupon, 
Ginuwa, arrayed in his royal regalia, led forth his band to a new 
settlement with himself as king. Their first place of settlement was 
Amatu, then Oruselemo, both places being in present-day Western 
Ijo Division. The next place the band moved to was Ijala, where 
Ginuwa died and was buried. To this day Ijala remains the royal 
burial ground.1

The identity of the original inhabitants of the area into which 
Ginuwa and his followers moved is not known. It would appear that 
there were earlier immigrants around Okotomu to which place 
Ijijen, son and heir of Ginuwa, moved after his father’s death. 
Most of these immigrants apparently fled on the arrival of Ijijen 
and his retinue. It is claimed that Itsekiri, the name now given to 
the race, was the personal name of one of these earlier immigrants 
who remained behind, acknowledged the suzerainty' of the Olu and 
served him loyally. It is significant, however, that early European 
sources did not refer to the kingdom as Itsekiri but as I were, Aweri,

i In essentials there is general agreement on this version of the origin of the 
Itsekiri people. For a fuller story and differences in detail, see William 
Moore, op. cit. Moore’s book is based on traditions collected from the ciders 
of his day. See also C. 0. Omoneukarin: Itsekiri Law and Custom, Lagos 1942, 
pp. 13-18; Lloyd, op. cit.,pp. 178-9; Egharevba, op. cit., pp. 22-3 and C.S.O. 
26 File 27675, Assessment Report on the Itsekiri sub-clan in the Warri 
Province.
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or Ourre. The term Jekri, later Itsekiri, did not become current till 
the nineteenth century.

There is another account which claims that the founders of the 
capital were men who came from Igala, south of the Nupe country, 
near the confluence of the Niger and Benue. According to this 
account, the migration was part of the Yoruba movement westwards 
from Igala. While the bulk of the Yoruba travelled in the direction 
of Ife, a small band followed the creeks and founded what later 
became the capital.1 This view of the migration is used to explain 
the similarities between the Itsekiri and Yoruba languages.

There are, however, other possible explanations for the linguistic 
affinity between the Yoruba and Itsekiri. There is a group of people 
to be found in Gborodo, Omadina and Ureju, who claim to have 
come from Ode in Ijebu, a kingdom situated along the southern 
coast of the Yoruba country, either prior to, or at about the same 
time as the Ginuwa migration.2 As these people spoke Yoruba, 
their language might have affected that of those they met inhabiting 
this part of the delta. Besides, as the creek system stretches all the 
way from the Dahomean coast to Old Calabar, one can postulate 
constant contact between the coastal Ijcbu and Ondo and the 
people who inhabited the area now called Itsckiriland. Such contact 
could quite easily have affected the latter’s language. Indeed it is 
likely that the Itsekiri, as they exist today, are a mixture of people of 
Benin and Yoruba origin. Another explanation of the linguistic 
affinity is that Yoruba was the court language in Benin, and there­
fore Ginuwa and his young nobles would have used that language 
even after they settled in what is now Itsekiriland.

Although reference has been made to ‘the Itsekiri people’ it 
is not known exactly when they became an independent people. It 
is likely that during the years immediately after the Ginuwa mi­
gration there was some contact with Benin. The exact nature of 
this contact is not known. It was, however, customary when an Olu 
was to be elected, to seek the blessings of the Oba of Benin.3 It

i Saburi Biobaku: ‘An Historical sketch of the Peoples of Western Nigeria’.
Odu, No. 6, June 1958, pp. 24-8. 2 Ibid. See also Lloyd, op. cit. p. 178-9. 

3 As late as 1936 when the Olu Ginuwa II was about to be installed, a message 
was sent to the Oba of Benin to seek his blessing. Sec Ughelle Papers, File 
10/27: Handing over Notes Jekri—Sobo Division—J. A. Mackenzie (D.O.) 
to B. J. A. Matthews (D.O.) 22 Feb., 1936.
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now usually ascribed to the late fifteenth century. According to 
this account, Ginuwa was a prince of an Oba of Benin called Olua 
(Oluwa). Ginuwa had to escape from Benin on account of the 
unpopularity' of both his father and himself which made the Bini 
people determine not to have him succeed as Oba. Olua therefore 
decided to safeguard his son’s future and planned that Ginuwa 
should found a new kingdom outside Benin. By a ruse, the Oba 
succeeded in getting seventy of his nobles to send their sons with 
the prince, allegedly to offer some sacrifice to one of the gods. In 
the meantime, arrangements had been made to provide the proper 
royal regalia for the prince. The question of whether the party7 
actually set off with the prince in a huge Iroko box escorted by the 
sons of these nobles, or whether some other means was employed, 
need not detain us. The story goes that the party arrived at the 
river after they had been smuggled out of Benin, whereupon, 
Ginuwa, arrayed in his royal regalia, led forth his band to a new 
settlement with himself as king. Their first place of settlement was 
Amatu, then Oruselemo, both places being in present-day Western 
Ijo Division. The next place the band moved to was Ijala, where 
Ginuwa died and was buried. To this day Ijala remains the royal 
burial ground.1

The identity of the original inhabitants of the area into which 
Ginuwa and his followers moved is not known. It would appear that 
there were earlier immigrants around Okotomu to which place 
Ijijen, son and heir of Ginuwa, moved after his father’s death. 
.Most of these immigrants apparently fled on the arrival of Ijijen 
and his retinue. It is claimed that Itsekiri, the name now given to 
the race, was the personal name of one of these earlier immigrants 
who remained behind, acknowledged the suzerainty of the OIu and 
served him loyally. It is significant, however, that early European 
sources did not refer to the kingdom as Itsekiri but as Iwere, Aweri,

i In essentials there is general agreement on this version of the origin of the 
Itsekiri people. For a fuller story and differences in detail, see William 
Moore, op. cit. Moore’s book is based on traditions collected from the elders 
of his day. See also C. 0. Omoneukarin: Itsekiri Law and Custom, Lagos 1942, 
pp. 13-18; Lloyd, op. cit., pp. 178-9; Egharevba, op. cit., pp. 22-3 and C.S.O. 
26 File 27675, Assessment Report on the Itsekiri sub-clan in the Warri 
Province.
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account, the migration was part of the Yoruba movement westwards 
from Igala. While the bulk of the Yoruba travelled in the direction 
of Ife, a small band followed the creeks and founded what later 
became the capital.1 This view of the migration is used to explain 
the similarities between the Itsekiri and Yoruba languages.

There are, however, other possible explanations for the linguistic 
affinity between the Yoruba and Itsekiri. There is a group of people 
to be found in Gborodo, Omadina and Ureju, who claim to have 
come from Ode in Ijebu, a kingdom situated along the southern 
coast of the Yoruba country, either prior to, or at about the same 
time as the Ginuwa migration.2 As these people spoke Yoruba, 
their language might have affected that of those they met inhabiting 
this part of the delta. Besides, as the creek system stretches all the 
way from the Dahomean coast to Old Calabar, one can postulate 
constant contact between the coastal Ijcbu and Ondo and the 
people who inhabited the area now called Itsckiriland. Such contact 
could quite easily have affected the latter’s language. Indeed it is 
likely that the Itsekiri, as they exist today, are a mixture of people of 
Benin and Yoruba origin. Another explanation of the linguistic 
affinity is that Yoruba was the court language in Benin, and there­
fore Ginuwa and his young nobles would have used that language 
even after they settled in what is now Itsekiriland.

Although reference has been made to ‘the Itsekiri people’ it 
is not known exactly when they became an independent people. It 
is likely that during the years immediately after the Ginuwa mi­
gration there was some contact with Benin. The exact nature of 
this contact is not known. It was, however, customary when an Olu 
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i Saburi Biobaku: ‘An Historical sketch of the Peoples of Western Nigeria’,
Oilu, No. 6, June 1958, pp. 24-8. 2 Ibid. Sec also Lloyd, op. cit. p. 178-9. 

3 As late as 1936 when the Olu Ginuwa II was about to be installed, a message 
was sent to the Oba of Benin to seek his blessing. See Ughelle Papers, File 
10/27: Handing over Notes Jekri—Sobo Division—J. A. Mackenzie (D.O.) 
to B. J. A. Matthews (D.O.) 22 Feb., 1936.
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1 A. F. C. Ryder: ‘Missionary Activity' in the kingdom of Warri to the early
Nineteenth century’, Vol. II, No. i, Dec. i960, p. 1.

2 Barbot who takes after Bosman stated that ‘the town of Aweri’ belonged ‘to 
a nation, independent of Benin, and only an ally ... of it’. Jean Barbot: 
A Description ofthe Coasts of North and South Guinea, London 1732, p. 355.
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has been suggested that the development of the Itsekiri into an 
independent people was probably accelerated by Portuguese 
missionary activity among them, as the Portuguese sought to build 
up the Itsekiri against Benin, where their missionary endeavours 
did not meet with much success.1 Be that as it may, the Olu 
was being referred to as an independent ruler by the eighteenth 
century.2

Whoever inhabited the area that is now Itsekiriland before the 
advent of Ginuwa, it is unlikely that they established any central­
ized government. It would appear that such people as there were, 
were content to accept the government set up by the new-comers. 
The system of government was clearly modelled on that of Benin. 
It is improbable that any formal institutions of government were 
set up during the lifetime of Ginuwa himself; but it is said that 
after the arrival of the party at Ode-Itsekiri, the Olu, the title given 
to the ruler, turned his band of seventy' nobles into a council and 
gave these nobles titles similar to those in use in Benin. The more 
important of these titles were Ologbotsere (Prime minister or Chief 
Adviser to the Olu), lyatsere (War Lord), Uwangue (custodian 
of the Regalia, also Chief Spokesman in Council). The seventy 
nobles, each called Ojoye in Itsekiri, sat in council with the Olu 
to advise him on the running of the kingdom. They could meet to 
discuss matters without the Olu being present, their decisions 
being conveyed to him through the more senior of the Ojoye. 
The exact order of seniority of all the nobles is not now remembered, 
though the Ologbotsere's position as chief adviser is generally 
admitted. The Olu was in theory not bound to accept the advice of 
his councillors. In practice, when there was a difference of opinion 
between the Olu and his councillors the issue was referred to the 
oracle, the pronouncement of which was regarded as final. This 
arrangement made it possible for the Olu to disagree with his 
nobles, without necessarily coming into open clash with them. 
Apparently, the Olu had the right to appoint as Ojoye anyone from
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outside the band of the original seventy nobles, in recognition of 
services rendered. The tendency, however, was for some of the 
titles to become hereditary within certain families. The Olu’s 
council was the supreme legislative, executive and judicial body 
for all Itsekiriland.

It does not appear that there was any great outspread of the 
Itsekiri people prior to the eighteenth century. Such settlements 
as sprang up in the immediate environs of the capital were presu­
mably governed by ‘deputies’ sent from the capital, working in 
conjunction with the elders of the settlements. The major movement 
away from the capital and its immediate environs took place in the 
late eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth century. Two 
main reasons have been advanced to explain this movement. The 
first is the reputed harshness of the reign of the Olu Akengbuwa I 
(died 1848) which forced a number of the Ojoye to leave the capital 
and found new settlements for themselves and their immediate kith 
and kin. The second reason was economic. From the late eight­
eenth century, the Rivers Forcados and Escravos were declining in 
commercial importance as European trading vessels were beginning 
to anchor at places like Eghoro in the Benin River instead of at 
Ode-Itsekiri. Consequently aspiring traders began to move to the 
Benin River to meet the European trade. Bobi, Jakpa, Batcre and 
Ebrohimi were among settlements founded as a result of this 
movement.1

The government of the new settlements was usually in the hands 
of the ciders headed by the Qhtrf-aja (literally, the eldest male in 
the settlement) and the Okpanran (priest). Often the oldest member 
of the founder’s patrilineage group was regarded as the Olare-aja 
whether he was in fact the oldest man in the community or not. 
Matters concerning the village were disposed of by the council of 
elders. The quarters and extended families handled matters within 
their respective competence. There was a theoretical right of 
appeal from the village council to the Olu’s council, and serious 
inter-settlement disputes were also sent to that body.

The social organization of the Itsekiri differed in important 
respects from that of their L’rhobo neighbours. The Itsekiri can

1 P. C. Lloyd: ‘The Itsckiri in the Nineteenth century; An Outline Social 
History’, Journal of African History, Vol. IV, No 2, 1963, pp. 212-14.
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men between the 
supposed to be

be broadly divided into two groups—the Qtpn-Olu (descendants 
of the royal family) and the Omajaja (free borns). The Omajaja 
can be sub-divided into the Ojoye and the ordinary7 citizens. In 
addition to the above were the eru (slaves) and Otpn-erti (descend­
ants of slaves).1 The part which a man played in the affairs of state 
was determined to a considerable extent by his social standing. 
Indeed the Itsekiri were and are extremely touchy about their own 
chi (descent group). Most Itsekiri strive to trace their genealogy 
to an Olu or Ojoye. Failure to produce a ‘satisfactory7’ genealogy 
was likely to lead to one being classified as an otnn-eru. Although 
slaves in the Itsekiri community7 were never barbarously7 treated, 
and although many of them rose to positions of affluence, it was, 
nevertheless, a social stigma to be a slave. It was not allowed, for 
example, for an Itsekiri to enslave another Itsekiri. Consequently 
all slaves and their descendants were largely non-Itsekiri. Hence all 
oton-eru were necessarily second-rate citizens in strict law even if 
in practice little notice was taken of the fact. Even among the Itsekiri 
proper, birth or status group was of supreme importance. Thus an 
Otpn-olu was likely to be accorded more respect and to take a more 
active part in the affairs of state than a commoner who was much 
older than he. Generally speaking, therefore, it is true that among the 
Itsekiri birth played a much greater part in determining the role a 
man played in the social and political life of his community than it 
did among the Urhobo.

In addition to the social divisions noted above, the Itsekiri also 
had what might be described as age groups for men and women. 
C. 0. Omoneukarin lists five of these for the men. At the bottom 
were the Ometie-pnpkeren, made up of boys under twenty years. 
While a boy belonged to this group he learnt most of the trades and 
occupations of his people, and performed simple duties for his 
family and community.

The Edema age-group was made up of young 
ages of twenty and thirty-five years. The edema was 
able to enter into life as an independent individual, and to begin 
to earn his own living by fishing, trading and other occupations. 
The Ighele were the able-bodied men of thirty-five to fifty-five
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years who were expected to play a full and active part in the affairs 
of the community. The next two, the Olare and Eligbo, were 
elders who headed the affairs of their various communities. The 
eligbo were usually men of very old age who could no longer actively 
participate in the affairs of their community.1

From the above, it is clear that the Itsekiri age-groups were not 
comparable in their organization and functions to the Urhobo 
age-grades as previously described. They had very few political 
functions to perform. In fact they represented little more than 
successive stages in the life of the Itsekiri male.

The Itsekiri judicial system was, in essence, very much like that 
of the Urhobo already described. Procedure was virtually the same, 
and there was the same theoretical right of appeal from village 
council to Olu’s council, as from village to clan council among the 
Urhobo. Even in matters of penalties inflicted for specific crimes 
and offences there was remarkable similarity between the two 
systems. The real difference was, as has been indicated, in the 
personnel of the council or ‘court’. In the case of the Itsekiri, 
it has been suggested, birth and ‘class’ played a more conspicuous 
part in determining the members of the council, than among the 
Urhobo.

The Itsekiri, like most Nigerian peoples, also had recourse to 
trial by ordeal and to oaths when there was doubt as to the truth 
of the evidence, or when a party declared guilty still proclaimed 
his innocence and insisted on vindicating himself. The forms of 
ordeal used were the same as described for the Urhobo. This is the 
place to mention one particular form of ordeal which brought the 
Itsekiri in contact with their Urhobo neighbours. It has been 
stated that for the trial of suspected witches, the sasswood ordeal 
was generally employed. There was one other form of ordeal used 
which was very popular all over the Warri (now Delta) Province. 
This was the famous Eni Ordeal of Uzere in the Isoko country. 
Eni was the clan god inhabiting a lake named after it. It is not now 
known when it was first recognized that Eni could detect and at 
the same time kill off witches. By the middle of the nineteenth 
century, however, it is said that hundreds of suspected witches
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1 See J. W. Welch: ‘Witchcraft and Christianity in the Niger Delta’, Church 
Overseas, Vol. IV, 1931, p. 319.

2 Cal. Prof. 10/3, Vol. Ill: Report on Uzeri Ordeal. See also Welch, op. cit.
3 I was informed, for example, that the mother of the present Otota of Uzere, 

Chief William Otobo, succeeded in getting ashore, though she could scarcely 
swim.
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were taken to Uzere every year to undergo the ordeal and prove 
their innocence or take the consequences of their guilt.

To Eni came not only the Isoko and Urhobo, but also Ijo, 
Itsekiri, Kwale and Aboh. The Ovie of Uzere was high priest of 
Eni and received the fees which were paid by7 those who sought to 
undergo the ordeal. The fear of witchcraft was so widespread that 
Eni’s power which, as it was believed, could not only detect but 
kill off the witches in one and the same process, wielded great 
influence over surrounding areas. The procedure at the trials was 
to take the suspected witches to the banks of the Eni Lake, in a 
procession headed by the Ovie. There the Ovie performed certain 
rites and then daubed the bodies of the suspected witches with 
white chalk while uttering certain incantations. After this, they were 
taken to the middle of the lake in a canoe and were ordered to jump 
into the lake and swim ashore—back to the Ovie. Witches were 
supposed, by the power of Eni, to be drawn down to the bottom of 
the lake and drowned, while the innocent could swim happily 
ashore.1 British administrative officers claimed that Eni was one 
gigantic fraud. The Eni Lake, they reported, was full of ravenous 
crocodiles brought there while still young and accustomed to 
feeding on nothing but human flesh. Those who died there, they 
argued, died not because they were witches, but because they could 
not swim or were eaten up by the crocodiles.2 The Uzere people 
counter this by arguing that if Eni were a fraud, they would scarcely 
have allowed their own citizens to participate in the trials; that the 
Ijp and Itsekiri, who were usually good swimmers, died there as 
well as non-swimmers, and that others, who were not particularly 
able swimmers actually succeeded in getting ashore? They agree 
that there were crocodiles in the lake, but deny that these were 
trained on a diet of human flesh since, as fishing in the lake was 
prohibited, these beasts had plenty of fish to eat. Indeed the Uzere 
people claim that after each trial a group of people known as the
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Otuada collected the bodies and buried them. Fraud or no fraud, 
while it remained, Eni was a powerful influence over all the peoples 
of Warri Province and served to draw them together at each trial.

The last Olu of Itsekiri to reign before the establishment of 
British rule was Akengbuwa. Akengbuwa’s reign is reputed to have 
been harsh and unprofitable.1 The consequent migration of various 
Ojoye to the Benin River and the founding of new settlements has 
already been noted. In 1848 Olu Akengbuwa died. His two sons 
and most likely successors, Omateye and Ejo followed him to the 
grave with a rapidity which Egharevba attributes to a curse by the 
Qba of Benin.2 The death of the two princes ushered in an interre­
gnum which lasted for eighty-eight years. Tradition has it that when 
the head slaves of the two princes realized that neither of their 
masters could succeed to the Itsekiri throne, they held a secret 
meeting at which they resolved not to allow any other person to 
be installed as Olu of Itsekiriland.3 They apparently possessed the 
means and men to make good this resolve, for as Moore records, 
‘they were so formidable in wealth and men, that no power or 
force could with-stand them in those days’.4

Exactly what happened in the Itsekiri capital is not clear. Ap­
parently the slaves killed all those most qualified to succeed to the 
throne, or at any rate caused enough fear among the royal family 
to force many members of the latter to flee the capital. Ultimately 
lye Idqlorusan (the European traders called her ‘Queen Dola’) 
half-sister of the deceased Olu returned to the capital and with the 
help of Ebrimoni, one of the head slaves who had organized the 
revolt, set up a council of state made up mostly of members of the 
royal family. An effort was made to instal an Olu but the three 
princes regarded as best qualified by virtue of their wealth wrere 
unacceptable because they were children of slave mothers. The 
best that was achieved was the appointment of an Olotu or Regent 
in the person of Prince Eri, a son of Akengbuwa.5

It is not clear with what motive (other than that popularly 
ascribed to them) the head slaves of Omateye and Ejo organized the 
revolt which plunged the Itsckiri ‘nation’ into the interregnum.

1 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth century’, p. 214.
2 Egharevba, op. cit., p. 47. 3 Moore, op. cit., p. 91.
4 Ibid. 5 Ibid., pp. 90-2.
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1 Lloyd: ‘The Itsckiri in the Nineteenth century’, p. 217.
2 Dr. K. 0. Dike discusses the slave revolts in the Eastern Delta in chapter 

VIII (pp. 153-65) of his Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, London 1956.
3 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth century’, p. 215.
4 Ibid., p. 216.
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These slaves suffered from a number of disabilities. Although 
many of them had become wealthy through trade, and occupied 
important positions within the families in which they found them­
selves, Itsekiri society was such that they could not, in strict theory 
as well as in practice, become the heads of the families or groups 
to which they belonged.1 They remained in essence transferable 
property. For this reason, in this revolt there was probably that 
same determination, which Dr. K. 0. Dike says actuated the slave 
revolts of the Eastern Delta in the years 1850-70,2 to fight for 
changes in the political institutions of the society' in which they 
lived—political changes which would reflect to some extent the 
economic worth of the slave class. If this determination was at the 
back of the revolt, it was apparently limited to the slaves of the two 
dead princes, for the other slaves did not actively aid the revolt, 
though they probably joined in the various acts of lawlessness which 
marked the beginning of the interregnum. There was no other effort 
on the part of these slaves to fight for political power, even though 
their position after the revolt remained as it had been before. If 
therefore the revolt of the slaves of the dead princes was aimed at 
effecting a change in the political status quo, it failed to achieve any 
permanent results. Indeed, when Consul John Beecroft suggested 
making Ebrimoni the Olu in 1851, the princes of the royal family 
opposed the move on the ground that Ebrimoni was a slave.3 
They on their part could not agree on who among themselves 
should be made the Olu. Beecroft had to be content with getting the 
Itsekiri elders to appoint a ‘chief of the Benin River’ better known 
as ‘governor of the River’, in the person of Idiare.1

The interregnum witnessed a breakdown of that central govern­
ment to which the Itsekiri were accustomed. This breakdown of 
central authority did not, however, mean for the Itsekiri a loss of 
identity as a people. Until the great exodus from the capital in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Itsekiri were accustomed 
to centralized control from the Olu and his council. Even after the
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movement to the Benin River, the power and prestige of the Olu 
as ruler of all Itsekiriland; the fact that Ode-Itsekiri remained the 
largest of the Itsekiri settlements; intermarriage between members 
of the various settlements; the existence of religious and other 
rituals and ceremonies which were common to all Itsekiriland; 
these factors helped to create a feeling of oneness which even the 
interregnum could not completely destroy. The compactness of 
their territory and the comparative smallness of their population 
were additional factors which created a sense of togetherness.

In addition to the above there was another factor which nec­
essitated the preservation of a measure of unity among the Itsekiri 
even during the interregnum. This was the need for some authority 
which could deal with the European traders in their midst. The 
appointment by the people of ‘Governors of the River’ at the 
instance of the British consul in the years 1851-841 provided 
an officer of state around whom the Itsekiri people could, and did, 
rally for the protection of their interests. Hence despite the inter­
regnum and despite the foundation of new settlements, the com­
mercial interests of the leading Itsekiri families helped to preserve a 
measure of unity, however internally uneasy. In this regard the 
Itsekiri were, at the time of the advent of British rule, more united 
as a people and more aware of their common interests and problems 
than were their Urhobo neighbours.

This unity and the awareness of belonging to a single central 
political unit had one important result in the context of Itsekiri- 
Urhobo relations. As has already been pointed out, it was forbidden 
for an Its<?kiri to enslave a fellow Itsckiri. The outcome was that 
while the Itsekiri bought slaves from among their neighbours, a 
very few Itsekiri slaves found themselves in the hands of these 
neighbours. Such Itsekiri slaves as were found outside their country 
were people either sold because of offences against the state, or 
otherwise enslaved by non-Itsekiri and these were not many. 
Among the Urhobo the situation was very different. The clan was 
the largest political unit within which blood relationship was 
recognized. It was therefore allowed for a man from one clan to 
enslave anyone from outside that clan. Consciousness of belonging
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to a greater Urhobo community was absent until the late 1930s 
when events began to demand a larger unit for political action. 
The upshot of this situation was that Urhobo people enslaved their 
fellow counttymen and sold these to outsiders, prominent among 
whom were the Itsekiri. At a later period, the number of Urhobo 
slaves in Itsekiri hands was to be used by the Itsekiri as evidence of 
overlordship over the Urhobo.

In another respect the absence of an Olu had an important result. 
Not only did the interregnum mean the temporary end of the 
traditional central government, but it also meant that no titles of 
nobility could be conferred. Those who held titles during the 
lifetime of the last Olu could not exercise the functions apper­
taining to their titles. Therefore, in matters which had to do with 
the Itsekiri people as a whole, there grew up during the inter­
regnum a body of men, drawn from among the most influential 
families, who took the necessary decisions. These men were not 
just the Otpn-Ohi or leading members of the families of the Ojoye 
but included those whose wealth had raised them to positions of 
eminence among their people. These were the men who signed the 
various treaties and other agreements with the British in the years 
1851-84. It was thus possible in 1851 for Idiare, Idibofun, Olomu, 
Numa and others, to sign with Beecroft a trade agreement binding 
on all Itsekirimen and for Nana and others to sign a treaty of pro­
tection for all Itsekiriland in 1884. Among the Urhobo of that age, 
it was impossible for any group of ‘chiefs’ to claim to speak for all 
Urhoboland, because the political organization of Urhoboland was 
based largely on village communities, each of which was virtually 
independent of the other. The British treaty-makers were to find 
this aspect of Urhobo political organization a source of annoyance1 
and to use it as evidence of the backwardness of the Urhobo as 
compared with their Itsekiri neighbours. Further, these years 
accustomed the Itsekiri to accepting some form of control from

1 One of the reasons Gallwey gave for not immediately entering into treaty 
relations with the Urhobo towns he visited in 1891 was that each town was 
independent and therefore many treaties would have to be signed. This, to­
gether with the fact that the Urhobo had not been previously brought into 
contact with Europeans convinced Gallwey of their ‘uncivilization’. See 
Gallwcy’s ‘Report on Visit to the Oil Market of the Sobo and Abraka Districts’, 
F.O. 84/2111, Enclosure in Macdonald to F.O. No 30 of 12 Dec. 1891.

42



Two scenes from the Niger delta. That helow is taken from the air. 
Shell photographs.



84
IB l



Introduction: Indigenous Antecedents

43

people whose main, if not sole, claim to the exercise of such control 
was the wealth and position they had acquired for themselves 
through trade rather than just their birth or ‘class’ as of old. Thus 
the phenomenon of parvenu ‘paramount chiefs’ and other ‘chiefs’ 
was to be less disturbing to the Itsekiri than to the Urhobo during 
the period of British administration, as something similar to it had 
appeared, and had been accepted, during the interregnum. Finally, 
despite the absence of an Olu, central control of some description 
was never lost among the Itsekiri. Consequently, the centralizing 
and federalizing tendencies of the British Government during the 
first two decades of this century were to be more easily acceptable 
to the Itsekiri than to the Urhobo. Stresses and strains began to 
develop between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo when these tendencies, 
more acceptable to one group, were forced on the other in a manner 
which, intentionally or incidentally, gave the impression of sub­
jecting the Urhobo to institutions—British institutions—dominated 
by the Itsekiri.

Today Itsckiri and Urhoboland are geographically contiguous 
along one of their borders (see map facing p. io). This in itself has 
led to a fair amount of intermingling between the Itsekiri and those 
usually referred to as the Western Urhobo. But this proximity has 
also helped to accentuate such differences as do exist between the 
Itsekiri and the Urhobo. One of the problems with which the British 
administration was to be faced was whether to treat the Itsekiri and 
the Urhobo clans on their eastern border as one administrative 
unit, or to respect their ethnic differences and regard them as two 
separate units. That the British did, in fact, tend to treat the Itsekiri 
and the Western Urhobo clans as a single political entity was, to some 
extent, due to the degree of intermingling of the two groups. But 
that the British attitude produced a certain measure of dissatisfaction, 
mainly among the Urhobo, demonstrated that however close the 
Itsekiri and their Urhobo neighbours had become, there were still 
differences between the two peoples, as well as group susceptibilities 
which had to be respected. This study concerns itself with these 
differences and susceptibilities, as well as with Itsekiri-Urhobo 
interdependence and mutual co-operation.



4 Ibid., p. 128.

Chapter 2
Early European activities and
Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, 1485-18831

The Portuguese were the first Europeans to come in contact with 
the people now known as the Itsekiri. Exactly when this initial 
contact was made is uncertain. For although the Portuguese are 
said to have known of the existence of the River Forcados before 
1485,2 there is no conclusive evidence that the Forcados River area 
was inhabited by the Itsekiri at that time. Pacheco Pereira, who 
visited this area towards the end of the fifteenth century, mentioned 
the ‘Subou’ and ‘Jos’ peoples but made no mention of the Itsekiri 
nor any other people easily recognizable as such. He, however, re­
corded that the inhabitants along the Forcados River were called 
‘Huela’.3 It is not known for certain who these ‘Huela’ were. It is 
possible that they were an amalgam of the different peoples who 
lived in that area, brought together by prospects of trade. Pereira 
also spoke of‘a place of barter’, five leagues up the left branch of the 
Forcados, from which the Portuguese bought slaves, cotton cloth, 
panther skins, palm oil and ‘coris’.4 Of the purely internal organiz­
ation of this trade at the time of Pereira’s visit there is no information, 
but it is reasonable to assume a measure of commercial contact 
between the ‘Huela’ at the coast and the surrounding peoples, 
among them the ‘Subou’ to the hinterland.

1 There is very little material available for this chapter. I am heavily indebted 
to Professor A. F. C. Ryder’s two articles in the Journal of the Historical 
Society of Nigeria which are repeatedly cited in this chapter. These articles 
are based on Portuguese records. I am also indebted to Dr. I’. C. Lloyd’s 
work on the Itsekiri. I am drawing heavily too on my own field investigations. 
The inadequacy of source-material has necessarily affected the style. If 
therefore the inconclusive nature of some of the statements made in this 
chapter tends to cramp the style and render it monotonous, I hope the flaw 
will be excused.

2 A. F. C. Ryder: ‘Early Portuguese Trading Voyage’, J.H.S.N., Vol. r, No. 4, 
Dec. 1959, p. 294.

3 Pacheco Pereira, op. cit., p. 129.
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1 Ryder: ‘Early Portuguese Trading Voyage’.
2 Ibid., p. 296. Also ‘Two Voyages to Benin beyond Guinea in 1588 and 1590’ 

written by Janies Welsh, Chief Master in the Voyage—Astleys Voyages, Vol. 
I, London 1745, p. 201. Barbot describes ‘coris’ which he writes ‘accory’ as 
follows: ‘The blue coral grows in branchy bushes, like red coral, at the bottom 
of the river and lakes in Benin which the natives have a peculiar art to grind 
or work into beads like olives, and is a very profitable merchandize at the 
Gold Coast’. See Jean Barbot, op. cit., p. 369.

3 James Welsh: ‘Two Voyages . . .’, p. 205.
4 Ryder: ‘Missionary Activity in Warri’, p. 1. Ryder’s ‘Warri Kingdom’ means 

the Itsckiri Kingdom. There exists some ambiguity about the name ‘Warri’. 
The Itsckiri sometimes call themselves Iwere. Early European accounts have 
variants of this—Oere, Awerri, Ouwerre—which they used both as the name 
of the Itsckiri capital and that of the people. The form ‘Warri’ did not gain 
currency till the nineteenth century, and by that time there were two places
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Professor A. F. C. Ryder has published the records of a Portu­
guese trading voyage to the Forcados River in 1522.1 From this 
account, the articles in which the Portuguese traded in this area 
were slaves, pepper, ivory, ‘coris’, cotton cloth, some leopard skins 
and palm oil. In return the Portuguese bartered brass, copper manil- 
las and later, tobacco and other assorted goods, among them linen 
cloth.2 The record of two voyages to the area by one James Welsh 
in the years 1588 and 1590 gives a similar list of articles. According 
to that record the boat took home in 1589, ninety-four bags of 
pepper, twenty-eight elephant’s teeth, ‘oil of palm, cloth made of 
cotton, and the bark of palm tree, very curiously woven.’ In return 
they gave cloth, linen and woollen, iron work of sundry sorts, glass 
beads and coral. On the next trip thirty-two barrels of ‘oil of palm 
trees’ were shipped.3 From the above lists of the articles for which 
the Portuguese and other European trade, the question arises, 
which of the peoples who inhabited the area watered by the rivers 
Forcados, Escravos and Benin produced the various articles involved 
in the trade.

For the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, it is not possible to 
be definite about the Nigerian peoples involved in the trade both 
at the coast and in the hinterland. It is clear, however, that from the 
closing decades of the sixteenth century, the Portuguese were trading 
with the people now known as the Itsekiri. Professor Ryder’s work 
on the Portuguese missionary activities in the ‘Warri’ kingdom 
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century,4 indicates that there
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which could take the name—the Itsckiri capital and the present township of 
Warri, all of which was not an Itsekiri settlement. The importance of this for 
this study is developed later. See Chapter 6.
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had developed, by the end of the sixteenth century, a people who 
could definitely be identified as the Itsekiri. European commercial 
and other activities with the Itsekiri people can, therefore, with 
reasonable certainty be dated back to the late sixteenth century.

While it is possible to speak with certainty of European trade 
with the Itsekiri at that time, it remains a matter of conjecture which 
of the other peoples in the neighbourhood provided the Itsekiri 
with the goods which they ‘sold’ to the Portuguese. From what is 
known of Itsekiri industries and the geography of their land, there 
can be no doubt that some of the products which the Itsekiri sold 
to the Europeans were obtained as a result of a purely local trade 
between them and their neighbours. It is unlikely for example that 
the Itsekiri produced any palm oil themselves, nor is there any 
indication that they ‘produced’ ivory’. Both these commodities were 
therefore very likely to have been obtained from neighbouring 
peoples by the Itsekiri and then sold by them to the Europeans. 
There is a striking similarity between the list of goods bought by the 
Portuguese in the Forcados River (as recorded by' Pereira) and those 
bought by James Welsh from Benin. In particular, the fact that the 
Itsekiri were selling cotton cloth to the Europeans would indicate 
some commercial contact between them and the Bini, who were 
known as weavers of cotton cloth. In addition to Itsekiri-Bini 
commercial contact, it is here suggested that the Urhobo people to 
the hinterland of the Itsekiri country were also involved in the local 
trade. Although, as indicated in the last chapter, one cannot be sure 
how long the Urhobo have been settled in their present position, it 
is likely (from Pereira’s reference already cited) that some of them 
were already settled in the area behind the Itsekiri country by the 
late sixteenth century.

Pereira noted that ‘the country called Subou’ had a fair amount of 
pepper. Urhobo traditions recall the exploits of great hunters who 
trapped elephants in huge pits. Indeed one of the Urhobo clans, 
Evwreni, was founded, it is said, by elephant hunters from present- 
day Iboland. It would thus appear that pepper and some ivory' 
were obtainable in the Urhobo country, and some of this probably
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1 So far as is known the Itsfkiri have never been producers of palm oil. The oil 
palm tree does not flourish in the mangrove swamps, and the Itsekiri have 
never acquired the art of scaling the pahn tree for the purpose of obtaining 
the fruit lor the manufacture of palm oil. Although the oil palm was plentiful 
in the Henin kingdom proper, it would appear as if the people have never 
been seriously engaged in the pahn oil industry. See R. E. Bradbury, op. cit., 
p. 24.

2 See Ryder: ‘Missionary Activity in Warri’, loc. cit. and Captain John Adams, 
op. cit., p. 122.

3 Sec Adams, op. cit., p. 241.
4 See Adams, op. cit., p. 122 for comments on the raw material for the industry: 

‘the subsoil ... is composed of a tenacious red clay, from which the inhab­
itants manufacture jars for holding water, and utensils of various forms for 
domestic purposes.’

found its way to Itsekiriland as a result of commercial relations 
between the Urhobo and the coastal people. The Urhobo probably 
sold to the Itsekiri some palm oil1 also. One can therefore postulate 
commercial relations between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo in the 
late sixteenth century. The requirements of the trade with the 
Europeans probably had the effect of further stimulating the com­
mercial contact brought about by the needs of Itsekiri people on 
the mangrove fringe, and their Urhobo neighbours, an agricultural 
people, to the hinterland.

If the Itsekiri traded with the Urhobo in the sixteenth century, 
what, apart from the export crops, were the other articles in this 
trade ? European traders and other visitors in the eighteenth century 
described two Itsekiri industries: salt-making, and the manufacture 
of earthenware.2 These industries were being carried on before the 
eighteenth century, the need for both salt and earthenware being 
more pressing before the growth of European commerce in these 
commodities than after. European sources give the impression that 
even in the nineteenth century foreign salt was not very popular in 
the Itsekiri area.3 Apparently, the people preferred their local brand 
of salt. Urhobo traditions state that the Urhobo were ‘buying’ salt 
from the Itsckiri long before foreign salt became a popular item of 
trade. The trade in this commodity is one of the oldest in the area. 
Pottery was obviously an industry of considerable antiquity.1 The 
ItSQkiri thus had salt and pots of various types and sizes to trade 
with their Urhobo neighbours. In addition to these two commodities 
there were the products of the fishing industry, in which the bulk
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of the Itsekiri indulged. In exchange the Urhobo bartered agri­
cultural products—pepper, yam, plantain, corn and later the various 
products of the cassava plant,1 and some ivory’ and palm oil, the 
latter growing in quantity as demand for it grew with its exportation 
into Europe. With increased European commerce, the Itsekiri 
would have benefited by having extra goods to trade to the Urhobo, 
these being European manufactures—often cheap glass beads, 
cowries, manillas, tobacco, caps, various types of cloth. The picture 
here painted would bear out Peter Lloyd’s statement:

It will be clear that the mangrove swamps do not permit a subsistence 
economy and the siting of the earlier Itsekiri settlements on the edge 
of the swamps and on the borders of Urhobo country may be ascribed 
to their need to trade with an agricultural people.2

The pattern of trade here described is similar to what obtained in the 
Eastern Delta. As Dr. G. I. Jones points out for that region, neither 
the delta nor its hinterland was self-sufficient in its economy. In 
the east as in the west, the delta provided fish and salt while the 
hinterland offered bulk foodstuffs and labour.3 The one difference 
which emerges from a comparison of the Eastern and the Western 
Delta is that in the west, there was not that movement of skilled 
labour from the hinterland to the coastal territory which seemed to 
be a noticeable feature of the Eastern Delta. The Urhobo, unlike 
the Ibo, had no skilled craftsmen and artisans—no ‘medicine men’, 
priests, blacksmiths and carvers* to send into Itsekiriland.

If the L’rhobo had no skilled labour to offer to the Itsekiri, they 
had slaves. From the beginning of Portuguese commercial activity'

1 Plantain was reported to be an article of the local trade in the Benin area by 
1588. See James Welsh in Ast ley's Voyages, Vol. I, p. 202. 1 have not been able 
to trace exactly when cassava, which is said to be native to South America, 
was introduced into this area. Barbot refers to ‘cassaba’ out of which ‘Farinha 
de Pao’ a common food of the people was made. Barbot, op. cit., p. 377.

2 P. C. Lloyd: TheItsekiri, p. 177.
3 G. I. Jones, op. cit., p. 13.
4 Ibid., p. 13. One looks in vain for any large-scale movement of the Urhobo 

to the coastal areas to meet the trade. Such movement as there was would 
appear to have been connected with inter-marriage and the movement of 
slaves from the hinterland to the coast. As will be shown later, there was some 
movement from the coast to the hinterland—a movement dictated by the 
commercial requirements of the Itsekiri.
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1 Ryder: ‘Early Portuguese Trading voyage’, pp. 307-15.
2 Ryder: ‘Missionary Activity' in Warri’, p. 3.
3 Lloyd: p. 196. The question might be posed as to what the Itsekiri did with 

their firearms if they did not employ them in slave raids. As this chapter 
makes clear later, arms were needed for self defence against Ijo ‘pirates’, and 
for occasionally brow-beating the Urhobo oil producers. Firearms were also 
valuable articles of trade in themselves. Besides, like slaves and canoes, 
firearms constituted an index of wealth and social status.

in Itsekiriland, till the early nineteenth century, slaves were a 
regular item of trade. The account of the voyage of 1522 which Dr. 
Ryder quotes in full gives the following summary':1

128 slaves
19 Elephant tusks

4,029 ‘Coris’
280 Gallons of palm oil (by rough computation)

40 Loin cloths
1 Hide
1 Manilla worth of clay.

This represents on the whole quite modest business. Unfortunately 
it is impossible to compare these figures with any others similarly 
detailed. James Welsh’s account already cited represents even more 
modest business. The recurrent theme of bad trade and poverty 
which the Portuguese put abroad during their missionary activities 
in the Itsekiri kingdom probably meant that during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, the trade was not very' much more than 
as represented in 1522, and was possibly less.2

What was the source of the slaves the Itsekiri sold to the Portu­
guese? As one Itsekiri was not allowed to enslave another, the 
Itsekiri had to look outside their own ethnic group for their supply 
of slaves. Commenting on this issue, Dr. Lloyd wrote:

The Itsekiri claim that they never raided for slaves and this seems to 
be true. They purchased them in the Yoruba and Benin slave markets 
on their frontiers (these slaves being war captives exported southwards), 
from the Ijaw pirates who seized defenceless canoes, and from the 
Urhobo and Kwale who sold into slavery' their tribesmen convicted 
of certain serious crimes.3

Urhobo traditions confirm the Itsekiri claim that they' did not 
raid the Urhobo for slaves except, of course, such raids as were the
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2 P. C. Lloyd: ‘Captain Landolphc and the Compagnic d’ Owherc ct de Benin’, 

Odu, No. 5, 1957, pp. 14-15.
3 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 218. Dr. Lloyd was 

writing of the turn of the nineteenth century.
4 There is a tendency to exaggerate the volume of the trade in slaves. Dr. 

Lloyd produces no satisfactory evidence in support of his claim that the 
Itsekiri exported at least 1000 slaves annually.
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product of trade disputes, for it was an accepted way of settling a 
debt, especially in the nineteenth century, to seize the slaves of the 
debtor.

The volume of the trade in Urhobo slaves is not at all easy to 
determine. In 1522, 128 slaves were exported during one trip. The 
over-all total for the year is unknown. Such a total, however, would 
have included non-Urhobo as well as Urhobo slaves. In the eight­
eenth century, the hey-day of the slave trade, the volume of the 
trade in this part of the coast would appear to have remained low. 
Barbot wrote of the Benin River area in 1732:

They export from thence lusty strong slaves, much better than we 
have them at any other parts of Guinea. But this place will not afford 
at most five hundred slaves in a whole year.1

Captain Landolphe, who traded in this same area during the 
closing decades of the eighteenth century, took away a cargo of 360 
slaves in 1769 and 1778—and this at a time when there were no 
rival slavers competing with him. On each occasion Landolphe had 
to wait for three months to find his cargo, buying sometimes only 
ten slaves in a day.2

The method of obtaining slaves, which is described below, ex­
plains how it was that it took such a long time to find a cargo of four 
hundred: slaves were obtained through a rather tortuous system, 
only a few being available at any one time. As the numbers cited 
above included Bini, and Yoruba, as well as Urhobo slaves, it is 
clear that the number of Urhobo slaves involved in the trade could 
not have been large. Dr. Lloyd claims that the Itsekiri kingdom must 
have imported at least a thousand slaves annually, and that most of 
these were Urhobo.3 In the light of the available evidence it is diffi­
cult to uphold Dr. Lloyd’s claim.'1 It would appear that Dr. Lloyd 
bases his assertion on the number of Urhobo slaves in Itsekiri hands
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1 Infra, pp. 59 60.
2 See (’liapter 1.
3 The intelligence Reports of nearly all the Urhobo clans abound with inter­

clan wars resulting from land disputes. My own investigations have confirmed 
this. Sec Chapter 1.

4 W. Nicholas Thomas: 'On the Oil Rivers of West Africa’, Proceedings of the 
Royal Geographical Society, Vol. 17, 1872-3, p. 148. The ‘fairs’ spoken of 
referred to the Bonny and Calabar districts.

5 Lloyd: The Itselciri, p. 196.

during the nineteenth century. It should be remembered, however, 
that in the nineteenth century slaves were no longer being exported 
in large numbers and so could multiply rapidly within a fairly short 
period. Besides, it is one of the paradoxes of nineteenth-century 
Niger Delta history, that the ushering in of‘legitimate’ commerce in 
articles like palm produce led to a greater demand for domestic 
slaves.1 This development partially explains the great number of 
Urhobo slaves in Itsekiri hands during the nineteenth century.

The slaves ‘sold’ by the Urhobo to the Itsekiri were obtained 
from various sources. First, there were criminals of various types 
who on conviction were sold into slavery.2 Next, there were the 
products of inter-clan wars. The fifteenth to the seventeenth 
centuries probably constituted the period when the various Urhobo 
clans were settling down in their respective localities. This would 
also have been the period when most clans began to spread out­
wards from their headquarters, as groups moved away from settle­
ments where increasing population had begun to give rise to com­
parative scarcity of land, to more unoccupied areas. This expansion 
often led to clashes between different groups. Urhobo traditions are 
replete with inter-clan (sometimes even inter-village) fights re­
sulting from a clash over settling land or fishing ponds.3 During 
these fights some of the enemy captives were often quickly sold off— 
usually before the end of the fighting, as otherwise restitution of 
captives might be decided on. It is impossible to estimate the 
number of slaves obtained as a consequence of these wars. At all 
times the slave trade in Urhoboland was a clandestine and small- 
scale affair. The ‘fairs’ of the Eastern Delta1 and the slave markets 
in Yorubaland and Benin5 were totally absent from Urhoboland. 
There was good reason for this. The Urhobo could not organize 
raids against any of their neighbours—the Ijo, renowned water
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pirates, dreaded even by the well-armed Itsekiri; the Bini, who 
were infinitely better organized and had the reputation of their 
Oba to frighten the neighbourhood; the Aboh who were in contact 
with the Eastern Delta and so in possession of firearms; the Itse­
kiri, armed with firearms and in contact with the Europeans. Any 
slaves obtained from these people, and there were a few, were ob­
tained purely by accident. The Urhobo were thus forced to look 
among themselves for slaves. There was at that time little con­
sciousness of belonging to a common stock, the clan being the 
largest unit within which consanguinity played an important part 
in social relations. But although the lot of the slave was not unduly 
hard, and although consciousness of being one people is a recent 
development by no means yet complete, it was generally regarded as 
degrading to be a slave. This meant that to enslave a man from 
another clan or village carried with it the possibility of reprisal 
should it become known by whom the enslavement was effected. 
In such circumstances, slave markets inside Urhoboland would have 
led to endless wars between clans. The outcome was the practice 
whereby slaves were sold off as quickly as possible after they had 
been obtained. When a man obtained a slave, by either force or 
guile, he got in touch with a friend who could dispose of the slave 
on agreed terms or knew a third party who could. Over the years 
the system became efficient and the man who first obtained the 
slave did not always know where the slave was finally disposed of. 
Generally it was the practice to remove the slave as far away from 
his clan as possible lest he should escape and, perhaps, organize 
reprisal. It is probable that in time agents with a reputation for 
speedy dispatch of slaves sprang up, thus giving some organization 
to the system, though the number involved in any single transaction 
was always small. It was rare for a man to hoard a large number of 
slaves hoping to do one great sale. Children and foreigners were 
differently treated, as these could not escape very easily and so did 
not involve the same probability of reprisal. It was from this group 
that farm labourers and trading hands were recruited. It would 
thus appear that it was largely through this system and the disposal 
of criminals from their clans that the Itsekiri and other people 
obtained Urhobo slaves during this period. It must be remembered 
that the process was not always a direct one. An Urhobo slave could, 
52
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in the first instance, be sold to a Bini or an Ijo and yet finally end 
up in the hands of an Itsekiri man. The Itsekiri scarcely ever got 
any Isoko as slaves—the method of trade already described, and a 
look at the map of the area, make it easy to understand why Isoko 
slaves should have gone more to the Aboh and Ijo than to the 
Itsekiri.

Another source of the Urhobo slaves found in Itsekiriland was 
the system whereby the Urhobo gave their children as pledges for 
debt owed to the Itsekiri. But this belonged more to the late eight­
eenth and nineteenth centuries than the earlier period, and was a 
product of the commercial methods of the time. The system became 
firmly entrenched in the commercial code when palm oil became the 
major article of the export trade. Until then trade between the 
Itsekiri and the Urhobo was a less complicated affair, based on 
simple barter.1

The fortunes of the over-all trade in this area cannot be followed 
in any detail due to a scarcity of records. The Portuguese, who 
endeavoured to maintain missionaries at the Itsekiri capital from 
the sixteenth century right up to the beginning of the nineteenth, 
constantly reported that the Itsekiri kingdom was poor. Those 
reports, though not detailed, gave some useful glimpses of the 
trade of the area during the period. In 1597 the Itsekiri kingdom was 
described by the Bishop of Sao Thome as ‘very’ poor’.2 This poverty 
did not seem to mean that no slaves were obtainable, for, around 
the same period, the Spanish king allowed priests who visited the 
Itsekiri capital in merchant vessels to buy slaves and sell them to 
defray their expenses.3 When the son of the reigning Olu, ‘Don 
Domingos’, who had gone to Portugal to be instructed in sacerdotal 
duties, was about to return home around 1610, he presented a

1 'I'lie position as it developed in the nineteenth century is described below, 
on pp. 59-O0. Most of" the material used in this discussion of the Urhobo 
slave trade comes from my own field work especially in Agbon, Agbarho, 
Emevo, lycde, Ozoro, Udu and Ughienvwe clans.

2 Ryder, ‘Missionary Activity in Warri’, p. 3. While one must be cautious 
about these Portuguese reports as they could mean that the Olu was unwilling 
to maintain the missionaries, it is true from the evidence that the Itsekiri 
were able to do very little trade with the Europeans in the seventeenth 
century.

3 Ibid., p. 4.
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2 Ibid., p. 15.

number of petitions to the king, one of which sought to get the 
king to do all in his power to help increase Portuguese commerce 
with the Itsekiri. It would therefore seem that the trade at the be­
ginning of the seventeenth century was far from encouraging.

The seventeenth century’, on the whole, could scarcely have been 
a prosperous time for the area. The Portuguese were already being 
ousted as the leading European traders by the Dutch who, Ryder 
remarks, because they found ‘Warri’ port ‘relatively inaccessible 
and the trade unprofitable’, neglected the area, leaving it ‘the one 
port on the coast that remained open to the surviving trickle of 
Portuguese trade’. Between 1620 and about 1650 we have it on the 
same authority’ that the Portuguese trade with ‘Warri’ ‘dwindled to 
vanishing point’. All through the seventeenth century, there thus 
existed a situation in which trade was on the whole poor. The Olu, 
writing in 1673 to the king of Portugal to plead for missionaries, 
took the opportunity to remark on the rarity of call of Portuguese 
trading vessels.1

During this period most of the trade must have been purely local 
and internal, and between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo, for in 1689, 
the Olu stated in a letter to the Capuchin Prefect of Sao Thome that 
Ijo pirates made it impossible for him to go to Benin to trade.2 
This Ijo menace seems to have been perennial. That there were 
some Urhobo in the area immediately to the hinterland of the Itsc- 
kiri with whom the latter could trade at this time, is confirmed by 
the fact that Monteleone, Prefect of the Capuchin mission to Warri, 
is reported to have got in touch with the Urhobo in 1687, though 
most unfortunately no details of the people are given.3

While the seventeenth century was on the whole not very pros­
perous, the succeeding century also began with noticeably un­
improved prospects. The Portuguese continued to represent the 
Olu and his court as poor. Indeed so poor were they that they were 
unable, as was expected of them, to maintain the missionaries sent 
to them. There is record of a visitation in 1705 by a new Capuchin 
Prefect, Father Cipriano a Napoli, to ‘Warri’:

When he reached the Itsekiri capital he found that two of the Capu­
chins who had already spent a year there had been engaged in an
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1 Ibid., p. 18. Apparently no European ships were visiting the area at the time; 
so that the priests could not even indulge in the slave trade. It would there­
fore appear that the only trade that was going on during this period was the 
purely local one.

2 Ibid, p., 20.
3 P. C. Lloyd, ‘Captain Landolphe’, p. 17.

extraordinary activity. In order to live they had been obliged to buy 
earthenware cooking pots which were manufactured in Warri in 
large quantities; with the help of their two slaves they carried them 
into surrounding areas where they could be sold at a good profit.1

If indeed the missionaries were driven to these straits in order to 
survive then the situation must have been really difficult. If the 
court was as poor as represented by the missionaries, it is unlikely 
that outside the capital the situation was any better. For the Olu 
was also the chief trader. First, the ‘comey’ was paid to him, and 
secondly, he is said to have enjoyed certain commercial privileges. 
This period then was one in which Itsekiri trade was, in fact, 
mainly with their Urhobo neighbours on whom they have always 
depended very largely for agricultural products.

As the eighteenth century wore on, however, the situation 
seemed to have improved. The Dutch had not, with time, changed 
their attitude towards the area. Meanwhile the Portuguese having 
'established a flourishing slave trading station at Whydah paid 
even less attention to Warri’.2 Yet later accounts give a slightly 
more encouraging picture. Nyendael, who visited the area probably 
around the beginning of the century’, did not give any exact des­
cription of the volume of trade. Barbot, apart from his comment on 
the slave trade of this area (already quoted), gave no further in­
formation about the trade. But the estimate he made of the number 
of slaves indicated that trade was slightly better than earlier on, at 
least in that commodity.

The year 1786 saw the establishment in Itsekiri country of Captain 
Landolphe’s ‘Compagnie d’Owhere et de Benin’, a company which 
was given exclusive rights to trade in the Benin River by the French 
king, Louis XVI.3 For live years Captain Landolphe who himself 
stayed in the ‘fort’ built by the company on ‘the isle of Borodo’ did 
a profitable trade in the area, enjoying a virtual monopoly. The 
important thing, however, is not so much the amount of trade done
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1 Ibid.
2 See Ryder: ‘Missionary Activity in Warn’.
3 Ibid., p. 14.
4 P. C. Lloyd: ‘The Portuguese in Warri’, Odu, No. 4, 1956, p. 28.
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by the company (the account of this trade is, at any rate, vague), 
as the effect which the establishment of the company7 and the con­
tinued residence of Landolphe and his men must have had on the 
Itsekiri. In fact, in 1783, on an earlier voyage, Landolphe took back 
with him to France a nephew of the Olu—Prince Boudakan as 
Landolphe called him. This prince was presented to the French 
court in 1786 and granted a royal pension of 1,500 francs a month.1 
Prince Boudakan returned to his country with Captain Landolphe 
later in 1786.

On the same lines as the above was the Portuguese missionary7 
endeavour in the Itsekiri country from the sixteenth until the 
nineteenth century. It is difficult to assess the success of the mis­
sionary effort in Itsekiriland. From Professor Ryder’s account it 
would appear that nearly all the effort was concentrated on Ode- 
Itsekiri, the capital, and that Christianity was very much a palace 
religion, the fortunes of which varied as the reigning Olu accepted 
or rejected its teaching.2 Not much proselytizing was done in the 
outlying Itsekiri settlements. Only once was there a reference to the 
Urhobo: in 1689 Monteleone, Prefect of the Capuchin mission to 
‘Warri’ is reported to have ‘got in touch with the Urhobo where 
he made some impression’.3 No further details exist of this, probably 
the earliest European contact with the Urhobo.

From the point of view of Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, however, 
the important thing is not so much the failure of the Portuguese 
missionaries to win over the entire Itsekiri kingdom to their faith, 
as the effect on the Itsekiri of the continual residence, in their land, 
of the missionaries. It is generally accepted that Itsekiri culture 
has been very much affected by their early contact with the Euro­
peans, notably the Portuguese. ‘The Itsekiri’, wrote Dr. Lloyd, 
‘are intensely proud of their contact with the Portuguese. From it 
stem their claims to superiority over the neighbouring Urhobo 
people.’4 Such then was the effect of Portuguese activities on the 
Itsekiri. It is likely, though by no means easy to determine, that 
the Urhobo attitude to the Itsekiri in these early days was
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i Ryder: ‘Missionary Activity in Warri’, p. 12. In a letter to the Pope in 1652 
asking for missionaries to be sent to his kingdom, the reigning Olu wrote, 
‘I am writing to my cousin king John of Portugal asking him to help me by 
assisting the fathers with their passage and the necessary provisions. I believe 
he will do this for the Portuguese have always done me favours; also because 
they introduced the faith into my kingdom and my forebear King Don 
Domingos married a Portuguese lady. I hold them in great brotherly affection.’ 
The letter is quoted by Professor Ryder.

by their knowledge of Portuguese activities in the latter’s kingdom. 
The sending of an Itsekiri prince to Portugal for instruction in 
sacerdotal duties could scarcely have been unnoticed in their 
neighbourhood. The letters written by the various Itsekiri rulers 
during this period to the Portuguese king were couched in extremely 
familiar terms;1 and though these might have been the work of 
resident Portuguese priests, they probably had the effect of pro­
ducing, in the minds of these rulers, a feeling of intimacy with such 
European monarchs as the kings of Portugal and Spain. In sharp 
contrast stood the Urhobo hinterland dwellers as yet removed 
from the culture contact taking place at the coast, and dependent 
on the Itsekiri not only for such knowledge of the Europeans as 
they had, but for European manufactures as well. In circumstances 
such as these the Itsekiri feeling of superiority' is easy to understand.

With the nineteenth century we come to a period which though 
still poorly documented is, nevertheless, much clearer. This century 
was of vital importance in the developing relationship between 
the Itsekiri and the Urhobo. The overseas slave trade, never as great 
in this area as in the Yoruba country or the Eastern Delta, was 
rendered less profitable by its abolition in Britain, and gradually 
in most of Europe during the first three decades of the century. 
The trade in palm oil, which was only a little fraction of the trade 
at the earlier period, now replaced the trade in slaves, calling for 
new methods of organization in the process. The European mer­
chants now finding their hulks inadequate, began to build ‘factories’ 
on land. Most important of all, the closing decades of the century 
saw the beginning of the establishment of British rule in this area. 
These developments had important and lasting effects on the re­
lations between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo.

There are no detailed accounts of the trade of this region at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. From such accounts as exist
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with regard to the eighteenth century, it might be assumed that the 
trade, relatively speaking, had increased during that century’. This 
increase might have gone on into the opening years of the nineteenth 
century’. If so, such increase was soon arrested, at least so far as the 
European trade was concerned. Adams, writing in 1S23, noted that 
the English trade ‘in this place’ had declined.1 Captain Owen ten 
years later, and after the official abolition of the slave trade, had 
exactly the same view: ‘during the existence of the slave trade it 
was a place of much resort, but now possesses very’ little commerce.’2

The decline in the European trade of the area, in the years 
following the abolition of the trade in slaves, did not necessarily 
mean a decline in the purely internal trade between the Itsekiri 
and the Urhobo, and between the former and other Nigerian 
peoples. Adams gave a pen portrait of ‘Warre’ (that is, Ode-Itsekiri) 
which indicated some opulence. The Itsekiri capital was ‘well 
cultivated’ and had ‘much the appearance of an extensive park.’ 
To Adams too we owe our knowledge of extensive trade between 
the Itsekiri and the people of Bonny and New Calabar:

Much trade is carried on here with the natives of Bonny ami New 
Calabar, who come in their canoes for that purpose.3

One of the principal articles of this trade, according to Adams, was 
‘brass pans’ which the Itsekiri used in the manufacture of salt,

which is here the medium of exchange and a great trade is carried on 
in this article with the interior country.4

Adams further saw a great quantity of earthenware manufactured, 
and came to the conclusion: ‘earthenware must constitute here a 
considerable article of trade’. Here then is a picture of intensive 
industry and commerce essentially designed to meet local require­
ments. Undoubtedly, some of the salt and earthenware found their 
way to the Urhobo markets and the local trade previously described, 
if it did not increase, at least continued during this period of de-
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dining European trade. Slaves were also still being bought and sold, 
and Adams noted that slaves also featured in the trade between the 
Itsekiri and their fellow middlemen—traders of the Eastern Delta.1 
It can, therefore, be assumed that whatever new developments 
occurred during this period, the previous Itsekiri-Urhobo com­
mercial and social connexions remained essentially undisturbed.

That there were important new developments in the trade of the 
area remains undeniable. The trade in palm produce, which replaced 
to a very great extent that in slaves, called for new techniques and 
new organization. In the days when slaves constituted the main 
commodity exported, the Itsekiri did not, as has already been indi­
cated, equip huge expeditions into the Urhobo country for the 
purpose of raiding for slaves. Further, there was no great hurry to 
get rid of these slaves once they had passed into the hands of the 
Itsekiri. While the European slaver was awaited, the slaves could be 
utilized by their master both for domestic purposes and in helping 
to carry on their masters’ trade. Rivalry there must have been be­
tween the leading Itsekiri traders, but it is suggested that the rivalry 
of the early period was nothing to be compared to that of the later 
period. The organization of the palm oil trade provides the clue 
to this rivalry.

The earlier trade between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo, it has 
been stated, was a simple bilateral affair—an exchange of one set of 
commodities for another on the spot. When palm produce became 
the main article of trade, however, the situation altered radically. 
The Europeans, now as earlier, traded with the Itsekiri on what was 
called the ‘trust’ system. What was new was the fact that it was with 
the coming to the fore of palm oil as the main article of trade, that 
the ‘trust’ system became the general system of trade as between 
the Itsekiri and the Urhobo.2 To the complications arising from 
this system between the Europeans and the Itsekiri were added 
similar complications arising from its becoming the general pattern

1 Ibid.
2 The chapter on Nana (Chapter 3) makes it clear that by his time the ‘trust’ 

system was already the general method of trade. Investigations on the field 
siiow that Nana was only following an already established pattern which came 
with the development of the trade in palm produce. Indeed it was the ‘trust’ 
which the Itsekiri gave that induced the Urhobo to produce the larger 
quantities of oil required for the export trade.



Niger Delta Rivalry

to
1 The Tsanomi-Olomu war was one such. See Chapter 3, pp. 78 9.
2 The Ijo were a terror to canoes in this area. Travellers always referred 

them. R. Burton writing in 1863 referred to them as ‘a large and influential 
tribe’ who were ‘almost always at war with the Jakritnen, because like these 
they traded for oil to the Sobo country.’—R. Burton, ‘My Wanderings in 
West Africa’, Fraser's Magazine, Vol. LXXIII, 1863, pp. 145 -6. In 1856 and 
again in 1857 the British Consul had to take out warships against these Ijo 
because they had ‘ventured in great force to within sight of the English 
Factories and committed great depredations, capturing several canoes with 
cargoes of palm oil, making captives of their crews. F.O. 84/1031, Campbell to 
F.O. (Slave Trade) No. 3 of Feb. 1857. Also F.O. 84/1002, Campbell to 
F.O. (Slave Trade) No. 9 of 24 March 1856.
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between the latter and their Urhobo neighbours. This was what 
made the nineteenth century such a turbulent period.

The palm oil trade called for much greater organization and drive 
than the trade of the earlier period. For the Itsekiri to be a success­
ful trader, he had to be seen to be credit worthy. This in turn had 
its various implications. It meant for example an ostentatious display 
of wealth by the successful trader, be this in the form of dress, 
house furniture or lavish entertainment. It was also necessary for 
the trader to possess a fleet of trading canoes which could go to the 
various Urhobo settlements to collect the palm oil. As these canoes 
were usually manned by slaves, the successful trader had to possess 
a large number of slaves. Indeed the wealth of the trader was often 
measured in terms of canoes and slaves. Clearly the internal trade 
in slaves had to continue, and continued till the close of the century. 
These features of the trade led to great rivalry between the leading 
Itsekiri traders—rivalry in the display of opulence to justify con­
tinued ‘trust’ being given, and rivalry in securing greater quantities 
of oil from the Urhobo. This rivalry was sometimes serious enough 
to lead to wars and lasting family feuds.1 The possibility of war was 
only one of the reasons why the Itsekiri trading canoes were armed, 
and why some canoes were designed primarily for war. There were 
two other reasons: the need for self defence against Ijo attackers,2 
and the need to strike terror, when this became necessary, into the 
Urhobo and force them to meet the obligations into which they had 
entered with the Itsekiri. The trade in arms was, in fact, one of the 
most successful throughout the greater part of the century. It is 
difficult to say exactly when these canoes became a regular feature 
of the trade. It would appear that some of these canoes were already
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being used when Landolphe visited the area in the 1770s.1 It is 
significant that Itsekiri legends do not speak of these great war and 
trading canoes either with reference to various rulers, or to indi­
vidual titled nobles, till about the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, and it is likely that it was only at about this period that 
they became a general feature of Itsekiri commercial organization. 
They were certainly in common use in the palm oil trade of the 
nineteenth century.

For the Urhobo too, these new developments had important 
consequences. In the first place, the Urhobo were not always able 
to meet the obligations they undertook with regard to supplying oil. 
Occasionally, some of them, having received goods in trust from 
their Itsekiri customers, grew idle and failed to produce the agreed 
quantity of oil. In this situation the giving of children and slaves 
as pledges for outstanding debt became a common feature of the 
commercial code observed between the Itsekiri and Urhobo. This 
practice was in accord with traditional usage and even the Itsekiri 
practised it among themselves. The children given out were not, in 
strict traditional law, slaves. Unfortunately for most of them, how­
ever, their fathers did not ever redeem them and they became for 
all practical purposes slaves of the Itsekiri to whom they had been 
pledged. It is important to emphasize the fact that such a situation 
was regarded as perfectly ordinary', so much so that, sometimes, 
the Itsekiri would carry away children or slaves of Urhobo men 
owing them oil and vice versa. This practice was still being carried 
on even at the end of the century.2

Secondly, the Urhobo were as eager as the Itsekiri to establish 
good relations for the purpose of securing customers. Urhobo 
fathers, therefore, gladly gave their daughters in marriage to families 
of wealthy Itsekiri traders, in the hope that this would establish 
good relations and lead to amicable settlement of differences arising 
from commercial transactions. Unfortunately for those brides, their

1 I owe this piece of information to Professor Ryder of the Department of 
History, University of Ibadan, and to a suggestion by Lloyd in ‘Captain 
Landolphe . . . ’, p. 16, when he describes how the Olu in 1778 sent out his 
war captains to Landolphe when the latter was forced by inclement weather 
to stay for some time at Eghoro.

2 F.0.84/2111, Gallwey’s Report on his visit to the Urhobo markets: Enclosure 
in dispatch No. 30 of 12 Dec. 1891.
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they travelled to Ughelle, the divisional headquarters, to attend court or other 
meetings.
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fathers did not always insist on receiving the customary bride 
wealth payable at marriage,1 so eager were they to be regarded as 
friends by their Itsekiri customers. Such an attitude was under­
standable although, as in the case of pledged children, it sometimes 
resulted in such daughters being regarded as slaves when they, in 
fact, got to Itsekiriland. Fathers who gave their daughters away 
cheaply thus helped to swell the number of Urhobo ‘slaves’ in 
Itsekiri hands, and so provide one argument for a later Itsekiri 
claim to overlordship over the Urhobo people.

There was a third consequence. It was not always that dis­
putes between Itsekiri and Urhobo over trade were amicably 
settled. Sometimes, Itsekiri traders, angered by the failure of their 
Urhobo customer to live up to their promises, sent their slaves, 
usually referred to as ‘boys’, to raid the villages of such people for 
slaves, the idea being that such slaves by working for the Itsekiri 
would eventually make good the loss caused by the non-fulfilment 
of the obligations previously agreed on. These raids tended, however, 
to result in indiscriminate seizure, as the ‘boys’ did not always 
confine their activities to the culprits. This practice, usually referred 
to as ‘chopping’—a word first applied to the seizure of oil by Euro­
pean super-cargoes in lieu of debt owed—was to be a source of 
vexation to the British administrators in the years after the pro­
clamation of a British protectorate over this part of what became 
Nigeria.

The years which followed the abolition of the slave trade and 
which saw the beginning of ‘legitimate’ trade were turbulent years 
for both the European traders and the coastal middlemen. This 
turbulence was the result of clashes which often arose in connexion 
with fixing prices acceptable to both sides. In the absence of a 
strong and respected central authority (the last ()lu died in 1848 and 
there followed a long interregnum) which could regulate matters of
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1 Some of the incidents caused by these quarrels are described by Dr. Lloyd 
in his article, ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, pp. 207-31. As a 
background to the age of Nana reference is made to some of the incidents 
in the next chapter. Vide Infra pp. 76-7.

trade, there was the tendency for European traders and coastal 
middlemen alike to take the law into their hands, and thereby 
precipitate crises which often led to some fighting and even stoppage 
of trade.1

These trade disputes, whether they arose as a result of disagree­
ments between the Itsekiri traders and the white agents, or as a 
result of a temporary combination of white agents to lower prices, 
or were the consequence of personal rivalry and jealousies between 
leading Itsekiri traders, had their effects on the Urhobo to the 
hinterland. The Urhobo remember instances when their Itsekiri 
customers failed to turn up to collect the oil they had been storing 
for them. When such situations arose, the Urhobo merely sat back 
and waited, unable to explain the temporary cessation of trade. 
These instances were, however, never too frequent, as there was 
nearly always some trade going on all the time between the Itsekiri 
and the Urhobo. The Urhobo themselves knew about dissatis­
faction arising from unacceptable or low prices, as they at times 
grumbled at the prices offered by the Itsekiri, though they did not 
see their way to bringing economic sanctions against the latter, be­
cause they knew the Itsekiri were heavily armed and could bring 
their war canoes to bear, and secondly, because it was imagined 
that the power of the white traders was behind all Itsekiri enter­
prise.

In the nineteenth century, as in the earlier period, not all the trade 
of Urhoboland was geared to the Itsekiri commercial system. Some 
of the trade found its way through the creeks to Ganagana where 
the Niger Company had a station. The Ijo were the carriers of this 
trade. Later in the century, the Urhobo attempted to carry their 
produce themselves but Ijo attacks forced them to appeal to the 
Niger Company to provide one of its barges near the creeks, to 
which the Urhobo could go without too much fear of attack. Most 
of the trade of the Isoko sector went to Patani and Ase especially 
from the 1860s on. Indeed, until the establishment of British rule, 
there was scarcely any Itsekiri contact with the Isoko country
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except for the one instance which was discussed in the last chapter.1 
As already stated, the growth of the trade in palm produce led to 

important developments in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. One such 
development was the establishment of trading camps by the Itsekiri 
in Urhoboland. These camps were usually established at the water­
sides of various Urhobo clans and were to be found in Agbon, 
Abraka, Agbarho, Ewu, Udu and Uwherun clans.2 In the days 
when slaves constituted the major export commodity, it was not 
necessary for the Itsekiri to have collecting centres within Urhobo­
land, as it was more profitable for the slaves to be employed in 
various tasks in Itsekiriland while the slavers w'ere expected, than to 
keep them in or near their areas of origin where they might more 
easily escape. With the advance of the trade in palm produce, 
however, it became necessary to have the camps which served as 
collecting centres to which the Urhobo brought their oil for sale 
to the Itsekiri. In the nineteenth century', these Itsekiri trading 
camps were mostly peopled by the head slaves and other slaves of 
leading Itsekiri traders, though freeborn men were also found in 
them. From the purely commercial viewpoint, the Urhobo wel­
comed these camps as they were near to them and so saved them the 
long journey to the Ode-Itsekiri or Benin River areas. In the more 
general context of Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, these Itsekiri settle­
ments in Urhobo country served to bring both peoples closer to­
gether. A number of leading Itsekiri traders married Urhobo women 
from these clans at the watersides where their trading settlements 
were established? These marriages were useful in bringing Itse­
kiri and Urhobo families together and so forging ties of friendship. 
They were also important in promoting amicable trade relations 
during the turbulent years of the palm oil trade. This development, 
together with the general commercial contact, explains the fact 
that many Urhobo people in those clans in which the Its^kiri had 
trading settlements understood and spoke the Itsekiri language

1 This has to do with the Eni ‘juju’ of Uzere to which the Itsekiri, Urhobo, 
Aboh and Kwale used to take their suspected witches for trial. U'zcrc is in 
the heart of the Isoko country'. See Chapter i, pp. 37-9.

2 See map facing, p. 10.
3 Among leading Itsekiri traders who married Urhobo women were Olomu, 

Nana, Numa, Tsegbone and Eda. Details of how these marriages affected 
commercial and other relations are discussed in Chapters 3 and 5.
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(and still do), while many Itsekiri people can understand and speak 
the Urhobo language. While these Itsekiri settlements thus served 
the purpose of bringing both peoples together and paving the way 
for friendly relations, they were also the centres of conflicts arising 
from trade disagreements, and were to be, in the years after the 
establishment of British rule, centres of conflicts arising from 
certain aspects of British administrative policy.1

Another feature of the nineteenth century which was important 
for Itsekiri-Urhobo relations was the development of domestic 
slavery among the Itsekiri, after the abolition of the overseas slave 
trade. Whereas during the period of the overseas slave trade most 
of the Urhobo slaves ‘bought’ by the Itsekiri were exported and so 
removed from Itsekiriland, from about the third decade of the last 
century, these slaves were integrated into the Itsekiri social system. 
Indeed, these slaves became the Itsekiri labouring class. They 
cultivated such land as was cultivable and looked after most of their 
masters’ trade. As the years passed, so the number of these Urhobo 
slaves increased, not only as a result of new additions through the 
usual channels of the internal slave trade, but also through repro­
duction among the slaves themselves. Thus, even if the number of 
Urhobo slaves bought by the Itsekiri during the era of the overseas 
slave trade was small, it has to be remembered that from about the 
middle of the nineteenth century, the number of Urhobo slaves in 
Itsekiri hands rapidly increased. When in the 1930s the Itsekiri 
began to make the claim that the Urhobo were their slaves in the 
past, they no doubt had the nineteenth century in mind. If this claim 
was an over-generalization, and the result of certain conflicts which 
arose between the Itsckiri and the Urhobo in the ’twenties and 
’thirties of this century, it nevertheless sprang from the fact 
that at a point in history, fairly large numbers of Urhobo slaves 
were to befound in Itsekiri land—a situation which, as commonly 
happens, made the Itsekiri regard as inferior to themselves not only 
the slaves they bought, but the stock from which these slaves 
came.

One question which has often arisen in connexion with Itsekiri- 
Urhobo commercial relations is whether the Itsekiri used their
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superior arms to compel the Urhobo to trade even when prices were 
low. In 1931 it was claimed by a British administrative officer that 
the Itsekiri were accustomed to force the Urhobo to trade with 
them.1 Dr. Lloyd once put forward a similar claim, w'hen he argued 
that the Itsekiri maintained their commercial position in Urhobo- 
land by superior force.2 As a matter of fact, force was not, in normal 
circumstances, an instrument for compelling the Urhobo to trade.3 
The high degree of mutual interdependence involved in Itsekiri- 
Urhobo commercial contacts has never been sufficiently stressed. 
The Itsekiri were dependent on the Urhobo for most of their food 
and, especially after the abolition of the overseas slave trade, for 
nearly all their export trade. For various reasons, the Itsekiri found 
it impracticable to do trade with their other neighbours to the same 
extent as they did with the Urhobo. The Ijo did not produce oil in 
commercial quantities, and such as they did produce, they marketed 
themselves. Indeed, they competed with the Itsekiri for some of the 
oil from the Urhobo markets. Furthermore, all through the nine­
teenth century, the Itsekiri were in constant dread of the Ijo who 
were reported to be seizing and selling the Itsekiri men into slavery. 
The Ijo country was, therefore, largely closed to the Itsekiri. The 
other producers of palm oil, the Kwale and Aboh, were much farther 
away from the Itsekiri than the Urhobo. To have fitted out canoes 
to those areas would have involved a great deal of expense. In 
addition, the Aboh were among the leading middlemen traders of 
the Niger Delta, and the Itsekiri would only have run into crippling 
competition if they had endeavoured to develop the \\ arri-Patani-

1 C.S.O. 26/2, File 11857, Vol. IN: .Annual Report, Warri Province, 1931, 
P- 'a-

2 P. C. Lloyd: ‘Tribalism in Warri’, Proceedings nJ ll'rll.SI./t, 11156, p. 102. 
Lloyd has now modified this view. He now maintains that legends and 
contemporary records do not indicate whether the Itsykiri used force against 
the Urhobo. SeeP. C. Lloyd: ‘The Itsckiriin the Nineteenth Century’, p. 222.

3 This is the view held by both Itsekiri and Urhobo elders today. An exception 
should always be made with regard to raids resulting from disputes over 
trade. I have been unable to discover any instance of the Itsckiri refusing as a 
body to trade with the Urhobo in order to bring the latter to such a plight 
that they, the Itsekiri, could attempt any political control of the source of 
supply. It is not clear whether the fact that the Urhobo could exist without 
European manufactured goods for prolonged periods and depend entirely 
on their farms and rivers had anything to do with the Itsekiri attitude.
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Ase-Aboh route as a highway of Itsekiri commerce. These various 
factors forced the Itsekiri to concentrate their energies on the 
Urhobo country in matters of trade.

The Urhobo, for their part, depended heavily on the Itsekiri for 
European manufactured goods—goods which though regarded at 
first as luxuries, gradually became everyday requirements. In these 
circumstances, there was no need for the Itsekiri to compel the 
Urhobo to trade with them. Itsekiri-Urhobo trade was mutually 
beneficial and, in the particular circumstances of the Itsekiri as 
described above, and that of the Urhobo, hemmed in as they were 
by more powerful neighbours, a matter of necessity.

This is not to say, however, that the Itsekiri contact with the 
Europeans and their position by the coast did not place them at an 
advantage over their Urhobo neighbours in matters of trade. It was 
their contact with the European traders that made it possible for the 
Itsekiri to supply the Urhobo with manufactured goods. More 
important still, this contact gave the Itsekiri firearms with which 
they equipped their war canoes. It would be unrealistic to think 
that the possession of firearms by the Itsekiri did not affect the 
Urhobo attitude to, and estimation of, them. The surprising thing 
is that despite this imbalance in armaments, Itsekiri-Urhobo wars 
were not, so far as one can find out, a common feature of the re­
lations between the two peoples. While this was largely due to the 
fact that the Urhobo realized their inadequacy in terms of war canoes 
and armaments, and so thought discretion the better part of valour, 
it was also explicable in terms of the mundane and mutual require­
ments of both peoples as described above.

On the eve of the establishment of British rule first in Itsekiri- 
land, and then in Urhoboland, therefore, there were already com­
mercial and social contacts between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo. 
There had already begun that process of intermarriage which, 
despite present-day tensions, has not completely died out, and 
which explains the fact that many Itsekiri familes have Urhobo con­
nexions and vice versa. Itsekiri-Urhobo social and economic re­
lations had the consequence of bringing the two peoples very close 
together, closer together than perhaps any two other people of the 
then Warri Province. Itsekiri-Urhobo wars were few, and such 
wars as are remembered, occurred in the nineteenth century and
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were mainly caused by disputes arising from the trade in palm 
oil.1

Despite what has been said above, it should be pointed out that as 
coastal dwellers controlling the river mouths, the Itsekiri were a 
more wealthy and powerful people than the Urhobo to the hinter­
land. The palm produce trade of the Urhobo was almost entirely 
done with the Itsekiri. Few Urhobo men were able, or minded, till 
about the beginning of the present century, to take their produce 
direct to the European agents. The possession of firearms by the 
Itsekiri enabled them to dominate the rivers. Such rivalry as there 
was for the earning trade was not between the Itsekiri and the 
Urhobo, but between the former and the Ijo, who were equally at 
home on the rivers. This Ijo competition, however, did not prevent 
the Itsekiri from controlling the greater part of the trade of the 
Urhobo hinterland.

However amicable and cordial relations were between the Itsekiri 
and the Urhobo, European activities in Itsekiriland clearly tilted the 
balance in favour of the Itsekiri. Wealthy by contemporary standards 
well-armed, accustomed to have their work done for them by slaves 
(many of whom in the nineteenth century were Urhobo), in fairly 
close contact with the European traders and the British consular 
authorities, it was understandable if the Itsekiri felt better placed 
and superior to their Urhobo neighbours with whom they never­
theless had to co-operate in various important fields. The establish­
ment of British rule in Itsekiri and Urhoboland from 1884 was, in 
some respects, to emphasize this balance in favour of the Itsekiri, 
while in other respects it was to begin to undermine those factors 
which had made Itsekiri predominance possible. This, indeed, was 
the paradox of Itsekiri-Urhobo relations in the years after 1884.

1 Infra, pp. 79-81.
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Chapter 3
The regime of Chief Nana 1884-94

1 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 222.
2 Interview with Chief Newton Celleone Nana (aged 78), oldest surviving 

son of Nana Olomu, at Koko, 2nd Oct. 1963.
3 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 222.

The Nana episode—the attack on Ebrohimi by the British naval and 
military forces in the months of August and September, 1894— 
was a spectacular event, perhaps the most spectacular event in the 
entire history of the Western Delta. Nevertheless, to attempt to 
study the era of Nana merely in terms of the causes and effects of the 
1894 episode will be to over-look certain essential features of the 
period. The era of Chief Nana cannot be fully understood unless 
it is realized that Nana, the leading figure in the drama, was the 
son and heir of a great father, and that he was the product of his age, 
a disturbed age during which many changes took place in the pol­
itical and economic way of life of the Itsekiri people. The study of 
Nana’s regime must, therefore, begin with a study both of his 
inheritance and of his age.

Olomu, Nana’s father, was the son of Asorokun and a grandson 
of Ofoluwa who, according to Lloyd, ‘was perhaps a governor at 
Bobi at the turn of the century’.1 Today, Olomu’s family trace their 
descent through Ofoluwa’s father, Mufeme, to the Olu Abejioye 
whose son, Udefi, was Ofoluwa’s grandfather.2 It would thus 
appear that by tracing his descent through five generations, Olomu 
could establish some connexion with the royal family. Olomu’s 
mother was Iwereko, a daughter of the Ologbotsere, Eyinmisaren. 
Olomu could thus claim some connexion with Itsekiriland’s two 
most important families. Yet it was not this connexion so much as 
his own ability that determined his political and commercial 
fortunes.

I )lomu, it has been suggested, was born about 18to.3 He was thus 
born at a time when the trade of the Benin River was suffering
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1 Captain W. F. W. Owen, op cit., p. 357.
2 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 217. The names Oritset- 

saninpmi and Omadoghogbone are usually shortened to Tsanomi and Doghp 
respectively. Hereafter these shortened forms are used. The British records 
give the names as Chanomi and Dore.

3 Cal. Prof. 5/7, Vol. I, Beecroft to F.O., 20 March 1851.
7°

one of its periodic declines. He must have reached manhood just 
when there was a noticeable drop in the trade of the area.1 As 
pointed out in the last chapter, this was the period when the trade in 
palm oil with all its new problems replaced that in slaves; a period 
when rivalry between the leading traders was a regular feature of 
the commercial life of the Itsekiri—rivalry which did not flinch 
from war. Indeed the years 1830-S4 constituted a turbulent era in 
Itsekiri history. This turbulence was the product not only of trade 
rivalry between the leading Itsekiri traders, but of uncertain prices 
for palm oil in the European markets. Yet it was during this period 
that Olomu established himself as one of the wealthiest Itsekiri 
traders of his, and of all time.

From the point of view of internal Itsekiri history', the turbulence 
of these years was accentuated by the death of the Ohi in 1848. 
From that time on effective power passed into the hands of two main 
groups: the royal family group and members of the Ologbotsere 
family group. Prominent in the former group were Princess lye, 
Oritsemone, Oritsetsaninomi, Numa, and Omadoghogbone, Numa’s 
son. In the latter group were Idiare, Dudu, Olomu and Nana.2 
The political and commercial rivalry between these two groups 
was a regular feature of Itsekiri history during the period, and the 
career of Nana Olomu was deeply affected by this rivalry. At the 
same time, however, it was not enough to belong to one or other 
of these groups as of old. Henceforth wealth derived from trade 
increasingly became the surest means of acquiring power.

The death of the Olu raised the problem of some central authority 
among the Itsekiri who could regulate matters of trade. In 1850 
Consul Beecroft attempted to get the Itsekiri to install a new Olu. 
He failed in this objective, but succeeded in getting the people to 
elect a ‘Governor of the River’.3 This was not a new oflice created 
to meet the needs of the interregnum, but one which had developed 
earlier as a consequence of Itsekiri commercial activities with the
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1 C. O. Omoncukarin, op. cit., p. 28.
2 Cal. Prof. 5/7, Vol. I, Enclosure in Beccroft to F.O., 19 April 1851. See 

Appendix II.

Europeans. The duty of the Governor was to collect the ‘comey’ or 
duties due to the Olu from the trading vessels, before the Europeans 
were allowed to trade. The Governor, armed with a staff from the 
Olu, could board the trading vessels and demand the comey. 
Because the office of governor was thus closely connected with state 
revenue, it acquired great importance and was regarded by the 
beginning of the nineteenth century as one of the more important 
offices of state. As the Olu was himself the nation’s chief trader, 
the Governor had the added responsibility of supervising all the 
Olu’s commercial transactions. The appointment of the Governor 
was the sole responsibility' of the Olu. He did not have to consult 
the Council, nor had the bearer of the office to be an Oton-Olii or a 
descendant of one of the noble houses.1

As long as there was an Olu, the appointment of a Governor was a 
relatively unimportant matter, as he was essentially the Olu’s 
servant. In the situation created by the interregnum, the status of 
the Governor became radically altered. First, there was the fact 
that from this time on the British consular authority or European 
traders resident in the area sought to influence the election of the 
Governor. Secondly, having been elected, he became the only 
duly appointed executive authority among the Itsekiri—a circum­
stance which, while enhancing the stature of the Governor, ren­
dered his position extremely difficult.

On 1 April 1851, Idiare, son of Uwankun, was elected Governor 
of the River. One of the first things he had to do was to sign an 
agreement with Beecroft, laying down regulations for trade between 
his people and the European firms.2 Thirty-three other Itsekiri 
‘chiefs’ signed the agreement. Immediately after Idiare’s and 
Idibofun’s (Idibofun was Idiarc’s brother) came Olomu’s ‘mark’. 
This means that by 1851 Olomu had become one of the most 
important traders in the Benin River area. Twenty years later, he 
was unquestionably the leading trader, for on the death of Idiare 
in 1870, Consul McLeod wrote to the British Foreign Office, 
suggesting that Olomu be made Governor, as he was ‘the only chief 
having intellect and a force sufficiently organized to keep peace in
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the river’.1 Olomu did not, however, become Governor until 1879; 
for some reason Tsanomi was appointed to the post.

Commercial success in the nineteenth century was not easy to 
come by. Olomu’s success must therefore be seen as evidence of 
considerable powers of organization and resourcefulness. With the 
development of the trade in palm oil, as has been pointed out, there 
grew the system of ‘trust’ as between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo. 
This trust system led to the development of the same kind of re­
lationship between the leading Itsekiri traders and the Urhobo, as 
had earlier developed between the former and the European agents. 
In the interest of their trade, the European agents found it expedient 
to give credit, in the form of goods, to those Itsekiri whose wealth 
enabled them to wield political power? Similarly, in order to be 
sure of a regular supply of oil from the Urhobo, it was the custom 
of the Itsekiri traders to advance to leading Urhobo men goods in 
trust, and to make outright presents to those who were in positions 
of authority, and who could influence their men to sell oil to the 
‘boys’ of their Itsekiri friends.

Olomu’s main sphere of influence was along the Ethiope River 
and also up the Warri River, through Evhro (Eflurun), to the various 
settlements of the Agbarho clan—Ukan, Mogba and so on. Along 
the Ethiope, the main centres were Okpara, Ukhuokori (Kokori), 
Eku, Igun, Oriah and Abraka—in short the Agbon and Abraka 
clans. In all these places there is a vivid remembrance of Olomu’s 
trading methods. In the Agbarho clan, his commercial success was 
closely connected with his deep friendship with Ovwha who was 
the clan head (Osivie) at the time. Olomu, it is said, used to give 
generous presents to Ovwha as well as advance goods with which 
to secure oil. Ovwha on his side encouraged his people to sell their 
oil to Olomu’s ‘boys’.3 Relations between these two families were 
consequently very cordial. Although this friendship with the Ag­
barho clan head enabled Olomu to enjoy great trading privileges,

1 F.O. 84/1326, McLeod to Vivian, xr May 1870.
2 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 218.
3 This account of the organization of Olomu’s trade and his connexions with 

the Urhobo, as well as what follows, in the pages below, of Nana’s own 
connections, are based on my field work over a period of six months. In the 
Agbarho clan Okpalefe, the present Otota is the son of Ovwha, Olomu’s 
great friend.
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it did not lead to the complete exclusion of other Itsekiri traders 
from the clan. Indeed, a similar alliance to that already described 
existed between Numa, the father of Dogho, and the Mowarin 
family of Mogba. In the other places where Olomu traded, the 
pattern was the same. In Evhro, not only did he have friends, but 
he married Memese, Nana’s mother, from there and so established 
a friendship which not even the rockets of the British navy suc­
ceeded in shattering.1 Both at Okpara waterside and at Igun, 
Olomu is remembered as having brought greater trade to the area 
by widening the creeks so that his trade canoes could more easily 
use them, and in both places he established depots to which the 
Urhobo brought their oil.2 It is said that though it was Olomu 
who really opened this area to large scale-trade in palm oil, other 
Itsckiri traders like Tsanomi, Numa and Dudu also traded there 
in Olomu’s lifetime, though they did not succeed to the same 
extent.

Olomu also traded with the Abraka area. Here, however, there 
was not the same cordiality which characterized Olomu’s activities 
in the Agbon, Uvbie and Agbarho clans. In this area, there were 
disputes over trade which led to war. One probable reason for this 
state of affairs was the relationship between the Abraka and their 
Orogun neighbours. The Abraka claim that their Orogun neigh­
bours were constantly making incursions into their territory and 
causing unrest. Such unrest led to a dislocation of trade which in 
turn led to tensions between the Abraka and their Itsekiri customers. 
It is not known exactly which group of people in the Abraka district 
demanded that Olomu and other Itsekiri traders should pay a 
comey amounting to two-thirds of the oil they carried through the 
Ethiope River, as represented by Nana to Consul Hartley in 1876.3 
Such a demand was clearly inimical to Itsekiri trading interests. 
There was, apparently, another group of people in the Abraka area, 
who raided all canoes that passed up and down the river. The Oro­
gun were probably connected with some of these raids. This was 
the kind of situation which forced Olomu to launch an attack against 
the Abraka in order, according to Nana’s testimony, to ensure a

1 An account of the burning of Evhrp is given later in the chapter.
2 See Chapter I.
3 F.O. 84/1455, Hartley to F.O., No. 54, 24 November 1876.
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1 Ibid.
2 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 222.
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continuous flow of trade. Olomu was successful and carried away 
as prisoners eighty people, among whom were three ‘chiefs’. A 
rumour that these prisoners had been murdered in cold blood 
brought Consul Hartley to the Benin River in 1876. Nana assured 
the Consul that the captives had not been murdered, though one 
of the ‘chiefs’ had died of starvation, and the other two had com­
mitted suicide by hanging—an act which Nana attributed to the 
preference of the ‘chiefs’ to die rather than return to their country 
after the ignominy of being taken prisoners.1 It is significant that 
the Consul did not feel horrified about the seizure of these eighty 
prisoners, though he warned against a recurrence of such an incid­
ent. Events such as the above were inseperable from the com­
mercial ventures of the time. Failure to meet one’s commercial 
obligations was, not infrequently, met by some form of conflict 
during which it was customary’ to take prisoners who, if not re­
deemed, became slaves of their captors. Olomu’s trade in the Ab- 
raka area was thus not as peaceful as elsewhere. Today, the Abraka 
people merely explain the conflict in terms of disputes over trade, 
and claim that Olomu was in fact their friend, but that occasionally 
disputes arose about prices and the conduct of Olomu’s ‘boys’ 
which resulted in armed conflict. This relationship continued 
during Nana’s time, and all through the period of Nana’s ascend­
ancy, there was always this undercurrent of hostility between his 
people and the L’rhobo of the Abraka area.

A commercial organization like Olomu’s required a large number 
of slaves to man the trade canoes, and arms and ammunition to 
defend them. Although it is not possible to express in definite 
terms Olomu’s strength in arms, he could scarcely have become the 
richest trader in the river, as Consul Hopkins described him in 
1878,2 without amassing a huge armament to safeguard his canoes 
against Ijo attacks, as well as against his fellow Itsekiri traders, 
whose envy of his success could, and did, lead to war. Nana must 
have inherited considerable armament from his father. The same 
thing applied to slaves: a trader of Olomu’s stature required an 
immense number of slaves to man his trade canoes which altogether 
must have numbered hundreds. Each war-canoe was said to be
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capable of taking thirty-six paddlers as well as forty armed men.1 
These war canoes were used to convey ordinary trade canoes going 
into the Urhobo country to load oil. Olomu lived at a time when the 
external slave trade had been abolished. Consequently, he did not 
sell the slaves he obtained, but used them for the purpose of his 
trade, for this was the age when domestic slavery was the backbone 
of the Itsekiri economy. Olomu’s slaves have been variously num­
bered at 1,000, 3,000 and 4,000.2 These slaves together with the 
arms and ammunition were inherited by Nana on Olomu’s death.

Olomu organized his trade with the Urhobo at a time when 
political power in Itsekiriland was far from stable. The Governor 
remained the only recognized authority among the people. Around 
him clustered his immediate kin, constituting themselves into a 
well organized unit for purposes of trade. The office of Governor, 
as it developed after 1851, was full of difficulties. From the point 
of view of the Europeans, the Governor was a necessary officer 
of state who could keep some hold on the Itsekiri, and protect the 
European factories from what the white traders regarded as out­
rages. They looked on the Governor as head of the Itsekiri, whose 
responsibility it was to ensure peace and order in commerce; a 
figure who could be taken to task for any act of violence or breach 
of faith committed by the Itsekiri. The agreement of 1851 charged 
the Governor, referred to as ‘the Chief’, with the duty of seeing 
that ‘all. . . agressions, and depredations, committed upon British 
subjects crossing the Bar or otherwise within the limits of the Chief 
of the River Benin dominions’ were ‘satisfactorily adjusted’.3 As 
the ‘dominions’ were not defined, the position was such that the 
‘Chief’ could be called upon to ‘adjust’ acts committed by people 
over whom he had no de facto jurisdiction. Such was the European 
concept of the duties of the Governor. The Itsekiri had their own 
ideas about the Governor’s duties. They saw in him their leader, 
behind whom they could combine against the white traders in the 
difficult matter of fixing acceptable prices. This was clearly in­
compatible with the European conception of the duties of the

t George W. Neville: ‘Nana Oloma of Benin’, Journal of the African Society, 
Vol. 14, 1914-15, PP- '62-7-

2 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 218.
3 Cal. Prof. 5/7, Vol. I, Enclosure already cited.
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was to be productive of future misunderstanding andoffice and 
strife.

Between 1851 and 1884 when Nana became Governor of the 
River, there were three Governors: Idiare (1851-Feb.May 1870), 
Tsanomi (1870-9), and Olomu himself (1879-83). The tenure of 
office of the first two Governors revealed some of the difficulties 
of the office. A perennial source of trouble between the European 
traders and the Itsekiri was the debt which was the inescapable 
concomitant of the trust system. Most of the ‘outrages’ reported to 
have been committed by the Itsekiri on the factories of the w'hite 
traders arose from some quarrel over the amount of debt out­
standing. When such a situation arose, the Governor was expected 
to step in and prevent the Itsekiri from attacking the Europeans. 
In 1862, Idiare had to send an armed guard to Mr. Henry’s factory 
to protect it against the slaves of Ikebuwa, who was preparing to 
storm it, because Mr. Henry had ‘chopped’ his oil. In this particular 
case, Henry ordered Idiare’s guard out of his premises, boasting 
that he could defend himself. Yet a week later, his factory was 
attacked and looted. Despite Idiare’s intervention, and despite 
Henry’s rude rejection of the proffered help, Consul Freeman 
nevertheless fined Idiare and the other chiefs thirty-five puncheons 
of oil for not preventing the outrage, in addition to the fine of 
twenty puncheons which he inflicted on Ikebuwa himself.1 Such 
actions by the British consul were little calculated to promote 
mutual confidence. In 1871 there arose a similar disagreement over 
debt involving an Itsekiri and Mr. Theobold of Messrs. J. H. Louch 
& Coy. On this occasion, Tsanomi the Governor, sent an armed 
guard and so prevented an attack.2

If the Governors saw it as their duty to protect the white traders 
against the attack of their fellow Itsekiri, they did not fail to ap­
preciate their duty to their own people. It was not only the Itsekiri 
who behaved in a manner to warrant fines being imposed on them. 
The European traders were equally guilty of seeking to take the 
law into their hands. When there arose a general situation of crisis, 
or when prices were unacceptable, the Itsekiri realized that the 
only effective way open to them was to stop trading with the Euro-

1 F.O. 84/1201, Freeman to F.O., No. 9, April 1863.
2 F.O. 84/1343, Hopkins to F.O., No. 12, 2 July 1871.
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peans, in the hope that this economic sanction would force the white 
traders to raise their prices for palm produce. But clearly such a 
sanction could only be effectively enforced by the Governor acting 
on behalf of all the leading Itsekiri traders. Thus in 1866, Idiare, 
the then Governor, stopped all trade with the whites, by ‘placing 
armed canoes on the river and occupying the beach with an armed 
force’.1 The reason for this was that an agent of Messrs. Harrison & 
Co. had refused to pay a fine which Idiare had imposed. This was 
an example of the difficulty which existed. The white traders 
expected the Governor to exact fines from any Itsekiri who used force 
against them or refused to pay their debt. But they would not 
subject themselves to the Governor’s jurisdiction. In 1879, Gov­
ernor Tsanomi stopped trade for what Consul Easton reported were 
‘purely personal reasons’2—a personal dispute with one of the 
agents. These stoppages of trade would appear to have been fairly 
effective. They were certainly much more effective than attempts 
by the Europeans themselves to combine in an endeavour to lower 
prices of palm produce. In 1879 for instance, despite the alleged 
personal nature of Tsanomi’s stoppage of trade, Olomu, who was 
by that time the wealthiest of the Itsekiri traders, observed it. 
The more various consuls looked into the circumstances which 
surrounded such stoppages of trade, the more they discovered, as 
Acting Consul Ehnes did in 1866, ‘that there was a considerable 
cause for complaint on both sides’.3 Stoppages of trade were not 
just a mere pastime indulged in by capricious trader-tyrants. 
Rather they arose out of the commercial organization of the time.

It was natural that there should have been rivalry' among the 
Itsekiri traders both at the Urhobo markets and at the factory 
beaches. Such rivalry probably led to skirmishes between ‘boys’ of 
rival masters. As for the leading Itsckiri traders themselves, there 
were remarkably few instances of wars between them, remembered 
or recorded. It is all the more significant, therefore, that Olomu 
was involved in the few wars that there were among the Itsekiri 
during his lifetime. The probable explanation for this was his 
phenomenal success in trade which won for him the envy of the

1 F.O. 84/1265, Ehnes to F.O., No. 4, 9 June 1866.
2 F.O. 84/1541, Easton to F.O., No. 4, 18 Dec. 1879.
3 F.O. 84/1265, Ehnes to F.O., No. 5, 8 July 1866.
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i These wars are mentioned by Neville, op. cit.; by Lloyd, ‘The Itsekiri in the 
Nineteenth Century’, loc. cit. See also William Moore, op. cit., pp. 95-9 for 
an account of these and the wars discussed below.
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other leading Itsekiri traders of his day. Olomu fought three wars 
against his fellow Itsekiri. Two of these were connected with his 
trade to the Urhobo country: the war against the royal princes led 
by Oritsemone, and that against Idiare in 1867. The former was 
occasioned by the success which attended Olomu’s efforts to open 
up trade at Ukan in Agbarho clan. Oritsemone resented Olomu’s 
penetration into an area he probably desired to retain as an exclusive 
sphere of influence. In the war which resulted from Oritsemone’s 
attempts to push Olomu out of the area, Olomu emerged victorious.1 
The latter war resulted from Olomu’s instistence on reopening 
trade with an Urhobo market to which Idiare had closed all trade, 
because his canoes had been robbed there. Olomu was again 
victorious. The third war was against Tsanomi, and resulted from 
a debt which the Olu Akengbuwa owed to Olomu. This debt re­
mained unpaid at the time of the Olu’s death. After the Olu’s death, 
Olomu requested lye, the Olu’s princess, to pay her father’s debt, 
lye regarded Olomu’s request as an insult, and Tsanomi, lye’s son, 
mustered his war canoes against Olomu only to be beaten.

It was said earlier that after the death of the Olu Akengbuwa I, 
effective power passed into the hands of two groups. Some effort 
would appear to have been made to maintain a balance between 
these groups. It will be recalled that Idiare who was elected Gover­
nor in 1851 belonged to the Ologhotrere group. Tsanomi, his suc­
cessor, belonged to the royal family group. Olomu, who as will be 
seen succeeded Tsanomi, again belonged to the Ologbotsere group. 
Undoubtedly this attempt at maintaining a balance was aimed at 
preserving a measure of peace among Itsckiriland’s two most 
important family groups. In this regard Olomu’s victory in war 
over both Oritsemone and Tsanomi disturbed this delicate balance 
as it underlined the predominance, at least for the time being, of the 
Ologbotsere group. Indeed the Olomu-Tsamomi war in particular 
was the beginning of a lasting family feud between the two families 
concerned. Numa, Tsanomi’s cousin, inherited this feud and Dogho, 
Numa’s son, was to carry on a bitter vendetta against Nana, (Jlomu’s 
son. In fact it is only against this background that the role Dogho
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1 This war is very well remembered by the Igun people—Interviews with the 
Okaroro and elders of Igun, September 14-16 1963.

2 F.O. 84/1851, Easton to F.O., No. 41, 18 Dec. 1879.
3 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, p. 223.

played in the events which led to Nana’s fall in 1894 can be ade­
quately appreciated. The other importance of the wars described 
above is that they demonstrate that commercial success in those 
days had its peculiar hazards, and that on the whole Olomu had 
the means of defending his ‘commercial empire’.

Against the Urhobo, Olomu fought two wars—the Igun war and 
the Ogiegba war. The Igun war resulted from a quarrel over run­
away slaves. The Igun people had given some slaves to Olomu in 
lieu pf oil. A number of these slaves later ran back to Igun, and 
Olomu demanded their return. The Igun people refused and Olomu 
fought and defeated them, and probably took more slaves than had 
run away in the first instance.1 Ogiegba was an Urhobo trader from 
Amukpe in Okpe clan. The Okpe people, because of their nearness 
to Itsekiriland, were semi-middlemen who did a profitable trade in 
slaves. Ogiegba, a leading trader, noticed that the Itsekiri were 
increasingly going via the Ethiope into the interior, thereby reducing 
the trade of the Okpe people. He decided to oppose this tendency 
by raiding Itsekiri trade canoes. Olomu, whose canoes were involved 
in Ogicgba’s raids, took the ‘field’ against him and defeated him. 
These wars indicate the general pattern of trade relations in the 
age, and reveal the fact that the Urhobo were not mere passive 
spectators in a turbulent age, unresisting victims of Itsekiri dep­
redations.

It was perhaps a fitting end to an illustrious life, that Olomu 
should have filled the highest office of state available at the time, 
in his last few years. For following the deposition of Tsanomi in 
1879 f”r stopping trade, Olomu was appointed Governor of the 
River.2 His tenure of office is devoid of any official records from 
which he can be judged. References to him in earlier years confirm 
his wealth and portray him as a friend of the Europeans.3 There 
was always an element of apparent contradiction in the life of Olomu, 
and of his son after him. While it would appear that they were on 
the whole disposed to be peaceful, they did not hesitate to use force 
when there was the need for it, in an age in which force (or at least
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1 Olomu first lived at Jakpa with the rest of the Olo/’botsrre group. Later he 
decided to branch out on his own in order to be better able to organize his 
trade. Ebrohimi was founded by him as a result of these movements. See 
Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century’, pp. 212-13, and William 
Moore, op. cit., p. 93.

2 Neville, op. cit., p. 162.
3 Neville, op. cit.
4 F.O 84/1455, Hartley to F.O., No. 54, 24 Nov. 1876.
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a show of it) was necessary to back up one’s claims and rights. 
Olomu died in 1883.

Nana who succeeded his father as head of the family was in fact 
one of Olomu's younger sons bom, according to Neville, in 1852 
at Jakpa, that is, before Olomu founded the settlement Ebrohimi,1 
which Nana was to make famous. Nana was thus still a boy when 
his father’s wars depicted above were fought. These wars must 
have left a deep impression on his young mind. Neville, a great 
admirer of Nana, whom he knew personally, claims that Nana 
served his apprenticeship in his father’s war canoe, first as a paddler, 
then as one of his father’s bodyguards.2 Nana’s impressionable 
mind must have conceived of his father as fighting for his rights to 
trade where he pleased. He probably realized early in his life, that 
in the age in which he lived, the successful trader had also to be a 
good and courageous fighter himself.

It is not clear how it was that Nana succeeded to his father’s 
entire heritage. The more usual practice was to divide the inher­
itance among all the children. Nana’s son today says that this was 
because Nana was very attentive to the needs of his father during 
the latter’s old age; a legend attributes it to some supernatural 
‘opening’ of Olomu’s eyes, which enabled him to see that of all his 
sons, Nana would made the most worthy successor; Neville suggests 
that it was Nana’s brilliance and courage as a warrior that deter­
mined his father to single him out as his successor? W hatever the 
reason for Nana’s choice as successor, by 1876, he was already 
playing the leading role in his father’s affairs. It was he who de­
fended his father against the charge of murder of Abraka prisoners 
before Consul Hartley in 1876, and was probably among those who 
had fought the war that let to the captives being taken. In that year 
Hartley described Nana as ‘a very intelligent young man and well 
acquainted with the English language’.1
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Nana himself probably began his early career with a war. This 
was the war against Eku, which arose out of the fact that one of 
Nana’s half-brothers, called Igben, committed adultery with one 
of Olomu’s wives and then fled to Eku, his mother’s town. Nana 
pursued him there, and demanded that Igben be given up, but the 
Eku people refused, and a war followed. Eku appealed to Abraka 
to come to their aid, which the latter did. Despite the Abraka aid, 
Eku suffered a very severe defeat, after which Nana carried the war 
to Abraka and forced the people to flee into settlements farther into 
the hinterland in order to escape Nana’s severe punishment.1 
It will be shown later that most of Nana’s troubles with the Urhobo 
came from this part of the country. The tradition of hostility begun 
during Olomu’s regime was never lost, even if it was driven under­
ground from time to time. When British administrative officers 
assumed, as they tended to do in the 1890s, that all the disturbances 
in the Abraka and Agbon clans were the work of Nana and his 
slaves, they failed to realize in their ignorance that there was this 
undercurrent of hostility and that the Urhobo of these areas were 
themselves a turbulent people. The British were to discover for 
themselves this fact of the people’s turbulence, when they attempted 
to penetrate this same area after Nana’s fall.2

Nana was appointed Governor of the River in his father’s place 
in 1884, the year after the latter’s death. Nana did not succeed 
to his father’s title only; he inherited his father’s entire business 
connexions and with these his slaves, his armaments, his trade and 
war-canoes and (this is a point which ought always to be remem­
bered) his enemies both among the Itsekiri and the Urhobo. In 
this connexion it should be pointed out that the appointment of 
Nana as Governor in succession to his father went contrary to the 
convention observed since 1851 whereby the office was held al­
ternately by members of the royal family group and the Ologbotsere 
group. By that convention the former group should have provided 
the candidate for the governorship after Olomu. Apparently Nana’s 
obvious pre-eminence in wealth and power decided the issue in his 
favour. But this was unlikely to have mitigated the growing tension

1 This war is today well remembered both at Eki and Abraka - Interviews 
with elders of Eku and Abraka during the month of September 1963.

2 See Chapter 4.
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between the two groups already touched off by Olomu’s victory in 
war over both Oritsempne and Tsanpmi. The Tsanpmi—Olomu 
feud was thus further intensified.

If the position of the Governor was a difficult one in the years 
before 1884, it was to become even more so in the post-1884 era- 
For Nana succeeded to the office (12 July 1884) at a time when, as a 
result of international diplomacy, the British were seeking to 
establish a claim through treaties to the Niger Delta as a British 
sphere of influence. This was to complicate the situation even more. 
In accepting the people’s election of Nana, Hewett, the British 
Consul, said that he ‘looked to him [Nana] to keep peace and good 
order in the country7 and settle disputes at the markets’.1 Hewett 
was no doubt referring to the markets from which the oil came, 
i.e. the Urhobo markets. In other words, by virtue of his office, 
Nana was expected to get involved to some extent in Urhobo affairs. 
In 1876 Olomu had interfered in force in the Abraka area when 
trade was allegedly being interrupted. Was Nana being asked to be 
prepared for a similar act? The events of 1894 were to show that 
part of Nana’s troubles was his endeavour to settle disputes at the 
markets in accord with the practice of the time.

The staff of office was formally handed over to Nana by Vice- 
Consul Blair on 6 May 1885. On that occasion the Vice-Consul 
assured Nana that he had the support of the British Government 
in exercising the authority which had been entrusted to him, so 
long as that authority was used in the interest of good government, 
amicable relations with his neighbours and the furtherance of trade 
and civilization.2 Nana was to regard himself as the executive power 
through which the decrees of the British Government and consular 
courts were to be enforced. Blair assured the assembled chiefs that 
there was to be no interference with their ‘native laws and customs’, 
so long as these did not conduce to ‘barbarism’ and degradation. 
Each of these charges and assurances was pregnant with difficulties.

The tone of Blair’s address was obviously dictated by the fact 
that Itsekiriland was already, in 1885, part of the British protec­
torate that was being gradually established over the Oil Rivers. For 
one of Nana’s first acts as Governor was to sign, together with other

1 F.O. 84/1660, Hewett to F.O., 28 July 1884.
2 F.O. 2/64, David Boyle Blair to Nana, 6 May 1885: Exhibit E at Nana’s trial. 
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leading Itsekiri men, a treaty which made Itsekiriland a British 
protectorate. The treaty which was signed on the 16 July 1884, was 
in the usual form, except that at the end there was this addition, 
namely, that the treaty was to come into force as soon as practicable, 
‘except as regards Articles VI and VII’ which were ‘to be left for 
negotiations on a future occasion’. According to Hewett, Nana, 
Tsanomi and the other elders had refused to accept these two 
articles. Article VI laid it down that:

The subjects and citizens of all countries may freely carry on trade in 
every part of the territories of the kings and chiefs parties hereto and 
may have houses and factories therein.1

Article VII provided for freedom of religious worship and freedom 
for all ministers of the Christian religion to practise in the area. 
It is of the greatest significance that the Itsekiri leaders refused to 
accept these two articles, especially Article VI. As middlemen, the 
Itsekiri realized that to accept the article which provided for ‘free 
trade’ would be prejudicial to their commercial prosperity. Nana 
was clearly not alone in holding this view, nor was it only the Itsekiri 
middlemen who refused to accept Article VI of the treaty. The 
preliminary treaty signed by Consul Hewett with ‘the king and 
chiefs of Opobo’ on the 1 July 1884, did not include this clause.2 
When a fuller treaty was finally signed on 19 December 1884, 
Article VI as printed in the treaty form was expunged on the 
insistence of King Jaja and his chiefs.3 During the conflict which 
later developed between the British Consul and Jaja, the latter 
argued that his refusal to accept Article VI of the ‘protection’ 
treaty justified his seeking to protect his hinterland markets from 
direct exploitation by British merchants.'1 It would appear that in 
Jaja’s, as in Nana’s case later, the British administrative officers

1 I’.O. 93/6/10, Treaty with Chiefs of Jakri (Benin River). Sec Appendix III. 
Professor J. C. Anene did not apparently take note of the stand of the Itsekiri 
elders, for in his Southern Nigeria in Transition, Cambridge 1966, p. 58, by 
implication he contrasts the intelligence of Jaja with the simplicity of the 
fillers of Benin River, New Calabar, Bonny and Old Calabar which places, he 
argues, ‘proved easy acquisitions’ to the British.

2 Jaja 3, Preliminary Treaty with the King and Chiefs of Opobo (1 July 1884).
3 Jaia 3, Treaty with King and Chiefs of Opobo: 19 Dec. 1884.
4 Sec Jaja 1/3, Cockcy Gam and others to Salisbury 27 Aug. 1887; Jaja to 

Queen Victoria, 30 Aug. 1888.
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Ewu clan, 1930, p. 23.
1 Neville, op. cit., p. 163.
2 C.S.O. 26, File No. 20655, Intelligence Report on
3 J. C. Anene, op. cit., p. 152.
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found it convenient to pay little attention to the fact that these 
middlemen traders had deliberately, and after full discussion, re­
jected 'free trade’ as part of the obligations which they undertook 
to fulfil when they accepted British ‘protection’. ‘Free trade’ might 
have been necessary in the interest of British commerce and the 
development of the hinterland. Nevertheless, coastal middlemen 
like Jaja and Nana were, strictly speaking, within their treaty rights 
when they- refused to allow ‘free trade’, or sought to protect their 
own interests in the face of growing ‘free trade’ tendencies.

There has been some confusion as to the area over which Nana 
was appointed Governor, and the area which thus became a British 
protectorate by virtue of the 1884 treaty signed by Nana and others. 
First, Neville in his eulogy on Nana states that Nana was appointed 
‘Governor of the whole Province’.1 If by this he meant Warri 
Province, then he was widely off the mark. In the 1930s British 
administrative officers who wrote reports on various Urhobo clans 
stated loosely that when Itsekiriland was declared a protectorate, 
certain Urhobo clans were included, implying that these clans 
were under the suzerainty of the Itsekiri.2 Professor J. C. Anene 
states that in 1884 ‘Nana . . . signed the treaty of protection on 
behalf of himself and the Itsekiri and Urhobo communities west of 
the Forcados river’.3 Neither the terms of the treaty, nor the events 
which followed its being signed, can justify any of the above con­
clusions. It will be recalled that when later some Ijo towns were 
brought under the 1884 treaty, this was a deliberate act accomplished 
as a result of a visit to the towns concerned by Hewett and Nana. 
No such visitation was undertaken with regard to the Urhobo 
country. Further, whereas Nana protested against the Royal Niger 
Company making treatries with the Ijo towns that had acceded to 
the 1884 treaty, he made no such protests when the same company 
and later the Niger Coast Protectorate signed treaties in Urhobo- 
land. Urhoboland was clearly not included in the 1884 treaty.

Since the interregnum, appointment to the office of Governor 
was, to some extent at least, a recognition of the power, commercial 
and therefore political, of the man appointed to that office. At the
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same time, having been appointed, the Governor was in a position 
to attract trade to himself and his immediate kin, since the Euro­
pean agents did all in their power to win the Governor over to trade 
with their respective firms. The Governor was thus in a position 
to enhance his economic standing.

If Nana had a ‘goodly heritage’, he was not content to sit back and 
squander it. On the contrary, he applied himself to the task of 
improving on his inheritance. Like his father before him, Nana con­
centrated on the Urhobo markets along the Ethiope and Warri 
Rivers. In the Agbarho clan, he continued the friendship with the 
Ovwha family, cementing the relationship by marrying Ejemutohwo, 
a daughter of that family, and another woman, probably the product 
of an Urhobo-Itsekiri alliance, with the Itsekiri name of Emebiren, 
also from the Agbarho clan. These marriage alliances became a 
matter of general policy. In the Udu clan, Nana took to wife Ikogho 
of Ovwhia, mother of Chief Newton Celleone Nana, who now 
heads the Nana family. In the Abraka area, Nana sought to improve 
the relations by marriage alliances, and took two wives from 
Abraka: Agbemeta, daughter of an influential trader called Madubi, 
and Oghoro, daughter of another trader.1 Where his father did 
not leave behind friends who could ensure that trade was attracted 
to him, Nana proceeded to make new friends. Thus in Okpara he 
sought and obtained the friendship of some of the leading local 
traders like Nwajeri, Ukavwc and Owerc. These men could then 
influence others to trade with Nana and his 'boys’.

These links of friendship and marriage fitted well into the organ­
ization of the trade which remained very much along the lines 
established by his father. He sent his head slaves to establish 
depots along the watersides of Urhobo towns which lay more to the 
hinterland. There were many such depots dotted along the rivers, 
the most important being those at the watersides of Okpara, Ukhu- 
okori, f,ku, Abraka and Otumara. No annual rents were paid to the 
elders of the Urhobo towns where these depots were established. 
It was customary, however, for the Itsekiri to give presents to the 
elders of the towns concerned before actually settling down to trade.

1 Even Nana’s son, the late Johnson Nana, married from Abraka, and a product 
of the marriage, Okwovbera by name, today lives at Abraka, his mother’s 
place.
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These presents served to win the goodwill of those who were in a 
position to influence the movement of trade. The head slaves and 
their aides did not tour the Urhobo areas buying palm oil and then 
arranging to transport the oil down to their waterside stations. They 
depended on the Urhobo to bring the oil to them. This was one 
reason which made Nana seek to have friends at the most im­
portant centres, so that those friends could attract trade to him. 
For the Urhobo, the system had the result of producing people who 
bought small quantities of oil locally and finally took their stock to 
the Itsekiri traders at the watersides. A generous advance of trade 
goods to friends and leading customers further helped to ensure a 
supply of oil. At Abraka for instance, it is said that despite the 
hostility which flared up from time to time, Nana remained by far 
the best man with whom to trade. He was seldom behind in payment 
for oil supplied. If anything it was more usual for the supply of oil 
to be in arrears. This picture of Nana as a great and trusted trader 
is general in the Urhobo areas with which he traded, including even 
Eku which holds his memory in great hostility because of the 
Eku War previously described. He seemed never to have allowed 
past quarrels to influence his general trade relations.

The head slaves and their followers stayed almost permanently 
at the markets to which they were posted, going back to Ebrohimi 
occasionally to report their progress to their master. Ologun, one 
of Nana’s head slaves, is remembered as having stayed at Okpara, 
and apparently controlled the trade at Eku and Abraka as well. 
Another head slave was stationed at Amukpe to tap the trade of 
what is now the hinterland of Sapele. As Nana is often compared 
with Jaja, it is here relevant to mention that the trade organization 
described above was very similar to Jaja’s. Like Nana, Jaja had his 
slaves residing in the hinterland markets where they collected the 
palm produce and then conveyed it to Opobo for sale to European 
merchants.1 If Acting Consul Johnston’s2 accounts are to be given

1 Jaja’s trading methods are vividly portrayed in Johnson’s dispatches to the 
Foreign Office. See Cal. Prof. 2/2 Vol. 5, Various correspondence from 
Johnson to F.O.

2 Johnston, Sir Harry Hamilton: artist, zoologist, explorer and administrator, 
born 1858. Royal Academy of Arts 1876-80. Explored Portuguese West 
Africa and Congo River 1882-3. Commanded Scientific Expedition of 
Roval Society to Mount Kilimanjaro, 1884. Her Majesty’s Vice-Consul in
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the Cameroons 1885. Acting Consul in the Oil Rivers 1887. Consul for 
province of Mozambique 1888. Commissioner and Consul-General, British 
Central African Protectorate, 1891. Consul-General for Uganda Protectorate, 
1899-1901. Author of various books on Africa. Died July 1927.

1 Cal. Prof. 2/2 Vol. 5, Johnston to F.O., No. 12, 1 August 1887.
2 F.O. 2/63, Coxon to Pinnock, 1 July 1894.

any credence, there was at least one occasion on which Jaja was 
influential and powerful enough to have secured the deposition of 
the headchief of a hinterland town, and to have replaced him with 
his own head slave. This was at Ohambele where Johnston re­
ported that Jaja removed Baba, who was the chief of that town, 
because the latter favoured direct trade with Europeans, and re­
placed him with one ‘Ekike Notshe’, his own head slave, who pro­
ceeded to reverse Baba’s policy.1 No such active intervention in the 
political life of the Urhobo has ever been attributed to Nana. There 
is no truth in the report by one of the English merchants that Nana 
described a three-mile limit around his markets with broken glass, 
obliging all those within the three-mile radius to take their oil to 
his markets.2 The setting up of such a frontier would have been a 
most foolish undertaking, for the distance between his markets and 
most of the inland towns which fed these markets was often much 
more than three miles. Indeed, such a limit would have secured 
for him comparatively few customers at each of his markets.

Nana was not content to leave his commercial affairs entirely in 
the hands of his senior slaves, but toured the more important 
markets from time to time in order, personally, to strengthen his 
connexions with the Urhobo traders. If Nana was thus eager to 
maintain friendly relations with the Urhobo with whom he traded, 
he did not, it would appear, allow such relations to derogate from 
a proper appreciation of his own importance. He seemed to have been 
conscious of his wealth and power, and to have wished others to see 
and recognize these, and treat him with due deference. The story is 
told of a visit which Nana paid to Okpara. One of his closest friends 
in that town, by name Ukavwe, went out to meet him. Nana insisted 
that this man, who was much older than he, should kneel down pub­
licly before him as a token of respect. When Ukavwe refused to do 
this, Nana ordered his ‘boys’ to seize him as a slave, the close friend­
ship notwithstanding. Ukavwe’s son had to redeem him with nine
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slaves.1 This awareness of his power and of his position was one of the 
traits which were to annoy British administrative officers like Gallwey 
and Moor. The reaction of the Urhobo man in this episode is 
interesting. Ukavwe as a friend of Nana’s was fully aware of the 
power of his friend, yet he refused to kneel down before him, no 
doubt because he felt that this was against his own custom. He 
preferred to stand on his rights and face seizure rather than suffer 
humiliation. While the knowledge of Nana’s power must have 
affected the Urhobo in their dealing with him, incidents such as 
this show that the Urhobo were not always overwhelmed by fear 
of such power being used against them. Other episodes already 
described confirm this.

If Nana himself was guilty of such excesses and show of power, 
his head slaves were even more so. Everywhere in the Urhobo 
country where Nana’s ‘boys’ traded, one hears of their exploits. 
It is said that it was their practice, sometimes, to invite children 
and women to their canoes to ‘buy’ fish and other local and im­
ported goods. These women and children would carry their own 
wares into the canoes, and when the bargaining had started, the head 
slaves would give the order to ‘shove off’ and all these people would 
be carried off as slaves; some of the women would be married to other 
slaves and their issue helped to swell the number of Nana’s slaves. 
These exploits are said to have been more frequent when trade was 
bad, as the head slaves sought to have something to show for their 
ventures, rather than merely report that trade was bad. But these 
incidents were never too frequent, as it was necessary that time 
be allowed for the restoration of confidence after each trick. It is 
not known whether Nana himself was always aware of these events, 
for the number of slaves who traded for him was so large that it is 
unlikely that he knew all of them, or that they all reported back 
directly' to him. It is said, however, that on some occasions when he 
did know of the actions of his ‘boys’, he made amends. Thus, the 
mother of the present head of the Nana family, Chief Celleone Nana, 
was first carried away as a slave in the way described above. Tradi­
tion has it that the head slave who seized her presented her as a 
wife to Nana. Nana, however, made enquiries about how she was

i The story was told by Oraka (son of the Ukavwc who was seized) at Okpara 
at an interview on 16 September 1963.
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1 Inlet \ icw with Chief Aya Yovbake of Aladja, 22 July 1962, and elders of Udu 
clan, 21 September 1963.

2 I '.O. 2/64, Evidence of Nana at his trial—Enclosure in Macdonald to F.O., 
No. 49, 13 December 1894.

3 Ibid.

obtained. On being told that she had been deceived into the canoe 
and carried away, not only did Nana order the head slave to be 
punished, but he sent the woman back to her people, with an offer 
to marry her if her people would let him. The woman’s people, 
overjoyed at Nana’s action, readily agreed and Nana married her. 
On another occasion, one of Nana’s ‘boys’ killed an Urhobo girl 
from Udu clan because the girl refused to enter into his canoe. When 
Nana got to hear of the matter, he ordered that two canoes be filled 
with goods and a seemly slave girl found, to be sent to the family 
of the murdered girl as compensation.1 This was accordingly done. 
Acts such as these restored the confidence of the Urhobo in Nana 
himself, as a man of peace and a lover of justice—the view which 
even today still persists.

Nana also obtained Urhobo slaves through pawning, as indicated 
in the last chapter. At his trial in 1894, Nana denied that he raided 
the Urhobo for slaves to the number of 200 a year, as claimed by 
Ralph Moor. ‘It is the custom’, Nana declared, ‘with the Sobos 
when they take trust to give one of their children as security’.2 
Any such pledges not redeemed automatically became, for practical 
purposes, if not in strict law, slaves. If Nana did not normally order 
raids against the Urhobo, that is not to say that there were no raids 
at all. As there were other Itsekiri trading to the areas in which 
Nana was interested, it is likely that ‘boys’ of rival masters fell out 
among themselves, and that the resulting chaos, the neighbourhood 
was raided. Besides, when the Urhobo took the offensive by seizing 
Itsekiri trade canoes, such an action was followed by a raid of 
reprisal during which slaves were usually taken. From Nana’s 
own account, there was such a raid against the Abraka people in 
1885. This raid was occasioned by the seizure of Nana’s canoes, 
by Abraka people, and the killing of one of his men in the process. 
Nana claimed that when he sent a force against Abraka, he captured 
only one old man who was subsequently ransomed.3 He could not 
take more captives because most of the people ran away from their
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1 F.O. 84/1660, Hewett to F.O., No. 18, 25 August 1884.
2 F.O. 84/1882, The Extent of Chief Nana’s Rule in the Bight of Benin— 

Memo by Johnston.
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homes. The Abraka recall this war, and say that Nana’s force was so 
overwhelming that they had to run away to a place called L'mebu 
near Orogun territory, till Nana recalled his force. There were 
probably similar raids elsewhere about which no records exist.

It should be remembered that the L'rhobo people themselves 
continued to deal in slaves throughout this period. Therefore, 
Urhobo slaves found in Ebrohimi were not the products of the 
escapades of Nana’s boys and of raids only, but also the products 
of the normal trade in slaves which was described in the last chapter. 
As the children of slaves were slaves, and as slaves were not so 
barbarously treated as to postulate a higher rate of mortality among 
them than among the free-born, the slave population, irrespective 
of annual replenishments, was bound to increase from year to year.

Nana became Governor at an extremely difficult time. The British 
were seeking to establish a more permanent foothold on the Delta 
than they had done during the tenure of office of other Governors. 
Thus in 1885 the Oil Rivers Protectorate over the territories which 
had entered into treaties with the British was promulgated. Itsekiri- 
land was part of this protectorate by virtue of the 1884 treaty. In 
fact, after the signing of the 1884 treaty, Hewett took Nana and 
Tsanomi on a tour of the Rivers Escravos, Ramos and Dodo. Ac­
cording to Hewett, the Ijo towns along these rivers acknowledged 
Nana’s suzerainty, and they were therefore told of the treaty of 
July 1884, and informed that since they were Nana’s subjects, the 
treaty was binding on them. The ijo people, including those of 
Burutu, accepted the treaty signed by Nana as binding on them­
selves. On this trip, one can imagine how much was made of Nana 
by the British Consul. He was, for instance, allowed to give in­
structions to the Ijo and to warn them that if they failed to abide by 
his orders, he would return and punish them.1 Two years later, 
Acting Consul Johnston confirmed that Nana had jurisdiction over 
these people.2 At the beginning of British rule in Irst/kiriland, there­
fore, not only was Nana used for the purpose of forwarding British 
ambitions, but his power and authority were confirmed by this very 
fact. Only three years after Johnston’s confirmation of Nana’s
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1 Lloyd: ‘The Itsekiri in the Nineteenth Century', p. 225.
2 F.O. 840740, Paton to Hewett, 2 December 1886—Enclosure in Hewett to 

F.O., 25 December 1886.
3 The Review. 1 January 1887. The fact that 1886 was a bad year

for trade is important, too, as part of the background of the quarrel between 
the British merchants and Jaja, which ended with the deposition of the latter 
in 1887. In the face ot low prices for produce, both sides were undoubtedly 
eager to get the best possible out of their investments. For Jaja, this meant 
control ol the hinterland, l or the British merchants and their consul, it meant 
freedom to penetrate the interior and trade direct with the producers. The 
resultant clash was, in the circumstances, understandable.

4 F.O. 2/64, Hew ett to Nana, 24 Feb. 1887—Exhibit F at Nana’s trial.

jurisdiction over the Ijo people, that jurisdiction was called in 
question by a British special commissioner. The questioning of 
Nana’s power and authority was basic to the quarrel of 1894.

From the commercial point of view, the 1880s were bad years 
lor trade. The price of oil in Liverpool fell by half.1 For the Itsekiri 
this meant lower prices for palm produce. Nana as the head of his 
people was directly involved in this situation. In 1886, he stopped 
trade with the whites in an endeavour to force up the price of oil.2 
It is fair to assume that Nana did not stop trade in order to secure 
benefits to himself alone, though as the greatest of the Itsekiri 
traders, he stood to gain from an increase in prices. It was not mere 
coincidence that it was in 1886 that there was this stoppage, for 
1886 was in fact ‘a singularly bad year for business’.3 In 1887 
Nana was forced to write to the British Consul to the effect that his 
people were unable to accept the prices offered by the white traders, 
and could not therefore trade with them. Hewett’s reply to Nana is 
interesting. The Consul attributed the stoppage of trade to two 
causes only: either Nana was incapable of dealing with the matter 
oi the lowering of prices with the people at the producing markets, 
or he was unwilling to do so for seliish ends. The Consul saw three 
possible solutions to the problem: Nana’s removal from office as 
Governor; the establishment of factories at the markets by the 
agents of the European firms; the annexation of Itsekiriland instead 
of its being a mere protectorate.1 Nana was ordered to resume 
trade immediately on receipt of Hewett’s letter. In Nana’s letter 
and the reply to it can be seen, first, the dilemma of the Governor 
whose actions in his official capacity and on behalf of the Itsekiri 
traders as a whole could so easily be interpreted as being for selfish
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reasons; secondly, the change in the tone of the British Consul in 
the new circumstance of Itsekiriland being a British protectorate. 
There was clearly a new authoritativeness in the tone of the Consul’s 
letter. This was to become more noticeable in the years ahead, and 
to cause a certain amount of tension between Nana and the British.

Earlier writers on Nana have been so obsessed with trying to find 
reasons for the British offensive against him in 1894 that they have 
failed to draw attention to certain events which helped to shape 
Nana’s attitude to the British.1 One such event was .Macdonald’s2 
mission of 1889. In 1884 as described above, the people along the 
Rivers Escravos, Ramos and Dodo, had acknowledged themselves 
to be under Nana, and had agreed that they were bound by the 
1884 treaty signed by him. Yet in 1888 these very people signed 
treaties with the Royal Niger Company. When Nana heard of these 
treaties, he immediately asked the Governing Council of the Benin 
River to protest on his behalf, at a meeting held on 18 September 
1888.3 This protest was probably responsible for 1 Jewett’s tour of 
the area that year. He went to Burutu and ‘Goolah’, the two towns 
reported to have signed these treaties, and discovered that they 
had actually done so. Hewett reported that the two towns handed 
over the treaties to Nana, and that he permitted Nana to inflict 
severe punishment on these people for signing another treaty 
after they had undertaken not to do so four years earlier. I le argued

1 None of those who ha'.e done any work on Nana seem to have thought it 
necessary to study the events of the years 1891 93 1. a background to the 
crisis of 1894. A few like Hindi'-.. and .Michael Crowder say that Nana co­
operated for a time and then fell foul of the British, but they make no real 
attempts to explain thi. See: Harold Bind loss In the Sirer Country, Edin­
burgh 1898, p. 206; .Michael Crowder '1 he Slur, ,j Sirtru, London 1962, 
p. 181; A. I’. .Mockler-J errynun llniv.h \>renu, London 19.2, pp. 98 9; 
William N. M. Geary: Sif.enu L nder Hriinh Rule, London 1927, p 19

2 Sir Claude .Maxwell .Macdonald. Born 1852. 'I Royal .Military < ollcv'c, 
Sandhurst. 74th Highlanders 1872 Served throughout the I typtun campaign 
1882, and through the Suakin Expedition of 1884 as a volunteer with the 42nd 
Highlanders Decorated with Khedive’s star and 4th class (Xmamch Mili­
tary Attache to British Agency in Cairo 1882 7 Acting \eent and ( omul 
General at Zanzibar 1887 8. Special Commissioner to Niger Territories (889. 
Commissioner and Consul-General in the Oil Rivers Protectorate 1891. 
Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary at Peking 1898-1900. 
Ambassador at Tokio 1900 12. Died 1915.

3 F.O. 84/1881, Hewett to F.O., No. 34, to November 1888.
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3 F.O. 84/2109, Macdonald’s Report: Chapter HI—The Forcados Question.
93

that to let the Royal Niger Company occupy the Forcados area and 
impose their high duties would cripple the trade of the Warri River 
area, since the Forcados afforded the best entrance to steamers in 
the whole of that region. He recalled the dissatisfaction which even 
then existed in the Akassa area over the Company’s duties, and 
forecast that in a similar way, the traders established along the 
Benin and Warri Rivers would be subjected to ‘vexatious obstruc­
tions and troubles innumerable’ if the Royal Niger Company’s 
treaties were ratified by the British Government. The commercial 
repercussions aside, Hewett advanced the argument that these 
treaties could not be valid because ‘the native signatories thereto 
had no power to enter into them they being subjects of Nana and ... 
included in the Jekri Protection Treaty of 1884’.1 Hewett was clearly 
inclined to uphold the authority of Nana. The British Government 
did not, however, consider that this was a matter of importance. As 
Salisbury noted in a minute, whichever British authority signed the 
treaties, the areas were secured to the Crown? Nevertheless, it 
was probably as a result of the strong protest of Hewett, that John­
ston was asked to write a memorandum on the extent of Nana’s 
jurisdiction. As already pointed out, Johnston confirmed Hewett’s 
views in his memorandum, pointing out that the people concerned 
had on various occasions admitted to him that they were under the 
suzerainty of Nana.

When Major Claude Macdonald was appointed Special Commis­
sioner in 1889 to examine and report on various complaints made 
against the Royal Niger Company, he was asked to take the opport­
unity to make a special study of the Forcados question. Macdonald’s 
report was a blow to Nana:

After careful consideration, 1 cannot see that Nana and his advocates 
had nude out a case with regard to Burutu and Goolah.'1

Macdonald based his conclusion on what the people of these places 
told him \t Goolah he was told that Nana was a friend, not their 
overlord; that they had handed over the treaty to him because



Vnyr Delta Rivalry

Nana had taken them out into a British man-of-war and threatened 
them there.' The Burutu people told a similar store. It is probable 
that it was the yearly subsidy paid by the Company that influenced 
the Ijp in their choice of the company. Perhaps, from the point of 
view of this work, the important thing is not w hether, in fact, Nana 
did exercise a de facto suzerainty over these Ijp people; what is 
important is to realize what Macdonald’s report meant to Nana. 
In 1884, Hewett had used Nana’s power to bring these Ijp under 
British protection. In 1888 Hewett had again confirmed and em­
phasized Nana’s authority over the Ijp of Goolah and Burutu. Then 
in 1S89 Macdonald’s report questioned, and indeed denied, the 
verv power which had been utilized by the British five years earlier. 
The crisis of 1894 was, partially at least, the outcome of the dis­
satisfaction which arose from situations such as this. The longer 
Nana associated himself with the British, the less he had cause to 
like them, the less he trusted them, and consequently the less 
popular he grew with them.

At the time of the Macdonald mission, there w as general uncer­
tainty at the British Foreign Office as to how best to administer the 
Oil Rivers. L’p till the time of the mission, little had been done by 
way of effective administration. British authority still consisted 
larzelv in the periodic visits of the British Consul. The advocacy of 
Hewett and Johnston* for a more formal and effective form of 
administration had not, up to that time, produced any results. 
Macdonald was therefore further asked, as part of his task during 
the mission, to seek the opinion of the Nigerian coastal peoples as 
to what form of British admirii stration they w ould prefer. The choice 
was between government by chartered company (the Royal Niger 
Companv, or the African Association or both; and direct imperial 
control in the form of a colony or protectorate.1

1 Ibid. The Goolah people claimed that the reason for their friendship with 
Nana was that his mother was a Goolah woman. As a matter of fact Nana’s 
mother was an L'rhobo woman from Evhro (Effurun) It is hoped that this 
was not typical of the accuracy of the Goolah chiefs.

2 r.9. 84 1881, Johnston to E.O., 16 March 1888.
3 Dr. I h. Hint discusses the Macdonald mission in detail m his Sir George 

9-,.sir and the Making of S igma, London tt>6o, Chapter 7 At Old Calabar 
vjtrx of the chiefs did not sec cause for any change whatsoever; they would 
ha-c preferred to remain as they were.
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1 K| Enclosure 8 in Macdonald to F.O., No. n, 12 January 1889.
2 At Bonny, Opobo, New Calabar and Brass Macdonald discovered that the 

people utshed to retain the institution of slavery. Sec Flint, op. cit., pp. 
'33 4

3 Quoted by Flint, op. cit., p. 153. Macdonald had originally recommended 
the establishment of a crown colony. The decision to establish a protectorate 
was a modification suggested by Macdonald himself, partly because of the 
difficulty over the slavery question.

When Macdonald visited the Benin River for the purpose of 
finding out the wishes of the Itsekiri on this matter, Nana was the 
chief spokesman. He was categorical in his rejection of Company 
rule. He was, however, prepared to have a ‘Queen’s Government’ 
provided two conditions were met: that he and his people should be 
allowed to keep slaves, and that their polygamous way of life 
should not be tampered with.1 For the Itsekiri, the question of 
being allowed to keep slaves was of vital importance. The whole 
of their economy hinged on slaver}'. It was the slaves who manned 
their trade and war canoes, carried on most of the actual trading, 
and cultivated their food on such land as was cultivable. The issue 
of slavery was a difficult one. Even the British consuls realized how 
vital slaves were to the economic system of the coastal peoples. 
It was not surprising that most of the coastal states insisted on the 
institution of slavery being guaranteed to them? It was probably in 
recognition of the complications involved over slavery, that the 
Foreign Office decided to reject the crown colony system for the 
Oil Rivers till such a time as ‘the way had been prepared by an 
administration resembling that of a colony in that all officials would 
be directly servants of the Grown, but without the cumbersome 
machinery’.3 The upshot was the establishment of a protectorate 
over the < )il Rivers. Major (by now Sir) Claude Macdonald himself 
was appointed Commissioner and Consul-General, and sent out 
with a team of vice-consuls and other staff to inaugurate the new 
era in 1891. In many ways the troubles of Nana began with the 
inauguration of this more regular, more formal machinery of 
government. For although no final decision had been reached on 
the thorny issue of slave-holding, Macdonald and his successors 
sought to prepare the way for its final abolition. As Dr. Flint points 
out, it was part of Macdonald’s policy to achieve the necessary 
social reforms that would prepare the way for establishment of a
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1 Ibid.
2 F.O. 84/2111, Macdonald to F.O., No. 2, 1 September 1891 
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British colony.1 This policy was diametrically opposed to the wishes 
of Nana and all the other coastal middlemen, who frowned on any 
type of social reform that not only struck a blow at their prestige 
and status in their communities, but undermined their economic 
position in one and the same process.

Macdonald began his assignment with a tour of the entire area 
committed to his charge, establishing vice-consulates at suitable 
points along the rivers. In the area covered by this work, two such 
vice-consulates were set up: at Warri on the River Forcados, and 
in the Benin River. .Macdonald’s first visit in his new official 
capacity indicates what the lines of future policy were to be, and 
with respect to Nana’s position, foreshadowed what lay ahead.

The Consul-General first visited Warri (19 August 1891). He 
admitted that ‘the chiefs of Warri’ were under Nana. But according 
to him, these ‘chiefs’ were very anxious to become independent of 
Nana (he did not say how this issue arose) and,

as the trade here promises to be one of the most flourishing in the 
Protectorate, and as Nana ls already sufficiently powerful, and threatens 
to be another Ja Ja, I thought it politic to establish a separate vice­
consulate at this place and to conclude with the chief , of Warn a 
separate Protection I reaty.s

Thus, at the very beginning of his administration and before he had 
had more time to study Nana for himself, and even before the 
meeting he held with the white traders at the Benin River two days 
later, Macdonald had come to the conclusion that Nana was a 
danger. The establishment of a vice-consulate at Warri would 
therefore appear to have been a premeditated act, directed towards 
reducing the power of Nana. Because the trade of the district 
promised to be profitable, Nana was to be excluded from it if 
possible.

From Warri, Macdonald proceeded to the B ;.:n River 
held a meeting on the 21 August One of M icdu • tin aims 
during these tours was to explain to the people the implications o| 
the import duties which he was imposing, in order to rawc a revenue 
for the proper administration of the territory placed under him
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2 F.O 84 2111, Macdonald to F.O., No. 2, 1 September 1891.
3 Ibid.

Both at Warri and Benin River, he reported that the ‘chiefs’ con­
sented to this imposition and thoroughly understood the impli­
cations. He did not, unfortunately, indicate whether he spoke to the 
people about the full implications of the establishment of British 
rule in their territory. By his instructions, he was directed to let the 
chiefs rule their people as previously, but he was to watch them ‘so 
as to prevent injustice and check abuses’. The chiefs were to be made 
to understand that misgovernment would result in forfeiture of 
powers. Macdonald was empowered, ‘in special cases’, to insist 
on the delegation to himself of the powers of the chiefs if this would 
be ‘for the benefit of the natives’. Finally, Macdonald was ‘to take 
under immediate control of the inter-tribal and foreign relations of 
the native chiefs’.1 It is not known whether in 1891 Macdonald fully 
explained these instructions to the people, or whether he preferred 
first to establish his regime, and let the chiefs learn, with time, what 
the new conditions of their lives were to be. It is strange that Mac­
donald did not report to the Foreign Office what he had told the 
‘chiefs’ about the question of slavery. The Itsekiri ‘chiefs’ had 
categorically asked for the preservation of this institution. Appar­
ently , in 1891, no definite ruling was laid down. Yet this was one of 
the issues which ostensibly led to the crisis of 1894.

The Benin River meeting gave Macdonald another opportunity 
(the first was during his mission in 1889) of sizing up Nana. Some 
measure of Nana’s wealth at the time can be seen from Macdonald’s 
account of his entourage. Nana arrived for the meeting in a war 
canoe, ‘paddled by upwards of a hundred slaves, with four or five 
similar canoes in attendance’. He had a personal escort of ‘twenty 
men armed with Winchester repeating rilles’.2 His business sense 
was shown by the fact that he had a copy of the proclamation con­
taining Macdonald’s import duties’ schedule which, Nana assured 
Macdonald, he had carefully studied in order to be ready for any 
white traders who might seize the opportunity to increase prices 
beyond the level justified by the duties. Macdonald could not but 
come to the conclusion that Nana was ‘a man possessed of great 
power and wealth, astute, energetic and intelligent’.3
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After the meeting with the Itsekiri, Macdonald decided to hold a 
separate meeting with the European traders. As a result of this 
meeting, he once again noted that he would have ‘to combat another 
Ja Ja difficulty’. The Europeans gave conflicting views of Nana, 
no doubt according to their trade relations w ith him. Some of them 
complained that they could not trade at the hinterland markets 
because they could not get fair play ‘owing to Nana’s great power 
and influence’. Macdonald told these traders that it was for them to 
decide whether they went to the markets to get the oil themselves, 
or trusted the middlemen to do so for them. His concern was that 
those who did decide to go to the markets should obtain protection 
against all forms of molestation.1

The question of Nana preventing the Europeans from going into 
the interior which was raised during this visit was again to come to 
the fore during 1894. Yet there is no record of attempts by Europeans 
to penetrate into the Urhobo country prior to 1891 which were 
stopped by Nana or some other Itsekiri trader. In 1891 Gallwey 
reported that some Europeans had in the previous year attempted 
to go into the interior, but had not done so because they were afraid 
of the hinterland peoples.2 'I he account given by Lloyd of the 
attempts to find a route to the Niger proper, via Patani, can hardly 
be regarded as penetration into the interior? Admittedly , in 187; 
Tsanomi and other Itsekiri traders, as well as the European members 
of the Court of Equity had signed an agreement to the effect that 
all trade at Warri should cease.’ This was designed to protect their 
own position as middlemen not against European penetration into 
the Lrhobo country, but against another .et of Itsykiri middlemen 
whose base was Warri. Had the Patani route be nine well developed 
and regularly used, all that would hav- happened was that the 
trade of the Benin River would I ivc cred, while Patani and other 
places would have grown up as new centres for middlemen trade, 
for the bulk of the oil was not produced along the main Eorcados
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1 !■ <) 8.; 2io<), Macdonald's Report Chapter III: The Forcados Question.
2 < < > s't-- >. \nnual Report, Central Province, 1906.
; Sir Ralph I Icnhatn Rayment Moor. Born i860. Educated at home. Served as 

Ib-.trict Inspector, Royal Irish Constabulary 1881-1891. Deputy Commis­
sioner and Vice-Consul in the Oil Rivers (later Niger Coast Protectorate) 
1892. \cting Commissioner and Consul-General 1892-5. Commissioner and 
Consul-General 1896-1900. High Commissioner, Southern Nigeria, 1900-3. 
Retired 1903. Died 1909.

River but in the hinterland; there is no evidence of any attempt by 
the Europeans to move into this hinterland in the period before 
1891. That was no doubt why Nana and the other Itsekiri traders 
were so welcome in the Urhobo area.

It might be argued that the Europeans did not make any attempt 
to penetrate the interior because they knew that the Itsekiri would 
oppose such a move. The point is whether in the 1880s and 1890s 
the European firms would necessarily have made larger profits if 
they had decided to go to the hinterland themselves, buy the oil, 
and transport it in barges (where these could be used) to the main 
river mouths, at a time when they were not at all sure of the kind of 
reception they would have got from the hinterland peoples. During 
his mission in 1889, Macdonald himself was surprised that although 
‘Ogbe Sobo’ (Aladja) which was only ‘20 minutes launching above 
Warri’ was a rich oil market, the European agents did not make any 
effort to go there themselves.1 On that occasion even though Nana 
was already the most powerful trader, no complaints were brought 
against him. One wonders whether the Europeans merely' put 
forward these complaints because they knew that they were in line 
with the new policy which the Macdonald administration was bound 
to pursue. At any rate, the fact that as late as 1905 the firms were 
still content to remain at the centres where government stations 
were established, and were not setting up depots in the hinterland 
even when it was clear that the Itsekiri could not stop them, is 
evidence that these traders did not consider it necessary to take on 
the added responsibility of sending their agents direct to the pro­
ducer areas.- The reluctance of the European firms to move into 
the interior was also noticeable in the Eastern Delta. There was no 
immediate move into the hinterland after the fall of Jaja. In fact, 
as late as after the Aro expedition, Moor3 complained that the 
European merchants were still unwilling to invest money in the
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1 Tamuno, op. cit., p. 131.
2 See Tamuno, op. cit . p. 364 for a comment the : policies

of Moor and Egerton.
3 Lloyd: ‘Nana Olontu -Governor of the River’, Hr: l/ri J .oc i‘^7. I’ 

609.
4 F.O. 2 64, Nana to Salisbury, 14 J )cccmber t 890 Ex! bit G at Nana’s triaL
5 F.O. 2/64, Macdonald to Nana April 1894 Exhibit M ar 'ana's trial
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development of road transport, which would enable them to trade 
direct with the hinterland producers. They were apparently satis­
fied with their trade at the coastal ‘factories’. Moor complained 
that in this instance trade was waiting for the flag to take the init­
iative, a reversal of the more usual process.1 The explanation for 
the attitude of the firms lay in the fact that the road system of the 
protectorate was as yet undeveloped.2 In the circumstances, it was 
cheaper for the agents to rely on the middlemen using their canoes 
and slaves, than for them to hire canoes and labour and penetrate 
the hinterland.

The real problem which was posed in 1891 was whether Nana was 
still to be regarded as Governor, following the establishment of the 
Macdonald administration. Dr. Lloyd states that with the appoint­
ment of Gallwey as Vice-Consul in charge of the Benin River in 
1891, Nana’s office as Governor ceased to exist and he had no further 
control over trade? It is almost certain that Nana did not see things 
in this light. Clearly, he attended the August meeting in his official 
capacity, and actually made a very impassioned speech about (Mosul 
Annesley who had apparently broken his staff of office and declared 
him deposed. Nana had protested to Lord Salisbury in a petition 
dated 14 December 1890/ but up to the time ot Macdonald’s 
meeting no reply had been received by Nana. Macdonald himself 
still regarded Nana as head of the Itsykiri. It was ma till 1894 that 
he wrote to Nana to the effect that he was no longer t > regard 
himself as head of the Itsekiri, but ot his own family only.' No 
doubt the other Itsekiri continued to regard Nana .1. their head. 
Yet his position was bound to get increauntenable I le stood 
for a system based on power, wealth and davery, the n--.v order 
stood for a system which, while directed t >w ir 1 > it reusing the 
wealth available, sought to make itselt the only, or .it least the 
ultimate, power in the whole of the protector:!'- It w.t, m Nana’s 
interest that the social, political and e-.o.-.onn.. t it:< ,ju-> hotild be
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maintained; the new order was for a reorganization of this status 
quo. A clash of interests was therefore likely, and events moved 
rapidly towards such a clash.

It probably will never be fully known how Nana reacted to the 
new situation created by the inauguration of the 1891 administ­
ration. Matters were not made any easier by the fact that the years 
1891-3, which preceded the year of crisis, were years of commercial 
uncertainty. One reason for the uncertainty was the establishment 
of the Niger Company in the Forcados River area, which made it 
impossible for the Itsekiri traders to go to some of their old markets 
in the Urhobo country unless they were prepared to pay export 
duties which, even by Macdonald’s own account were high, and 
the enforcement of which he considered injurious to trade.1 In 
1891 Macdonald fixed a provisional boundary with the Company. 
By 1892 he was seeking to have this boundary modified because he 
had discovered that it did not conform to any ‘fiscal boundary’.2 
In May 1892, the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce sent a strongly 
worded protest to Lord Salisbury, in which it argued that not only 
would the Company’s duties ‘harass the merchants of the Oil 
Rivers’, but they would also ‘probably lead to conflicts with the 
natives on the grounds of objection’.3 The Niger Company’s duties 
were at first seen as affecting only the Warri district rather than the 
Benin River, but as one of the protest letters pointed out, those in 
the Benin River were bound to sutler equally, because ‘a certain 
portion of the Warree produce’ was taken over to the Benin River.' 
Unfortunately, the Foreign Oilice, preoccupied during these years 
with boundary negotiations with France in various spheres in 
Africa, could not immediately give any definite ruling.5 As the 
Niger Company's claims to territory around the Niger and Benue

1 I'.O. N| 2104, Macdonald to F.O., No. 12, 8 March 1892.
2 I <>. 403 171, Macdonald to I'.O., No. 23, 12 November 1892.
3 F.O 405178, Liverpool Chamber of Commerce to Salisbury, 25 May 1892.
4 I < >. 401.171. Messrs. Kilis, Fislingbury & Co. to Salisbury, 12 January 1892.

Khat there was general apprehension about the effect of the R.N.C. duties 
on trade was shown by the number of protest letters from firms interested: 
F.O. 403 171, \frican Association to Salisbury 5 December 1891; Mr. 
I’innock to Ft)., 14 January 1892; Elder Dempster to Salisbury, 13 January 
1892; Highgate Brothers to Salisbury, 15 January 1892.

5 For a discussion of these negotiations sec Flint, op. cit., Chapter 8.
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1 F <). 403 171, T. V. Lister to various firms interested in the Forcados River 
trade, 18 January 1892.

2 F.O. 84/2194, Harper to Macdonald, 8 November 1892—Enclosure in 
Macdonald to F.O., 8 December 1892.

3 F.O. 2/51, Macdonald to F.O., 12 January 1893.
4 F.O. 2/63, Report on the Administration of the N.C.P. 1891—July 1894.
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were a useful diplomatic weapon in the international bargaining 
that was even then going on, the Foreign Office was tempted to 
uphold the Company’s claims. In a letter to the various firms inter­
ested in the Forcados River trade, the Foreign Office maintained 
that the company was perfectly within the rights of its charter, if it 
decided to establish in the Forcados River area.1 Towards the end 
of 1892, the prevailing confusion led to bloodshed in the Warri 
district, when two canoes loaded with oil attempted to pass the 
revenue hulk of the Niger Company. The Company’s launch gave 
chase. One of the canoes escaped, but the crew of the other was 
forced to run into the bush and when pressed, fired at the launch, 
killing one person. The launch returned fire, killed one man and 
wounded two. This caused general excitement in the area. Harper, 
Acting Vice-Consul for the district, reported that the Itsekiri people 
were all so very excited that there could be a crisis any moment.2 
Macdonald, who was on leave at the time, realised the urgency of 
the situation and urged the Foreign Office to do something to ease 
the tension. In his report for 1892, Macdonald stated categorically 
that trade had suffered as a result of these duties? Nana, like any 
other trader, must have suffered from the general uncertainty which 
seemed to have prevailed, especially during the second half of 1892. 
Such were the events and developments which preceded the crisis 
of 1894.

By 1892 Nana was clearly the greatest of the Itsekiri traders. In a 
report covering the years 1891-4, Macdonald noted that the trade 
of the Benin River was ‘almost entirely in the hand of a powerful 
Jekri chief of the name of Nana’, acknowledging thereby Nana’s 
commercial success. But Macdonald went on to add that Nana was 
‘accustomed ... to rule the river by terrorism’.1 While it is true 
that Nana did, in fact, win a near monopoly of the trade, it is 
questionable whether he did this through terrorist tactics. His trade 
organization in the L'rhobo country, to a large extent, belies this
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accusation. As for the other Itsekiri, the Urhobo claim that men like 
Awala, Dudu and Numa were not prevented from trading in the 
areas to which Nana traded.1 Nana got the better of them by sheer 
superior wealth and ability. This is not to say that Nana’s power, in 
terms of armaments, did not play some part in building up his 
commercial position. The Urhobo realized fully the danger of 
crossing his path, and his rival Itsekiri traders probably considered 
it wiser to keep out of his preserves—thereby facilitating the 
building up of Nana’s monopoly, for as it has been said, nothing 
succeeds like success.

The report on the Benin District for the year 1891-2, gave the 
fullest account of the position in that area. In it Gallwey,2 the vice- 
consul in charge of the district, gave reasons for the slackness of 
trade during the year. He topped his list of causes with ‘the pre­
dominating influence of Chief Nana and the monopoly of trade 
held by him in the early part of the year’. The report indicated that 
Nana was already beginning to lose the monopoly. l or while re­
calling past occasions on which Nana had stopped trade on account 
of unacceptable prices, and pointing out that the ‘Sobo markets’ 
were almost entirely ruled by Nana, he indicated that Nana, ‘a 
fairly sensible man’, was beginning to accept the fact that he must 
allow others to trade where they would.3 In other words, Nana was 
beginning to adjust to the new policy advocated bv the Government 
—that of free trade.

1 Nana is very well remembered among the Lrhobo, and they use 1894, the 
year of his fall, to date births and other event'. Gallwcy in hi. explanation 
for trade being bad in ifyi wrote, *1 am of the opinion that the slackness 
of trade has been, and is due, to the monopoly held by Nana and one or two 
big traders thus confirming the Lrhobo people’s faun that there were other 
Itsekiri traders operating 1 <). 84 2111, Gallwry . report on Visit to I rliobo 
Markets—Macdonald to 1 ()., No. go, 12 lie ember 1891,

2 Lt. Colonel Henry Lionel Gallwey . Hom 1859, edi ate I ( cltenham Caillcge 
and Sandhurst. Entered army 1878. Major 1899 l.t (oh.nelioot Deputy 
Commissioner and vice-consul, f>ij Risers Protectorate 1891 Deputy 
Commissioner and consul, Niger ( oast Protectorate 1897 Acting Ciinsul- 
General Niger Coast Protectorate, Aug. Nov., 1896, Jan , 1897, I cb . 1898- 
Jan., 1899. .Acting High Commissioner, Southern Nigeria March-December, 
1900, Governor St. Helena, 1902. Governor Gambia, 1911. Governor South 
Australia, 1914.

3 F.O. 2/51, Report on the Benin District Oil Rivers Protectorate for the year 
ending 31 July 1892—Enclosure tn Macdonald to I'.O., 12 January 1893.
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The second reason given by Gallwey was the continual quarrels 
which occurred between the middlemen and the oil producers. 
These quarrels, he reported, were of frequent occurrence and 
followed the failure of the Urhobo producers to pay oil for the goods 
with which they had been entrusted. They took the form of fights 
between the ‘boys’ of the Itsekiri traders and those who owed the 
oil, and ended up as slave raids. According to Gallwey, there was 
such a raid just before he took up his duties in 1891, as a result of 
which Nana had taken 200 slaves from one man in the Urhobo 
country. These slaves, however, Nana had returned on the inter­
vention of the Vice-Consul.1 These fights usually led to temporary 
stoppages of trade, stoppages which were almost invariably blamed 
on Nana. This second explanation given for the prevailing unsatis­
factory state of trade is important for Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. 
It calls in doubt the general impression created by other works on 
Nana, that the Urhobo were a helpless, harmless people, the passive 
victims of a powerful, dominating Itsekiri trader-tyrant. It has 
come to be accepted that the Urhobo were far too ill-organized and 
t' o powerless to oppose Nana, or the other Itsekiri during this 
period.- Admittedly, the Urhobo could not equip their own canoes 
Hid face the Itsekiri on the rivers, for they were not as a people 

iter men’, and those who were had not the same access to firearms 
as had the Itsekiri. But they found another way of retaliating: 
refusal to supply oil. It is not unlikely that some such refusals were 
the consequences of dissatisfaction with the methods adopted by 
Nana’s ‘boys’, whose actions were not always pleasant, or in line 
with their master’s known wishes. Gallwey, at this stage, realized 
that the raids and lights were likelv to continue till it was possible to 
establish government stations in the hinterland.3 As Gallwey him­
self hid undertaken a tour of the Ethiope River area in the closing 
months ol iSiji, he had first-hand knowledge of the true situation 
at that time. Thus, at Eku he noted that the people were continually

1 Ibid li is important to note that the raids were as a result of disputes over 
trade, not out ol pure bravado; and that Nana surrendered his captives— 
an mdi' ation that he was already modifying his way of life in line with the 
new administration.

2 Lloyd: The Itiekiri, p. t8t.
3 1.6. 2 51. Report on the Benin District, Oil Rivers Protectorate for the year 

ending 31 July 1892.
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Abraka districts.

2 F.O. 2/51, Report on the Benin District, Oil Rivers Protectorate for the year 
ending 31 July 1892: Enclosure in Macdonald to F.O., 12 January t8o;

3 F.O. 2/64, Evidence of Nana at his trial: Enclosure in Macdonald to F.O. 
No. 49, 13 December 1894.

106

Niger Delta Rivalry

in a state of war with the Itsekiri traders or the neighbouring clans. 
At Oria the people pleaded that they wanted more traders to buy 
their oil, for only Nana’s people were coming, and so could dictate 
their own price which was usually too low. At Okpara, Gallwcy 
discovered that as a result of raids which were part of the com­
mercial relations between the Itsekiri and Lrhobo, the Okpara 
people had seized ‘15 Jekri men’ and the Itsekiri ‘13 Sobo men’. 
Gallwey ordered mutual restoration.1

According to Gallwey, there were three other explanations for the 
slackness of trade. One was the policy of the Oba of Benin, who 
insisted on Itsekiri traders who operated in his dominions paying a 
kind of trade tax, and who stopped trade if this was not paid. 
Another was the difficulty of the middlemen in understanding 
fluctuating prices in the European markets. The third explanation was 
the establishment, by European agents, of factories hip country’? 
It is likely that the factories reterred to were those opened at Sapele, 
where a vice-consulate was established during the year. This had 
caused less trade to flow to the Benin River, the traders preferring 
to stop at Sapele and thereby save themselves miles of canoe 
journey. It is significant that even though the opening of Sapyly 
meant establishing a trading centre at a point much nearer the 
Urhobo oil producers, Nana is not recorded as having done any thing 
to oppose the government. In fact, he claimed during his trial that 
he assisted the government in getting land at .Sapele.3

The situation in 1892, therefore, was one in which Nana and the 
other Itsekiri traders, as well as the L rhobo were, to a very great 
extent, pursuing their accustomed ways of life despite the new fact 
of the establishment of British rule, and using the old sanctions 
with regard to securing trade, and tackling the perennial question of 
debt. At the same time, the presence of British political officers was 
beginning to affect this situation, and to demand .1 modification 
of the old ways of doing things. Both sides by 1892 were beginning,
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however slowly, to react to the new situation. Nana, by Gallwey’s 
own testimony, was definitely attempting to modify his position. 
Gallwcy, for his part, realized and reported that time must be given 
to the Nigerian peoples to adjust their way of life. It looked as if 
there would follow a period during which the Nigerian peoples 
and the British would seek to find an acceptable modus vivendi 
through co-operation. Yet in 1894 there came a crisis which ended 
in war. What is the explanation for this ?

A few of Nana’s papers captured after the expedition of 1894 
provide some clue to the gradual worsening of relations between him 
and the British administration. In June 1892, Gallwey in a peremp­
tory note ordered Nana to recall Ologun, his head slave, from the 
markets and to restrict him to Ebrohiini. He gave no reason neces­
sitating this action.1 In another equally brusque and mysterious 
note a week later, Gallwey wrote: ‘You are playing a very dangerous 
game and I warn you that if I do bring gun-boats into the River, 
1 shall use them’.2 Short of a request that Nana was to see him, this 
was all the letter contained. It probably will never be known what 
called for these letters, or why Gallwey chose to couch them in such 
terms. Possibly, Gallwey had heard one of the many complaints put 
abroad by envious Itsekiri traders in their effort to discredit a rival. 
The unfortunate thing was that Nana was not, as a close study of 
his letters to the Acting Consul-General in 1S94 reveals, easily 
frightened, and it is unlikely that Gallwey’s threats impressed him.

In August of the same year, Hally Hutton, the Benin River 
Acting Vice-Consul, wrote to Nana, informing him that the Vice- 
Consul at Warri had written to say that the Itsekiri traders there w ere 
still frightened to trade at Warri and Sapele, because Nana had not 
sent them word to the effect that they should. According to Hutton, 
Nana had promised to send such a message and he now’ held him 
to his promise? This letter confirms the fact that Nana was a great 
power in the area, and further serves to emphasize the difficulty in 
which this power placed him. It would appear, from a letter by 
Gallwey in December, 1893, that Nana did keep his promise in this 
regard, asked the traders to resume trade, and himself sent up a great

1 F.O. 2/64, Gallwcy to Nana, 15 June 1892—Exhibit A at Nana’s trial.
2 F.O. 2 64, Gallwcy to Nana, 21 June 1892—Exhibit II at Nana’s trial.
3 F.O. 2/64, Hally Hutton to Nana, 9 August 1892—Exhibit I at Nana’s trial.
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1 J O. 2 64, Gallway to Nana, 7 laeceinljer 1891 Inhibit K at Nana’s trial
2 Ibid. In the same letter Gallwey remarked that 2 lr >v. whnh he had put 

in the riser had been removed. He was convinced nobody but Nana’s ‘boys’ 
could do such a thing. He requested that Nana should find the culprits

3 10. 2/64, Gallwey to Nana, 1 December 1893 -Exhibit J at Nana's trial. 
Apparently, Gallwey had not caught any person spreading lies about the 
Government. The question is who told him and with what motives ?

4 Ibid.
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quantity of goods to buy oil—for which act Gallwey charged him 
with enlightened self-interest.1 In this letter, Gallwey informed 
Nana that it was the policy of the British administration that every­
body should be free to trade where he pleased. Everything seemed 
to revolve round Nana, and it is only too likely that other people, 
both Itsekiri and L'rhobo, aware of the fact that any disturbances 
were likely to be attributed to Nana and his ‘boys’, took the opport­
unity of causing such disturbances.- Tension was 
built up between Nana and the British officers.

In December 1893, the position deteriorated. In that month, 
Gallwey went to Okpara to see what the state of trade was like. He 
returned ‘ven dissatisfied with the state of affairs up there’. There 
were various reasons for this dissatisfaction. He charged Nana 
and his boys with ‘spreading lies about the Government’ to the 
Urhobo people and thereby setting the latter against the govern­
ment. If he caught anyone so doing, he warned, he would make a 
lasting example of him for the benefit of Nana, his boys and his 
‘Sobo friends’? Secondly, Eddu, whom Gallwey described as Nana’s 
headman, had refused to see him when he (Gallwey) had summoned 
him, on the grounds that Nana had not indicated that he should do 
so. Here was a perfectly understandable relationship between a 
headman and his master; but it annoyed Gallwey beyond measure. 
Another of Nana’s men, Lbari, refused to let his people sell chicken 
to the Vice-Consul saying, according to Gallwey, that Nana had not 
given him any such instructions. These incidents so offended 
Gallwey that he wrote in his letter to Nana, ‘Had my soldiers been 
with me I would have made prisoners of Lbari and Eddu—and 
probablv burnt Lbari’s house’? These incidents arc illustrative 
of the control Nana had over his men. Although Okpara was so far 
from Ebrohimi, they would not do anything which they thought 
would enrage their master. Gallwcy’s reaction to the situation
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i b’.O. 3/64, Nani's evidence at his trial.
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4 F.O. 2 64, Hugh Lecky to Nana, 27 March 1894—Exhibit L at Nana's trial.
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suggests that he regarded Eddu’s and Ubari’s attitudes as a personal 
insult, for there was scarcely anj’ matter of government policy in­
volved in these two incidents, except in so far as they helped to 
demonstrate that the ordinary people did not yet regard the British 
government as the final authority in the land. Gallwey ordered Nana 
to remove Eddu and Ubari from Okpara and punish them. When 
this letter was tendered as evidence to prove Nana’s misdeeds 
during his trial, he began his defence with, ‘I could not understand 
why Captain Gallwey had spoken so strongly’.1 According to Nana 
Eddu was not a slave but a freeborn man and head of the Itsekiri 
community at Okpara. He had not sent Eddu to Okpara. Yet on 
receipt of Gallwey’s letter he had recalled Eddu from Okpara 
‘and put him in chains’. He had inquired of Gallwey whether he 
should send Eddu down to the consulate. But Gallwey had sent to 
say that since Eddu had been removed from Okpara he was satisfied.2 
In the same letter Gallwey charged Nana with injuring trade 
(without saying how) adding in a postscript that Harrison, a rival 
trader, and a relation of Dogho who was also a government inter­
preter, was of the same opinion. ‘Should I find you out’, he con­
cluded, ‘you must expect full punishment’.3 The year 1893 thus 
ended with an atmosphere of tension and suspicion between Nana 
and the British. Apart from the charge of setting the Urhobo 
against the government which was not definitely brought home to 
Nana, most of the incidents were of a relatively minor nature, and 
yet it would appear that they were used to set the stage for the 
drama that was to be enacted during the following year. One can 
hardly avoid the suggestion that in all this, there was some element 
of a clash of personalities.

In March, 1894, Hugh Lecky, Acting Vice-Consul at the Benin 
River, wrote to Nana to the effect that he had heard that Nana was 
intending to ‘chop’ some Urhobo at Uria near Abraka. Lecky 
warned that as such action was likely to lead to a stoppage of trade, 
Nana would be held responsible for any such stoppage.4 It was 
probably this alleged intention of Nana to raid some Urhobo that
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led Macdonald to write to Nana in April, informing him that, as 
the British administration, was already fully established, he was no 
longer to regard himself as ‘Governor’ but as head of his house 
only.1

In May, A. F. Locke (Consular Agent) reported that he heard that 
the trade up the Benin River was stopped. He went on to investigate 
and was told by ‘several of the Abraka and Uriah chiefs’ that they 
had done no trade for a number of months. They blamed this on 
Chief Nana who, they said, had not allowed them to trade at the 
waterside. At the same time ‘in their interior villages their people 
were always being seized and taken away by Nana or by people 
acting under his orders’.2 Locke obtained a list of those who had 
been seized and wrote to Nana asking that these people be returned.3

It was this ‘unsettled state of affairs’ which brought Acting 
Consul-General Ralph Moor to the Benin River in June 1894. He 
discovered that trade was ‘almost entirely stopped owing principally 
to the acts of the people of Chief Nana in seizing Sobo people and 
generally terrorizing the locality of the Ethiope River’.1 Accordingly, 
he wrote to Nana on 23 June, inviting him to the vice-consulate 
to discuss the situation.1 Nana replied that as a result of deaths in 
his family and the illness of his brother, he would not be able to 
attend the meeting, but offered to send Tonwe, a relation and 
trusted messenger, to represent him.’ Moor, while regretting the 
misfortunes which had befallen Nana, thought the issues involved 
so vital, that he urged Nana to attend at the Vice-Consulate the next 
day.7 But Nana pleaded that the custom of his people forbade him 
to leave home so soon after the deaths he had mentioned in his 
previous letter." On receipt of this, M<*>r wrote a detailed letter in 
which he gave Nana certain directives. First, Moor indicated that 
the Urhobo ‘chiefs’ up the Ethiope were being prevented by Nana’s 
people from trading down the waterside markets and that this was

1 Ibid., Macdonald to Nana, April 1894 Exhibit M at Nana’-. trial.
2 Ibid., Evidence of Locke at Nana's trial.
3 Ibid., Locke to Nana, to July 1894 Exhibit B at Nana’', trial. 

F.O., 2/63, Moor to F.O., No. 22, 6 August 1894.
F.O. 2 64, Moor to Nana, 23 June 1894 Exhibit N at Nana’s trial

6 Nana to Moor, 24 June 1894 Exhibit O at Nana’s trial
7 Ibid., Moor to Nana, 24 June 1894—Exhibit P at Nana’s trial.
8 Ibid., Nana to Moor, 25 June 1894—Exhibit Q_at Nana's trial.
110



The regime of Chief Nana

in

1 I O. 2.64, Moor to Nana, 25 June 1894 -Exhibit R at Nana’s trial.
2 F.O. 2 '64, Nana to Moor, 25 June 1894—Exhibit S at Nana’s trial.
3 F.O. 2/63, Moor to F.O., No. 22, 6 August 1894.

in direct contradiction of government policy and orders. Nana was 
to order his men to desist from so doing, and to send a message to 
the Urhobo, informing them that he had so ordered his men. 
Secondly, Moor ordered that Nana should recall his head slave 
Ologun from Eku because this man was generally terrorizing the 
people; and lastly, that Nana should release the Urhobo people 
seized by Ologun. Nana was given two weeks within which to 
comply with these instructions. In the meantime,

No canoe belonging to you or your people will be allowed to pass up 
the Ethiope River for any purpose whatsoever.1

In his reply of the same date, Nana stated his case. He denied that 
he had given orders to his ‘boys’ to stop the Urhobo from going to 
the waterside markets, and promised to send to warn the ‘boys’ 
concerned, and to inform the Urhobo accordingly. As for the 
Urhobo seized by Ologun, these were men given in payment to 
Ologun for outstanding debts. The Eku people, argued Nana, 
owed him 200 puncheons of oil out of which they had paid only 
twenty-one. Ologun, he pointed out, had been resident at Eku for a 
long time and was familiar with the way things were done there. 
However, since it was the government’s desire that Ologun should 
be recalled, he would recall him, though he added a plea that the 
Consul-General would allow Ologun to return at a later date to 
collect the debt still outstanding.- As it transpired at the trial, Nana 
did recall (Ilogun from his station.

Alter the above exchange of letters, the two weeks allowed Nana 
to carry out his instructions were allowed to pass. Moor returned 
thereafter to the Henin River and, according to him, discovered 
that his instructions had not been carried out (even though Ologun 
had definitely been recalled). Therefore,

I stopped the trading of Nana and his people in the Ethiope River, 
establishing a blockade against them at its mouth and seizing any of 
their canoes that attempted to pass.3

Nana was kept informed about the above decision. At the same 
time, a proclamation was issued generally banning war canoes from
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the rivers—war canoes being described as ‘any armed canoe, or 
canoe carrying armed men’.1 In the letter in which Moor informed 
Nana of the steps he was taking, he argued that by seizing people 
because of debt, Nana was taking the law into his own hands; Nana 
was to remember that he was only head of his house, and should 
not endeavour to settle disputes which arose outside that house. 
If he desired to claim the debt owed to him by the Eku people, 
he had first to hand over the people seized, then make his case at 
the consular court.2 In other words, while other people were still 
using the old sanctions for making good their debt, Nana was ex­
pected not to use these sanctions.

From this point on, Moor was determined that only force, or at 
least a show of force, would satisfactorily meet the developing 
situation. When he returned to the district in July, he brought with 
him one officer and twenty men of the Niger Coast Protectorate 
Force to strengthen the one officer and fifty men in the district. His 
main reason for this action was that he had heard, while at Bonny, 
that Nana intended to attack ‘two friendly chiefs, Dore and Dudu’. 
By now he had a total force of three officers and eighty-seven men. 
Not satisfied with this force, he wrote for H.M.S. Alecto to be in 
attendance. The Alecto duly arrived on 30 July 1894. Moor then 
summoned a meeting of all the Itsekiri chiefs to discuss the situa­
tion.3

In the meantime, Nana had written to Moor, telling him that 
he had heard rumours that if he attended at the vice-consulate, he 
would be seized and deported like Jaja, and that therefore, he was 
afraid to attend the meeting summoned.* Moor wrote back to re­
assure him on this point, informing him that he could come in his 
war canoes for the meeting.1 By this time Nana himself had ap­
parently lost faith in Moor, and was genuinely afraid. Lp to 2 
August, he still pleaded to be represented by some other chief at the 
meeting. In a letter dated 2 August, he asked that Chief Ogbc be 
allowed to represent him. In the same letter he complained that
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canoes carrying food for him and his people were being seized on 
the orders of Mr. Locke, and that this act increased his fear. He 
argued that his rivals were spreading many ‘talcs’ against him, 
ending with a promise to accept the decisions that the other chiefs 
would arrive at.1

Nana did not attend the meeting of 2 August. At that meeting 
the chiefs present (virtually all the important traders) signed a 
treaty of the 1884 type, with an additional clause which regarded 
the 1894 treaty as a ratification of that of 1884. Offences committed 
in the past would be forgiven on the signing of this treaty, and the 
faithful observance of its terms. The new treaty did not exclude 
clauses VI and VII as in 1884. Moor sent a copy of the treaty to 
Nana and told him he was at liberty to sign it, but only at the vice­
consulate. Through the same letter he observed that Nana had 
placed an obstruction—‘a gate’—across the creek leading to Ebro- 
himi. Nana was ordered to remove this ‘gate’ at once, or face 
'serious consequences’. The blockade of his town was to be inten­
sified and any of his canoes found ‘on any of the waters of the 
Benin or Warri districts’, would be seized and forfeited. If occu­
pants of such canoes refused to stop when hailed, they would be 
fired upon.'- Nana’s reply was to the effect that the ‘gate’ had been 
placed there by his father, as a means of defence against attacks 
by rival Itsckiri traders, and not for purposes of war against the 
government. Rather foolishly perhaps, he added that if he saw 
government launches going up the creek, he would regard such an 
act as a declaration of war.3

On 3 August, as Nana had not ordered the removal of the barrier, 
Moor ordered Lieutenant-Commander Heugh of the Aledo to 
remove it with mines. 1 his took some time to accomplish as the 
barrier was well built, and required ten mines each with fifteen 
charges to destroy it. During this operation ‘four or more shots’ 
were fired by Nana’s men, the British party replying with about 
hall a dozen shots and two 'rockets’. The first shots had been ex­
changed and Moor considered that a state of war now existed, though

1 I < >. 2 <>|, Nana to Moor, 2 August 1894—Exhibit X at Nana’s trial.
2 !■’ < >. 2. h |. Moor to Nana, 2 August 1894—Exhibit T at Nana’s trial. A copy 

of the new treaty was attached to this letter.
3 f '.O. 2'64, Nana to Moor, 4 August 1894—Exhibit Z at Nana’s trial.

H3



Niger Delta Rivalry

1 P.O. 2/63, Moor to 1' 0., No. 22, 6 August 1804.
2 F.O. 2/63, Moor to F.O., No. 23, 8 August 1894.
3 Ibid.
114

he still hoped that Nana would surrender. In his dispatch to the 
Foreign Office, he informed his employers that should Nana decide 
to surrender, he would only accept such surrender if Nana agreed 
to pay a fine of £500, and gave up all arms and ammunition which 
he would not be entitled to have under an Arms and Ammunition 
Ordinance which had been approved by the Secretary of State and 
which was shortly to come into force.1

From this time on, Moor concentrated on building up evidence 
against Nana. He reported that ‘a party of Idzos from a village under 
the control of Chief Nana’ had attacked and burnt down the village 
of Bobi. The Ijo chief was summoned to the vice-consulate to 
account for theaction of his men but refused to turnup. Moorattribu- 
ted this refusal to the advice given by Nana. A force under Major 
Copland-Crawford and Captain Scarfe of the Niger Coast Pro­
tectorate Force, together with a party of marines under Heugh, 
were sent to sack the Ijo village.- Another incident at Evhro, home 
town of Nana’s mother, was also attributed to Nana. A dispute had 
arisen among the local traders at the Evhro market on 26 July 1894. 
Erigbe, the ‘chief’, apparently ordered his fighting men to attack the 
disputants. As a result, goods were destroyed and a number of 
people injured. As in the former case, Erigbe was ordered to report 
to the vice-consulate but failed to show up. On .8 August, Moor 
himself led a force of the milltar. and a detachment of the marines 
under Heugh to Evhro and sought to get Erigbe ‘to palaver’. When 
this proved unsuccessful, Lvhro was attacked and 'the greater part 
of the town was fired and burnt down’ Moor hoped that the ‘severe 
lesson’ would have an excellent effect in settli:; the disturbed state 
of the district.3

The explanation for the rather heavy puni .hrnents inflicted on the 
Ijo village and Evhro was that the Ijo chief and I.rigbc were, as 
seen bv Moor, ‘staunch adherents' of Nana, and therefore their 
actions constituted a demonstration in favour of N ina. By July and 
August, the general state of the Benin and Warn districts was 
disturbed; vet Moor seemed to have thought that in the circumstan­
ces, men like Erigbe would willingly travel to the vicc-consulatc.
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There was little evidence to show that either the Ijo chief or Erigbe 
acted on the instructions of Nana. Moor himself reported that Erigbe 
had ‘caused much trouble for a long time past by his piratical acts 
in seizing boys, canoes and produce passing down his town’.1 
If this wits based on fact, and not on a desire to paint Erigbe in 
such colours as would excuse his action in burning down the town, 
it would further strengthen the argument that the whole process of 
seizing ‘boys’, canoes and produce was not confined to Nana or the 
Itsekiri. All those whose geographical locations and power enabled 
them to do so, seemed to have indulged in it. It was part of the risks 
of commercial enterprise during that age. Again, if the actions of 
the two chiefs was a demonstration in favour of Nana, then Nana 
must have been well worth such demonstration. It should be remem­
bered that by this time, Nana’s town was under blockade and he 
himself was unable to leave Ebrohimi. The trial of force between 
him and the British had, in fact, already begun, and the two chiefs in 
question were doubtless aware of this fact. If despite the evidence 
of British hostility towards Nana, these men chose to stand by him 
and risk their towns being burnt, it is unlikely that Nana was the 
‘sable tvrant’ and perpetrator of‘sickening atrocities’ portrayed by 
Bindloss. - Such a tyrant would scarcely have kept the loyalty of the 
victims of his tyranny—for so are the Urhobo generally portrayed— 
when once a new and presumably superior force arrived on the 
scene.

In the meantime, Nana continued to write to Moor to plead for a 
settlement though refusing to accept Moor’s essential condition 
that he must report to the vice-consulate in order to settle the 
dispute. By 22 August, Moor had come to the conclusion that a 
greater show of force was necessary, and sent for another gun boat 
and seven powder field piece from Lagos. The Phoebe was sent by 
the n ival authorities in answer to Moor’s demands and he himself 
took two officers and too men to reinforce troops already concen­
trated m the Benin river region. If this show of force failed to pers­
uade Nana to come to terms, Moor thought that more active 
measures would have to be taken, and Chief Nana and his advisers 
removed from the District.3
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the beginning of the real

1 Margery Perham and Mary Bull: The Dianes vf I "rd I urard. London to6;. 
Vol. IV, p. 78. Lugard’s comments show that there was, unhl this incident, 
a real desire to fight against Nana.

2 F.O. 2/63, Moor to F.O., No. 25A, 31 August 1894.
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There was considerable levity on the part of the marines about 
the impending encounter with Nana. It was not fully realized that 
Ebrohimi was particularly difficult of access, and that it was strongly 
fortified and well supplied with arms and ammunition, and Nana’s 
men on the whole well organized. These arms and ammunition 
had not been amassed for the definite purpose of‘trying conclusions’ 
with the British, as Moor was later to argue. All leading traders were 
fully armed for their own self-defence, and arms and ammunition 
constituted a most valuable article of trade. The foretaste of what 
Nana was capable of doing came when Lieutenant-Commander 
Heugh decided to reconnoitre, with a view to fixing the exact position 
of Ebrohimi. The reconnoitring part}' ran into heavy fire from a 
masked battery, which resulted in at least three deaths and five 
injured. As Lugard, who was then passing through to Jebba, noted 
in his diary, ‘the result of this business’ was ‘a great scare’.

These young chaps see what liar means—they were horrified and I 
fancy it has cooled off their martial ardour a good deal and they no 
longer ‘hope to goodness Nana won’t give in without a fight after all 
our preparations’ as they said to me before.1

Moor reported that Heugh’s venture was against his orders but, as 
Heugh argued, the venture had indicated what the British were to 
expect from Nana. From now on preparations for a full-scale war 
were made.2

On 29 August, what Moor described as a 
was attempted. This could be regarded as 
war. The entire force available was landed, and an effort was made 
to get through to Nana’s town by c ;'tin/ a road through the man­
grove swamp. This was found impossible nder the circumstances, 
as heavy though inaccurate fire was kept up by Nana’s men all 
through the period of reconnoitrin'.' N . ertheh-.s, the exercise 
helped to show that the town was well fortified and armed, and 
gave the attacking British an even clearer idea of the task ahead 
It was decided that if the town was to be taken, at least two more
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gunboats were needed, and these were immediately sent for. 
Pending the arrival of these gunboats Ebrohimi was subjected to 
incessant shelling in an endeavour to force Nana and his men to 
surrender.1

It will be seen that nothing new, save the reported actions of the 
I jo chief and Erigbe of Evhro, had happened since May when Nana 
was alleged to have seized L'rhobo people. Ologun, the offending 
head slave, had been recalled; and according to Nana, three of the 
men seized from Abraka had been returned to the vice-consulate.2 
The war was being fought now because the administration had 
come to the conclusion that Nana’s power had to be broken. The 
dispatch of 15 September did not give any new reasons for the war. 
The old story of Nana’s terrorism over an area alleged to be 120 
miles inland and fifty to sixty miles broad was repeated, and the 
impossibility of allowing such a situation to continue stressed. 
According to this dispatch, Nana had written to plead for peace, 
but his letter showed that ’he was under the impression that a 
settlement could be effected by which he could retain his position 
and power to a great extent’.3 Moor replied to the effect that the 
only solution was absolute, unconditional surrender; and, to his 
superiors at the Foreign Office, Moor suggested Nana’s deportation 
as the only rightful and effective punishment.1

The ships requisitioned arrived on tS September, together with 
the supreme commander on the West Coast, Rear-Admiral F. G. 
Bedford himself. The entire naval strength on the West Coast was 
thus concentrated on Ebrohimi, with virtually all the military 
forces of the protectorate, undoubtedly the most impressive battle 
array ever assembled in the protectorate, and in a sense, a tribute 
to Nana’s power and organizational ability. Shelling and the 
blockade were intensified until 23 and 24 September, when it was 
again decided to cut a path through under heavy but erratic fire. 
(In the 25th, the final attack was made at 5.30 a.m., and it speaks 
well lor the vigilance of the beleaguered that this attack was antici­
pated, for, fifteen minutes after it had begun, heavy fire was
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; retted on the attackers from the town. By 9 a.m.

Nana and some of his henchmen, were, however, no longer in the 
During the shelling and blockade, Nana had conceived the 

:t digging a canal to the river through which to escape. This 
,rk - as not finished before the attack of the 25th, so he escaped 
: car.oe through the creeks. On the 28th this canoe together with 

r...- be'.:?.gings and papers were found, Nana himself having again 
escaped capture.2 He eventually got to Lagos where he surrendered 
idrnsel: t. the Governor. The power of the last, and the greatest, 

if coastal chiefs had been broken.
1: - _.d appear that the war just concluded was fought in order 
*-t right the ‘unsettled state of affairs’ brought about by ‘acts 

: d: “e.p’.e of Chief Nana in seizing Sobo people’,3 or in order to 
rti-per. ie trade which Nana was alleged to have stopped in the 
--.th- area. Indeed, this has been the official view and that of all

Srlnsh writers on the subject.* This view requires careful exam- 
ranrn. Enough has been said about Nana’s relations with the 
'dm.Sj f.r it to be clear that the events in the L'rhobo country 
ii immediately preceded the war were no more than normal 

icn-rrences typical of the age. The closure of markets was an 
t. - mi. sanction designed to help in settling disputes arising user 
trade It was a phenomenon common to mans \\ est Af rican peoples 
at time, a phenomenon which, as will be shown, the British 
..•ten used as the excuse for furthering their imperial ambitions.

The real clue to Nana’s fall lay partly in the internal rivalries 
itn.nz the Itsekin traders, but chiefly in the aims and ambitions 
it tie British administration. There can be little doubt that most 

*hat reached the ears of the consular authorities were the talcs 
Ttieccri traders outrivalled by Nana. Chief Dogho and his cousin, 

Harta’.in, were two such rivals, and as Nana stated in his defence, 
Z was the ancient feud between his father and the Numa faction 
that lay at the bottom of some of his trouble. Indeed, he charged 
Lx/gho with having openly declared that he (Dogho) would sec that
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monopoly. In this 
part of the reason

he got into trouble.1 In the circumstances, it was no surprise that 
Dogho and those generally described as ‘friendly chiefs’, but who, 
in fact, constituted a rival group who chafed under Nana’s com­
mercial success, performed such useful services during the active 
operations and during the mopping up organized by Macdonald, 
that Dogho, now regarded by the British as the leading Itsekiri, 
was awarded a commemorative medal, the first of a number he was 
to win in a career of faithful, if extremely profitable, service to the 
British administration in the then Warri Province.2 The rancour 
of the Tsanomi-Olomu war in which Olomu defeated Tsanomi 
was accentuated by the unprecedented success of Olomu’s son in 
trade, a success which drove most of the other traders from the area 
in which Nana operated, thereby giving him a 
internal, purely Itsekiri situation, is to be seen 
for Nana's fall.

By 1894 Nana’s position had become incompatible with the aims 
of the British administration. Indeed, the establishment in 1891 
of a more formal system of government in the Niger Delta was a 
pointer to the fact that the British Government had abandoned 
their policy of indifference in the affairs of the various Nigerian 
peoples, and adopted a new one of active intervention. The 1890s 
and the early years of this century were, therefore, occupied by 
various expeditions to ‘pacify’ the hinterland of the coastal districts. 
In the process of this ‘pacification’, not only were the hinterland 
peoples to be brought more directly under British rule, but all 
recalcitrant coastal chiefs and people were to be reduced. The Nana 
episode must be seen therefore, as no more than one in a series 
designed to achieve Britain’s imperial ambition, in the face of French 
and German rivalry in other spheres. Parallels to the Nana drama 
could be found elsewhere along the W est Goast of Africa.

The Ijebu expedition of' 1892, as Dr. A. B. Aderibigbe has so 
clearly pointed out, was organized not because it was necessary to 
break up ‘the intransigent Yorubas of the “coast” and force them 
to surrender their control of the trade routes’ in order that ‘Chris­
tianity, commerce and civilization’ might flourish in the hinterland, 
but because the forward party at the British Colonial Office, ably

1 It) 2 O4, Evidence of Nana at his trial.
2 Ifojtlio’s career is more fully discussed in Chapter 5.
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represented by Gilbert Carter in Lagos, wanted British rule extended 
to Ijebu and beyond. But it would have been naive to put forward 
this as the reason for the expedition. Instead, the Ijebu were ac­
cused of trade monopoly, refusing to allow free passage through their 
territory and dishonouring the terms of a spurious treaty signed on 
behalf of the Ijebu by Carter’s own nominees.1 In Sierra Leone, 
the Government was also busy extending its rule into the interior. 
Governor Fleming was reported to have said at a banquet in 
England in June 1893:

Let us do all in our power to preserve the possessions we now have.... 
Let us do all in our power to extend their boundaries into the interior 
of the continent.2

The preservation and extension of these possessions entailed loss of 
independence on the part of the West African peoples concerned. 
When after 1890 the British Government in the then Gold Coast 
decided to alter its policy of non-intervention in Ashanti, it sent the 
Badger mission to the Asantehene to complain that the unsettled 
state of Ashanti resulted in bad trade, and that this would have to 
be rectified. But it was not bad trade that was exercising the mind 
of that administration, so much as the fact that by 1890, as Ward 
argues, ‘circumstances had changed. The British were no longer . . . 
the only colonizing power in this part of West Africa’. '1 here were 
the French in the Ivory Coast; the Germans in Togoland; and 
both powers had their eyes on the Gold Coast. British imperial 
interests demanded that Ashanti should be reduced. < fccasion had 
to be found to translate this desire into practical reality. When in 
1890 the Asantehene refused the British offer of ‘protection’, it 
was clear that he would have to be removed. By 1895, the year after 
Nana’s fall, the assault on the Asantehene began. The ultimatum 
which was sent to him charged him with failure to keep open the 
roads; with hindering trade; and with cncoura/m • human .acri- 
fices.3 There is a striking similarity between the . ■ • ■ y . and those
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levied against Nana only the year before, and those which were to 
be levied against the Qba of Benin, a year after the Ashanti ex­
pedition of 1896.

The fall of Nana was, therefore, not accomplished in order to 
save the Urhobo from the ravages of his ‘boys’, or in order to 
increase the trade of the area. These were no more than plausible 
excuses. If the fall of Nana saved some of the Urhobo from the 
occasional raids of his ‘boys’, this was only incidental. As in the 
case of Ijebu and Ashanti, so in this, the real reasons for the ex­
pedition ‘could not be openly avowed, and so other reasons had to 
be found’.' The Ebrohimi expedition of 1894 became necessary 
because the British administration in the Niger Coast Protectorate 
was determined to demonstrate to the Nigerian people concerned 
that it was the supreme, the ultimate, power in the land. In fact 
Moor gave the case away when he wrote:

It has too long been the custom of the people of Benin and Warri 
districts to say that they know no government but Chief Nana and it 
has now become necessary to convince them to the contrary.2

This declaration, rather than the case which Moor built up in his 
dispatches to justify his action, explains the Ebrohimi expedition 
of 1894. If the above reason explains the expedition, it cannot justify 
it. Both (iallwey and Macdonald had, by their own reports, shown 
that Nana was aware of the need to modify his mode of life to suit 
the changing circumstances. It is strange, therefore, that it was 
found necessary after only three years to wage a war against him. 
Surely, it was difficult to expect Nana to resign so much power, so 
much wealth, and so much influence, within so short a period.

In the circumstances, Nana’s trial, which followed the end of the 
war, could be no more than a mere formality designed to satisfy 
anyone who might raise the cry of 'British justice’. Moor had made 
it clear that only one solution—the deportation of Nana—could 
meet the case. The trial was designed to secure that end. Mac­
donald himself hurried back from leave to handle this phase of the 
epi -"de. Nana was charged with making war on ‘Her Majesty the 
Queen in the Niger Coast Protectorate’ in an endeavour to avoid
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earn ing out the terms of the 1884 treaty (a treaty which had defin­
itely excluded free trade); with committing a breach of the peace 
and inciting others to commit a similar breach; with failing to earn­
out the terms of the 1884 treaty in so far as he acted in opposition 
to the British consular officers in the execution of the duties allotted 
to them, and refusing their advice in matters related to the admin­
istration of justice, the interests of commerce and the resources of 
the country.1

The evidence was carefully called to show that Nana, both at 
home and in the L’rhobo markets, had been guilty of terrorism and 
frightful barbarities, rather than to prove the charges officially 
levelled against him. The chief prosecution witness was Ralph 
Moore himself, who displayed remarkable ability in misrepre­
senting the facts contained in the various letters which he tendered 
in evidence.2 Tonwe, Nana’s trusted messenger, virtually turned 
Queen’s evidence, and detailed acts of barbarism committed by his 
fallen master in Ebrohimi, perjuring himself in the process as Nana’s 
cross-examination of him showed? Nana’s own statement of de­
fence has been constantly referred to elsewhere in this chapter. 
Here only a few more points need be raised. He argued that he 
planned no attack on Dudu and Dogho as alleged by the prose­
cution; that as he was confined to Ebrohimi, he could not be held 
responsible for events along the Ethiope during the period; that 
when he heard about the Evhro incident, he had sent to investigate, 
and had left a warning that ‘the white man’ was not to be fired at. 
As for the acts of injustice which Nana was alleged to have com­
mitted in Ebrohimi, he explained that he had merely acted according 
to the laws of his people, and had kept Gallwey informed? Nana 
was found guilty on all counts and sentenced to deportation for life.

Nana was first deported to the Cross River, from where in 1896,
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he was removed to Christianbourg Castle in Accra, and granted an 
allowance often shillings a day (later increased to i2/6d) for himself 
and four members of his family.1 He remained in Accra till 1906 
when, after a series of petitions in which he pleaded to be allowed 
to return to his country, he was allowed to return to the town of 
‘America’ (now known as Nana town) near Koko, where his brother 
was then staying.'- By this time Moor and Gallwey, his implacable 
enemies, who had reported adversely on all his petitions up to 1902, 
had left the scene, and the British were sufficiently well established 
in the area to be more accommodating than during the earlier period. 
The government seemed as eager to treat him well on his return, 
as they had been to find fault with him in 1894. He was granted an 
allowance of £10 a month for two years, during which time it was 
hoped he would have settled down sufficiently well to look after 
himself? The fears expressed earlier by Moor, and in 1906 by Mr. 
Fosbery, that Nana would find it extremely difficult, if not impos­
sible, to settle down to life as a private individual4 did not material­
ize, as the ex-governor with characteristic vigour and application, 
built a new town on the model of Ebrohimi, and was soon contri­
buting his share to the general development of the Province and 
of Koko in particular.

Nana’s home-coming was greeted with jubilation by some of the 
Itsckiri, and even more so by the L'rhobo people with whom he had 
had connexions. Canoe-loads of people from Ovwia, Aladja and 
other places in the Udu clan, Mogba and Ukan in Agbarho clan, 
and Okpara in Agbon clan went to meet him with presents to 
rejoice at his return. Gifts of ‘bullocks’ came from Mogba, Ukan 
and Okpara. Constant visits by private individuals continued for a 
long time after his return, and some of those who had been ‘freed’

1 (444 2, Mcx>r to CO., No. 150, 23 September 1899.
2 < SO. tz 25, I-'ilc 1071 06, CO to Officer Administering the Government 

ot Nigeria, No. 259, (* July 1906.
3 C.SO. 12 25. Provincial Commissioner, Warri, to District Commissioner, 

Sapclc. 10 September 1906. The Provincial Commissioner wrote: ‘His 
Excellency, is anxious that Chief Nana should be well treated by the Govern­
ment and he hopes that Interpreters and Police do not unnecessarily “rub it 
in" that he is not the powerful chief he once was’.

4 C.O. 520/35, Minute from Mr. Fosbery, 19 April 1906—Enclosure in Egerton 
to C.O., No. 124, 12 May 1906.
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1 C.O. 520/37, Enclosure 4 in Egerton to CO., Confidential, 31 October 1906.
2 C.S.O. 14. 8, Telegram from Resident, Warn, to Secretary, Southern Pro­

vinces, 4 July 1916. 1 or a more detailed study of Nana Olornu, see Obaro 
Ikime: Merchant Prince vj the Niger Delta, London 1968.
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by the British expedition of 1894 willingly went back to work for 
him. These manifestations of love and loyalty were so genuine and 
obvious, that they excited the envy of Chief Dogho, by now the 
leading figure in Itsekiriland. Dogho therefore grabbed at the first 
opportunity he got, to ask the government to reassure him that 
Nana would not be allowed to become the powerful personage he 
had been before.1 Ten years after his return, Nana died on 3 July 
1916.2

The regime of Chief Nana continued, and in certain ways, inten­
sified the process of intermingling between the Itsekiri and the 
Urhobo to which reference was made in the last chapter. Nana’s 
trade organization was such that many of his ‘boys’ were resident 
for long periods in Urhoboland. He himself went on occasional 
tours of the areas in which he had trading interests. His commercial 
connexions led him to marry from a number of L'rhobo clans— 
Abraka, Agbarho and L'du—and to make friends in others. Al­
though attention has been focused on Nana, it should be remem­
bered that other Itsekiri traders like Dudu, Awala and Numa also 
traded with the L'rhobo during this period. They too, like Nana, 
had their own friends, relations by marriage, and trading settlements 
in Urhoboland. There was thus increased social and commercial 
intercourse between the Itsekiri and the Lrhobo during the closing 
decades of the nineteenth century.

It is perhaps a pity for Itsykiri-Lrhobo relations that it was Nana’s 
relations with the L'rhobo that provided the occasion for Nana’s 
fall. The events of 1894 which preceded the British offensive were 
so magnified by the British administration as to create the im­
pression that the Lrhobo were a weak, downtrodden people, ill- 
used by Nana. This, as has been constantly pointed out in this 
chapter, was not really so. .As a matter of fact, the regime of Chief 
Nana provides, perhaps, the clearest illustration of the relations 
which existed between the Lrhobo and their Itsykin neighbours, 
before the establishment of British rule began to introduce new 
factors into the lives of both peoples. Itsykiri-L rhobo relations in
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these years were mostly social and economic. Nana was a powerful 
and successful trader who controlled virtually all the trade of the 
Abraka, Agbarho, Agbon, Evhro and Udu clans. Nana’s power in 
terms of men, canoes, and armaments enabled him to keep control 
of the trade which he and his father before him had secured through 
friendship and inter-marriage with leading Urhobo families having 
both political and social influence in their respective clans. He 
became so powerful and wealthy that the Urhobo held him in awe 
and great respect, the more so since all those Urhobo who took the 
field against him were defeated. In these circumstances, it was easy 
for the outside observer (especially if he were a foreigner like the 
British administrative officers) to see Nana as the overlord and ruler 
of the Urhobo. And because Nana’s success was, to some extent, 
based on the physical force he could muster, it was also easy to see 
in him a tyrant, who maintained his position in Urhoboland by 
superior force.

'l et Nana was not really the tyrant Moor would have us believe. Nor 
did he regard himself as the ruler of the Urhobo people, despite his 
undoubted power and the great control he exercised over the 
economic life of those clans with which he traded. His preoccu­
pation with seeking the co-operation of those who today would be 
described as the political leaders of the Urhobo clans with which he 
was associated, shows that he did not conceive of himself as the 
ruler of those with whom he traded. The fact is that in those days 
nothing called for a definition of the political relations between the 
Itsekiri and the Urhobo. The fact that Nana was the son of an 
Urhobo woman, and that he himself was married to a number of 
Urhobo women was enough for him to be regarded as a brother, 
in an age when marriage connexions meant much more than they 
have come to mean in our ow n time. This same fact affected Nana’s 
treatment of the Urhobo people and explains his tendency to put 
right the wrongs committed by his ‘boys’. But it was not always 
possible for Nana to maintain perfect amity with the Urhobo in a 
turbulent age. (Quarrels and fights there were—quarrels and fights 
which only served to show Nana’s superior might.

If Nana and the men of his age did not see Itsekiri-Urhobo 
relations in terms of ruler and ruled, Nana’s regime did, neverthe­
less, provide a proud reference point for later generations of Itsekiri

125



Niger Delta Rivalry

126

men. It was easy for them to see in Nana’s great power and his 
success in his wars against the Urhobo, a symbol of Itsekiri pre­
eminence and overlordship. When in the twenties and thirties of 
this century, tensions and conflicts began to arise between the 
Itsekiri and the Urhobo, it was natural for the Itsekiri, in their bid 
to enhance their ‘national’ pride, to refer back to the glorious days 
of Nana, as a period of Itsekiri overlordship over the Urhobo. Yet 
the conflicts of the thirties, as will be demonstrated, had very little 
to do with Nana and his relations with the Urhobo. They were, 
in fact, largely the product of a new age—the age of effective British 
rule in Itsekiri and Urhoboland.
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Chapter 4
The British penetration of 
Urhoboland, 1891-1914

In an earlier chapter the point was made that by comparison with 
the coastal areas of what is now southern Nigeria, European pene­
tration into the Urhobo country took place rather late.1 It has also 
been noted that contrary to the views expressed by British admin­
istrative officers in the 1930s and by a recent historian of southern 
Nigeria, there is no evidence to suggest that the Itsekiri ‘protection’ 
treaty of 1884 was meant to apply to part or the whole of Urhobo­
land.- British penetration of the Urhobo country did not, in fact, 
begin until some ten years after the signing of the 1884 treaty.

The Nana episode, as shown in the last chapter, was symptomatic 
of a new British attitude to the peoples of W est Africa. It was a 
token of the fact that the British had abandoned that indifference 
relieved only by haphazard interference in the affairs of the West 
African peoples which had characterized their colonial policy of an 
earlier period, for a new forward and active policy. This new policy 
entailed not just the removal of recalcitrant coastal middlemen 
chiefs like Nana but also a determined push into the hinterland in 
an effort to exploit more effectively the resources of the country.

For Nana as for the Urhobo the year 1891 marked a real turning 
point. In that year Sir Claude Macdonald began the inauguration 
of what was to be the first really effective government over the Oil 
Rivers. Vice-consulates were established in the Benin River and 
Warri, and for the first time ever British consular and other officials 
began to reside permanently at these places. In the same year 
Macdonald introduced, anain for the first time, the payment of 
duties on all imports into the protectorate in an endeavour to raise 
revenue for the proper government of the territories committed 
to his charge.3 If import duties were seen as a source of revenue,

1 See Chapter 1. 2 Supra, p. 84.
3 F.O. 84/2111, Macdonald to F.O., No. 2, 1 September 1891.
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Macdonald to1 F.O. 84/2111, Gallwcy’s Report on 
F.O., No. 30, 12 December 1891.

2 Crowder, op. cit., p. 134.
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it was realized that far greater revenue could be derived from de­
veloping the export trade of the protectorate. To this end it was 
necessary to penetrate the hinterland and help develop its agri­
cultural and other resources. Such penetration would also have the 
ultimate effect of undermining the position of the middlemen 
traders who, it was argued, by preventing European traders going 
to the hinterland, and the oil producers coming to the coast, were 
making 'tremendous profit’.

The pioneer of British penetration into the L’rhobo country was 
Henry Lionel Gallwey, the first Vice-Consul of the Benin River. 
Acting on instructions from the Consul-General, Gallwey paid a 
visit to ‘the Oil Markets of the Sobo and Abrakar districts’ in 
October 1891. According to Gallwey,

The British preoccupation with the development of trade is thus 
clearly stated. The Lrhobo people were not only to be persuaded to 
pursue their old lines of trade more assiduously; they were also to 
branch out into new fields. It was held out to them that coffee, 
cocoa and the like would find a ready market in Europe. But as 
Michael Crowder points out, the British lull;, realized that ‘it trade 
was to be carried on to [their] advantage then the highest authority 
in the land would have to be that of the British Government and 
not that of the African chief - Consequently more vice-consulates 
backed by ‘barracks and constabulary posts’ were set up a clear 
indication that the British anticipated the resistance which the 
hinterland peoples would put up. Between the enunciation of the 
policy summed up in the aims of (iallwey ’. visit and its complete 
and effective implementation in Lrhobol.md, over twenty years 
were to elapse. The time lag is in itself a measure of the opposition

The objects of the visit were manifold, the most important being the 
establishment of la v and order; the selecting of suitable sites for a 
vice-consulate, barra.ks and constabulary posts; to impress upon the 
natives the great advantages to be gained by the cultivation of such 
crops as coffee, cocoa, etc , and enquire into the re.i ,ons for the slack­
ness of trade in the Soba district generally.1

his visit Enclosure in
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i I O. 84 ji 11, Gallwcy’s Report referred to above.
j Ibid I was on all occasions received most enthusiastically by the natives 

who evidently hailed the advent of the w hitenian w ith great satisfaction’.
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encountered in the establishment of the pax Britannica in Urhobo­
land.

Despite the fact that Gallwey covered a fairly extensive tract of 
country during this visit, he entered into no treaties bringing the 
Urhobo areas through which he passed under British ‘protection’. 
His reason for this was that the Urhobo were so ‘uncivilized’ that 
they could ‘not well understand the nature of a Treaty’, and so 
were unlikely to adhere to treaty terms. The implications of the 
absence of such treaties did not seem to have worried Gallwey in 
the slightest, for he found what he thought was a substitute for well 
defined, even if one sided, treaty terms. ‘The influence of the white 
man’, he wrote, ‘and the wonderful belief the uncivilized African 
has of the white man’s power, would, I consider, be quite sufficient 
guarantee to ensure the establishment of law and order on a sound 
footing’.1 In so far as this visit was regarded as a prelude to the 
effective establishment of a British Protectorate, Gallwey’s assess­
ment of the attitude of the Urhobo people was seriously at fault. 
Later events were not only to demand that treaties should be signed, 
but to demonstrate that the Urhobo in their ‘uncivilization’ and 
naivety, were not as awestruck of ‘the white man’ as Gallwey antici­
pated. The penetration of Urhoboland was to be met with a most 
stubborn passive resistance which called for armed patrols. The 
enthusiasm with which Gallwey reported he was received- was not 
to last for very long. In 1891 the Urhobo had no idea what this, the 
first visit of ‘the white man’ to their country, was going to mean to 
their way of life. 1 lis advent was seen by the Urhobo as a possible 
means of improving their lot vis-a-vis the Itsekiri coastal dwellers 
who had, for a long time, been in contact with Europeans—a 
situation which had, without question, been of definite economic 
advantage to the ftsekiri. The price they were expected to pay for 
this resetting of the balance was not yet apparent.

Gallwev did not, with the exception of the Sapele case discussed 
hereafter, attempt immediately to set up any agencies of government 
similar to what was already in existence at the vice-consulates, or 
to the ‘warrant chief system’ that was later to be established. No
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with elders of

doubt this was one reason for his enthusiastic reception. He pro­
claimed ‘free trade’ to the Urhobo and urged them to endeavour to 
increase their output. The Urhobo received this very well, doubtless 
because they thought that Gallwey would immediately be followed 
by European traders who would establish depots in their territory 
and so save them the journeys to Sapele or Benin River or Warri.1 
Any such hopes were not immediately met. The European traders 
did not, for all their outcry against the Itsekiri traders, move into 
the hinterland at this stage. They were content to go to where the 
Government established vice-consulates like Warri, Sapele and 
Benin River. The failure of the European traders to come to them, 
together with their realization that their mode of life was to be 
radically affected, combined to turn the enthusiasm of the Urhobo 
to hostility or at best insolent indifference.2

The first move into Urhoboiand was thus almost purely ex­
ploratory. There was, however, one important outcome, namely, 
the establishment of a constabulary post and vice-consulate at 
Sapele. One of Gallwey’s objects in undertaking the tour was to 
find sites suitable for the establishment of such posts. In his report 
to Macdonald he wrote, 'I consider Sapele to be a very good place 
to establish a vice-consuhte.’’ In November 1891 Macdonald 
himself visited Sapele to inspect the site and agreed with his vice- 
consul’s estimation. He rea'.z.d that a great deal of clearing would 
be required; but any worrit-, he might have entertained as to the 
difficulty of meeting this problem were removed by the people of 
Sapele themselves: The people of Sapelc informed me that if I 
would come and build there, they would clear as much ground as I 
wished.’’ But the need for the post was so urgent that Macdonald 
did not even wait till the clearing had been made, and permanent 
buildings erected. Rather, a hulk was purchased at a cost of £1,800 
and fitted out at Sapele to serve as consulate, prison and barracks.4

From the point of view of Itsykiri-Urholso relations, the cstablish-

1 Interviews with ‘chiefs’ and elders of Okpara 7 July i'/u and 
Eku 10 July 1962 and elders of L khuokori 14 July 1962

2 CO. 520 25, Political Report on the Kwalc Expedition En.i..urc in Dispatch 
No. 260, 3 June 1904.

3 F.O. 84/2111, Gallwey’s Report.
4 F.O. 84/2111, Macdonald to F O. No. 3 of 12 December 1891.
5 F.O. 84/2194, Macdonald to F.O., December 1892.
13°
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ment of a vice-consulate at Sapele was a significant development. 
It would appear as if Macdonald’s original idea was to open new 
posts in addition to the vice-consulates already established. In the 
event, however, the setting up of the Sapele vice-consulate led to 
the closure of the Benin River vice-consulate. By 1895 for instance, 
the latter only served as a customs port, and the officers were agitating 
that even this aspect of the establishment should be transferred to 
Sapele in order to avoid the delay involved in the shipping having 
to go to the Benin River ‘to clear’.1 Hence the establishment of a 
vice-consulate at Sapele meant that there was a deterioration in the 
relative importance, economically and politically, of the lower 
Benin River. For hundreds of years, that part of the river had been 
the focus of European activity. Any Urhobo who could take their 
own produce to the factories, had to take it right into the heart of 
Itsekiri country. Now the situation began to change. Sapele was 
much nearer to the oil producers of the Ethiope hinterland. As 
early as 1894, the Urhobo were reported to be already taking ad­
vantage of the new development:

now that Sapele is well opened, and every native being allowed to 
trade at every market . . . very little produce from the rich Ethiope 
country will find its way to the lower river factories—as the natives 
are beginning to appreciate the fact that by selling their produce at 
Sapele they save 90 miles of canoe journey.2

The establishment, for the first time ever, of a British post in 
Urhobo country proper3 was thus already beginning to produce 
noticeable results.

The establishment of a vice-consulate at Sapele had another 
effect on ltsykiri-L rhobo relations. It has been argued that the 
closure of the Benin River vice-consulate in favour of Sapele, ‘broke 
the barrier almost completely of the Itsckiri middlemen in the matter

1 < al. Prof. 8 2 Vol. 1, Report on the Benin District for the quarter ending 
to June 1895.

2 t al. Prof 8, 2 Vol. 1, Benin District Report for quarter ending 31 December 
1894.

t It has been established as a result of a legal suit that Sapclc is Urhobo- 
owned (sec next page). The establishment of a vice-consulate there meant 
that future attempt. to open up the Urhobo country were made from Sapele 
and not Benin River, a tact which in itself is of considerable psychological, 
it not political, significance in the development of Itsekiri-Urhobo relations.
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of trade’.1 In fact the situation was far less simple. If anything, the 
establishment of Sapele as a vice-consulate helped to create a 
problem which was not solved till the Sapele land case was dis­
posed of in the law courts as late as 1941.2 As the trade of the area 
moved from the lower Benin River to Sapele, and as Sapele grew 
to become an important government centre, so more and more 
Itsekiri traders, as is the wont of all traders, moved with the trade 
nd settled in Sapele. In those early days such movement and 

settlement would not have involved the payment of regular rents 
by the Itsekiri to the Urhobo landowners, the payment of annual 
rents for land being, in fact, quite a recent development which 
probably followed on the ‘Public Lands Acquisition Proclamation’ 
of 1903,3 which put a new value on the land. Over the years, the 
Itsekiri population grew, and as there was no documentary evidence 
to prove the ownership of the land the Itsekiri elements occupied, 
it was possible for them, many years later, to put forward a claim 
to such land. The issue of Sapele land w as rendered more compli­
cated by the fact that when the government wanted to acquire some 
of the land, it was Dogho who, as political agent, signed the lease.1 
The chance event of Dogho being an Itsekiri gave the Itsekiri 
additional grounds for claiming ownership of the land. It was this 
claim which led to the court action referred to above. Thus, al­
though the establishment of a government post at .Sapele was in a 
wav a blessing to the L’rhobo, who were relieved of many miles 
of canoe journey to the Benin Riser factories, it also posed new 
problems for them, as they now found themselves living closer to 
the Itsekiri than they had done before, and so called upon to work 
out a formula for peaceful co-existence.

1 A. Salubi: ‘The Establishment of British Administrat :i in the L'rhobo
Country’, Vol. 1, No. 3, December >95*1, p. 191. Salubi appears
preoccupied, in this article, to demonstrate that the British penetration of 
Urhoboland was an event accomplis’:.cd with ea.-r and happily welcomed by 
the Lihobo. The present writer cannot, in the 1 .. ’.t of the evidence, accept 
this view.

2 Salubi deals with this land case in his article ‘The Drupn. of Sapelc Township’, 
J.H.S.N., Vol. 2, No. r, December i960, pp. 115 29

3 C.O. 588/1, Proclamation No. 5 of 1903.
4 I have not been able to find the record of the exact date on which Dogho was 

appointed Political Agent. In 1897, however, Moor referred to him as such, 
P.O. 403/218, Enclosure No. 1 in Moor to F.O., 29 January 1897.
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i The places visited were Sapflf, Okpara, Eku, Uria, in the Abraka clan.
a !'■ <). 84,2111, Macdonald to F.O., at May 1891.
t IO. 2/168: These towns were Asagba, Tori, Ajeba, Agbassa, Ogulu, Obodo, 

Ogo, and Ogbc-Sobo (Aladja).
4 F.O. 2/64, Enclosure 3 in Macdonald to F.O., No. 40, 26 November 1894.
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Gallwey’s visit to certain parts of the Urhobo country1 in 1891 
was, as already stated, the result of instructions given by Macdonald 
for efforts to be made to penetrate the interior, and not only estab­
lish law and order and encourage the expansion of trade, but also to 
endeavour to bring the people in the hinterland more directly under 
British ‘protection’ and control.2 Gallwey could not see his way to 
making treaties with the Urhobo people on his first trip on account 
of the latter’s ‘uncivilization’. But his colleague in Warri did not, 
it would appear, consider the stage of civilization attained by the 
Urhobo a bar to entering into treaty relations with them. Between 
December 1892 and August 1893, consular officers based in Warri 
entered into treaties of protection with Urhobo towns, all of them 
near to the Warri vice-consulate.3 Gallwey himself signed a similar 
treaty with the Abraka people in May 1892.1 The years 1891-3 
therefore constituted the period when the British Government 
made the first moves to bring Urhoboland under their ‘protection’. 
But the mere signing of treaties did not accomplish the aims which 
Macdonald had set forth. For although treaties had been made, 
and the foreign power had laid down its terms of ‘free trade’ and 
the abolition of all abhorrent ‘native’ customs, nothing more had 
been done either to ensure the carrying through of these aims, or to 
lay down firm lines for future development. And nothing really of 
lasting effect was to be done till the opening years of this century.

The time lag between the signing of the first treaties and the 
beginning of really ordered administration in Urhoboland demands 
explanation. After the treaties of 1893 the attention of the Govern­
ment was fully occupied over the Nana issue. As has already been 
pointed out, the Nana episode can, in fact, be seen as having been 
the outcome of the determination of the British Government of the 
Niger Coast Protectorate to penetrate into the Urhobo country, 
and to establish itself as the sole and unrivalled authority in the 
area. In thus seeking to establish itself, the Government of the 
Niger (.oast Protectorate counted without the Royal Niger Company,
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z Ibid.

which was equally eager to extend the area within its jurisdiction, 
with the hope of attracting more trade to itself.

One of the disputes which Macdonald was instructed to look 
into in 1889 when sent out as Special Commissioner was that 
between the Niger Coast Protectorate and the Royal Niger Company 
over the right to administer the Forcados River area. Following his 
appointment as Commissioner and Consul-General charged with 
the responsibility for administering the Oil Rivers Protectorate, one 
of Macdonald’s first actions was to come to an agreement with the 
Royal Niger Company over the boundaries between the two 
authorities. This, always referred to as the Provisional Boundary- 
Line, was:

. . . On the West of the Nun mouth of the Niger River; A line starting 
at a point at the mouth of the Forcados River midway between the 
right and left bank, following that Ris er to the mouth of the so-called 
‘Warri creek’ following this creek up to a point two miles before reaching 
the mouth of the creek leading to Oagbie and Akiabodo.1

Territory on the right bank was to be under the Niger Coast Pro­
tectorate and on the left bank under the Royal Niger Company. 
It was noted that this line was drawn subject to modification by the 
requirements of local circumstances.2

Until 1894 nothing of great significance occurred to raise the 
issue of the boundary. In that year, however, began a dispute over 
the boundary, which was not finally solved till the charter of the 
Royal Niger Company was abrogated in 1899. In September 1S94 
while Acting Consul-General Moor was still involved in the Nana 
expedition, information reached him to the effect that the Royal 
Niger Company was busy making treaties ‘at the back of the 
Benin and Warri districts’, where the boundary was only a pro­
visional one. In his fury not only at the attempt by the Royal Niger 
Company to force the boundary issue, but also at what Moor con­
sidered the company’s meanness in taking advantage of his being 
preoccupied with the expedition against Nana, he dispatched a 
telegram to the Foreign Office in which he urged it to declare 
invalid any treaties entered into by the Company in the Benin and 
Warri districts, ‘Warri and Benin being the natural outlets to Sobou

1 F.O. 84/2111, Macdonald to F.O., 13 June 1891. 
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country’.1 In a dispatch explaining the telegram, Moor argued that 
the area into which the company was seeking to penetrate was under 
his jurisdiction as it had previously been under the sway of Nana. 
He pointed out that to hand over the area to the Royal Niger Com­
pany would cripple the trade of the two districts concerned, and 
compel the L'rhobo to pay the prohibitive export duties of the 
company. His officials, he argued, had been prevented from en­
tering into more treaties with the Urhobo, because of the pro­
visional nature of the boundary line. In the light of the Company’s 
action, Moor suggested a modification of the boundary’ to suit 
local needs. Giving his own views on the boundary, Moor wrote,

The waterway of the Kiabodo creek, as far as it can be made use of, 
would being natural boundary, be the best point on which to commence 
and the course of a permanent boundary should then be determined 
by the difference of race, the Sobos being under the Protectorate and 
the Mahins under the Royal Niger Company’s jurisdiction.2

Macdonald, home on leave, suggested that until a final readjustment 
could be made, both sides to the dispute should take up the positions 
they held prior to the Royal Niger Company’s treaty-making ex­
pedition of which Moor complained.3

The Foreign Office, unable to understand this struggle for 
territory between the two British authorities, happily handed over 
the dispute to the arbitration of Sir John Kirk, who was appointed 
to inquire into the circumstances which led to the Akassa Raid. 
After investigations, Sir John was only able to report that some 
agreement had been reached by both sides on what was to be re­
garded as the provisional boundary. The old boundary’, Kirk de­
clared in his report, was unworkable but, at the same time, it was 
his opinion that the time had not yet arrived for a final settlement. 
Such a settlement, Kirk recommended, had to await the time ‘when 
the geography of the Sobo and Assay markets is better known, and 
the relations of the tribes and their trade markets better understood’.1 
The situation thus created was scarcely better than it had been 
before Sir John’s mission.

1 I < >. 2/64, Moor to KO., Telegram, October 1894.
2 KO. 2 1'4. Moor to KO., No. 29, 10 October 1894.
3 F.O. 2/64, Macdonald to KO., No. 52, 12 October 1894.
4 F.O. 403/316, Kirk to Kimberly, 30 June 1895.
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It was too much to expect that having successfully got rid of Nana, 
Moor would remain inactive while the Foreign Office waited for 
time to solve the question as to which of the Niger Coast Pro­
tectorate and the Niger Company was to hold sway over Ur- 
hoboland. Besides, the Roval Niger Company had already made 
treaties with Egoo (Igun), Okpara, Okpare, Odokpo, Ughelle and 
Ovwo between 14 and 24 September 1S94.1 Despite Moor’s plea 
that these treaties be nullified, the Foreign Office had not done so. 
As a fight back, for Moor loved a fight, he ordered his officials to go 
ahead with treaty-making. Between 28 September 1894 and June
1895, thirteen treaties were signed with L'rhobo towns, among 
which were Okpara, Kokori, Eku, Allagigun and Uria.2 Immed­
iately, the Royal Niger Company protested to the Foreign Office, 
declaring that the Niger Coast Protectorate treaties were with 
towns which had already entered into treaty agreements with it, 
and that the apparent difference in names was no more than a 
difference in spelling? Caught between the ambitions of these 
two authorities, the Foreign Office asked the Niger Coast Protect­
orate to desist from further action in Urhoboland, though the 
treaties already entered into were not disallowed. Macdonald, whose 
views were sought by the Foreign Office, merely suggested that if 
the treaties made by the Royal Niger Company were to be ratified, 
the Company might as well be saddled with responsibility for the 
coastal districts of Warri and Benin?

.Meanwhile, Moor was quite prepared to go on with his declared 
policy of penetration. The ’.ear 1896 was a busy one for the officers 
of the Sapele vice-consulate, who madejourncys into the hinterland, 
settling differences between L'rhobo towns and making three more 
treaties in the process? In i8<jy the Foreign Office, determined not

1 F.O. 2/167, PP- 167-74.
2 1.0. 2/168, pp. 34-5 ant| 107-23.
3 F.O. 2/168, Moor to F.O., 18 Apo! 1895
4 F.O. 2/83, Macdonald to F.O , Xo. 23, 3 .May 1895 The implication of 

Macdonalds comment was that it was impossible for one of the contesting 
authorities to administer the coastal districts, while the other held sway in the 
hinterland.

5 rhese treaties were with Obiaruku, Owe and Orogun, Mojc and others. 
F 0. 2/168, pp. 178-80. The visits were [raid to (. khuokori, Orogun and 
Owe—F.O. 2/102, Lecky to Commissioner-General Xo. to, 14 September
1896.
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to allow the struggle for territory between the Company and the 
Protectorate to deteriorate any further, sent an official dispatch to 
Moor, urging him to do nothing that would lead to friction between 
the two contesting authorities.1 Moor only grudgingly obeyed this 
injunction. He pointed out in his reply that the 1891 agreement 
had been meant to be temporary, subject to modifications to suit 
local requirements. He stressed that the Foreign Office had approved 
the treaties made by his officials, and that in practice, the area which 
the Royal Niger Company claimed as its territory had been admin­
istered by the officials of the Niger Coast Protectorate. Neverthe­
less, in view of the injunction from the Foreign Office, he had 
instructed his men

to take as little action as possible in the direction of the left bank of the 
Ethiope and the Sobo country . . . but I consider this a retrograde 
movement and one that will result in the work already done in that 
direction having to be done over again in the future.2

Thus from 1897-9 there was a pause in the penetration of Urhobo- 
land.3 It was not till the Royal Niger Company lost its charter, and 
its territories were handed over the Niger Coast Protectorate in 
April 1899, that full attention could once more be paid to bringing 
the L'rhobo systematically under control.

It is necessary to examine in more detail the treaty-making 
activities of both the Royal Niger Company and the Niger Coast 
Protectorate during this first phase of the penetration. The Niger 
Coast Protectorate treaties were negotiated by protectorate officials 
from Warri and Sapyly. No detailed reports exist of the negotiations 
which preceded the actual signing of the treaties. The British 
administration was determined to establish its authority in the 
hinterland and to tap the economic resources of the country. In the 
circumstances, it is scarcely necessary to argue the case as to whether 
these treaties were signed with the Urhobo (or any of the other 
Nigerian peoples) because these people requested to be brought 
under the protection of Her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain.

1 I’.O. 403/367, P.O. to Moor, No. 192, 2 September 1897.
2 P.O. 403/267, Moor to F.O., No. it, 12 January 1898.
; Other reasons which explain the pause, apart from the boundary dispute, 

were the greater attention given to Benin affairs following the murder ot 
British officials in 1896, and to disturbances up the Cross River.
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1 F.O. 2/51, Report on the Benin District Oil Rivers Protectorate for the year 
ending 31 July 1892—Enclosure in Macdonald to I O . u January 1893

2 Cal. Prof. 8/2 \ol. II, Warri District Quarterly Report for Quarter ending 
31 March 1897.
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The important thing is that once the treaties were signed, the 
British administration of the Niger Coast Protectorate had a legal 
right to take over control of the affairs of the people concerned. 
The Urhobo were to learn that the signing of these treaties meant 
the beginning of a tremendous change in their mode of life, a 
change which they neither always appreciated nor welcomed. At 
the beginning, however, the British were enthusiastically received 
after the initial fear always inherent in a first contact. Gallwey 
recorded in 1892 for instance, that the Urhobo were very anxious 
to be placed under Her Majesty’s protection, and in fact, consid­
ered that they were so placed already.1 Gallwey probably mis­
understood the reason for this enthusiasm. Yet one can understand 
the Urhobo attitude. For years, all knowledge most of them had 
about the European had come through the Itsekiri. They knew of 
the power of men like Nana, and realized that this power had been 
made possible by the contact between the Itsekiri and the Europeans. 
They were witnesses of Itsekiri commercial prosperity. Now it 
began to appear as if these blessings would be theirs too. From a 
commercial point of view, they hoped for better prices for their 
produce and for cheaper imported goods. It was to take some time 
before these hopes w ere realized.

The entourage of the treaty-making officials usually consisted 
of an interpreter, who was sometimes also the messenger and guide 
and one or two other Europeans, attached to the vice-consulate or 
constabulary, who signed the treaties as w itnesses. R \. \lder and 
Harrison were the two interpreters who accompanied the consular 
officials on their treaty-making trips at this stage. I iarrison was an 
Itsekiri who had featured prominently in the Nana episode. He 
had no great influence with the Urhobo and is not remembered as 
having been important on his own account. It is a commentary on 
how well the Lrhobo understood the treaties they .: 'tied, that 
Alder, who attended as interpreter for eighteen different treaties 
with the Urhobo during these years, was reported in 1897 as ‘being 
unable to talk Sobo’.2 The Lrhobo, as already indicated, hail their
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given up? The people
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1 Supra, p. 90.
■ I'his was one of the reasons that made Gallwey wonder whether treaties 

could he made with the L'rhobo. F.O. 84/2111, Gallwey’s Report.
t F.O. 2; tot, Enclosure in Moor to F.O., No. 58, 18 July 1896.
4 F.O. 2/102, Lcckv to Acting Commissioner No. 10, 14 September 1896.
5 Ibid.

own reasons for accepting British ‘protection’—reasons which 
probably outweighed any irregularities which marked the signing 
of the treaties.

It is interesting to compare the treaty-making activities in Urhobo­
land and those in the Burutu area. In the 1880’s when Hewett 
sought to prepare the way for the establishment of a British Pro­
tectorate, it was noticed that he did not sign separate treaties with 
the Ijo of Burutu and ‘Goolah’.1 He was content to accept the 
declaration by these Ijo that they were subject to Nana’s rule. No 
such incident is recorded or remembered in connexion with the 
events described above. Indeed, what struck the consular officials 
was the complete independence of every little Urhobo settle­
ment.-

Treaties, however legally desirable, were not in fact an end in 
themselves. They were simply a means to the desired end of placing 
Urhoboland under British control. Consequently, both in this 
first phase and in the later phase of British penetration, great em­
phasis was placed on visits by administrative officers. The year 
1896 was an active year for such visits. Lecky, Assistant District 
Commissioner at Sapel?, paid two visits to what was generally 
described as Kwai? country, though this area included both the 
Lrhobo clan of Agbon and the Isoko clan of Owe? During the 
second visit, Lecky entered into treaties with Orogun and Owe, 
Owe thus becoming the first, and as it turned out the only, Isoko 
clan to enter formally into a protection treaty with the British? 
More important than these treaties, however, were the pains Lecky 
took to get the people to bring their standing disputes to him; to 
convince them to give up reprisals against each other such as 
seizing people whenever there was a dispute; and most important 
of all to warn them that the roads must be kept open for trade and 
that the practice of levying tolls on passing produce had to be 

were beginning to realise that it was one thing
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to enter into treaties, but quite another to satisfy the British terms 
embodied in, or implied by, these treaties.

During Lecky’s first journey in April 1896, he was accompanied 
by Captain Ruger of the Niger Coast Constabulary at the head of a 
small escort. Tonwe, Nana’s former messenger now in the service 
of the government, went as messenger and was always sent ahead 
to announce the coming of the main party. Then to quote Lecky 
himself,

I took the Jekris representing the Native Council at Abraka with me, 
so that they could make friends with the Kwalis and open up trade.1

During the second visit. Lecky took with him chiefs Jim Etchie 
and a certain ‘Chichilu’2—Itsekiri members of the Benin River 
Native Council. The role which these two played is not detailed in 
the report of the tour. This practice of taking on chiefs from one 
station to another was a common one adopted not only with the aim 
of ‘opening up trade’, but also of bringing the different peoples 
to know more of one another, in the hope that inter-clan and other 
disputes could thereby be more amicably settled. During the same 
journey, Lecky insisted on the Lrhobo chiefs of Asagba and Abraka 
accompanying him to Abbi to meet the chiefs there.3

While Lecky was busy as already described, Mr. 1’. \\. G. 
Copland-Crawford was undertaking a land march from Warn to 
Sapele (the first European to do so), with the aim of opening up 
communication between the two stations. The journey, quite apart 
from its importance so far as the future Warri-Sapyly road was 
concerned, also served to enable Copland-Craw lord get in touch 
with the L’rhobo settlements along the route, among them Adcje 
and Amukpy and to explain to these settlements the new order that 
was being established.*

If the Lrhobo were, at the beginning, eager to welcome the 
advance of the British into their country, they soon had cause to 
resist this advance. The aims of the British Government were not 
always compatible with their old customs, and the people therefore

1 F.O. 2/101, Lecky to Acting Commissioner No. 10, 14 September 18<R>
2 The real name was Tetsola. In some other records the name is also given as 

‘Tetchalla’—See C.S.O. 26/2 File No. 11329/S.33.
3 F.O. 2/101, Enclosure in Phillips to F.O., No. 101, 6 November 1896.
4 F.O. 2/100, Copland-Crawford to R Moor, No. 5, 22 January 1896.
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began to prove much more recalcitrant than Gallwey’s early en­
thusiastic report would lead one to expect. Even during these first 
years of really active penetration, the reactions of certain Urhobo 
towns were already strong enough to cause the District Com­
missioners considerable worry. In the closing quarter of 1896, 
the District Commissioner, Warri, had to deal with the intran­
sigence of ‘Jeremy’ (Ughienvwe) and Obodo. As he put it,

During the commencement of last quarter the chiefs of the Sobo 
towns Jeremy and Obodo which adjoin each other became too inde­
pendent. One chief in particular by the name of Capue it was found 
necessary to remove as he totally ignored the orders of the government.1

In the same year, Effurun which had suffered during the Nana 
episode was again visited with a patrol under Captain Cockburn 
and forty men of the Niger Coast Protectorate Force, with Mr. 
Locke as political officer.2 The year 1897 was no easier, since the 
Benin expedition gave rise to widespread unrest. Not only did the 
Urhobo refuse to have anything to do with supplying carriers for the 
expedition, but they also refused to submit to any authority outside 
that of their own people. In his report for the year, the Acting vice- 
consul wrote in very strong terms:

The Sobos, however, are most truculent and nothing but the strong­
est measures will reduce them to a proper state of submission. ... It 
has now become an imperative necessity that a few soldiers should be 
stationed at Warri or Sapele who could enforce the orders of the 
Government which are now utterly ignored even in the immediate 
vicinity of the consulate.3

Thus at the end of the first phase, although many Urhobo towns 
near W arri and Sapele had either signed treaties or been visited 
by the British political officers, these towns as well as the rest of 
the Lrhoboland were far from being fully under control.

\s for the treaties made by the Royal Niger Company, there 
are no details of the negotiations which preceded their signature. 
Annua! subsidies were paid by the Company to the various treaty

1 ( al Prof S'2 Vol. I, Warri District Quarterly Report for Quarter ending 
It December 1X96

2 Ibid
3 (al Prof. 8'2 Vol. II. Annual Report, Western Division for the Year ending 

31 March 1897.
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European trading 
as Ughelle

r The treaties can be found in F.O. 2/67.
2 Private and public interviews with various elders and Ovic-in-council of 

Ughelle during the period 8-11 January 1962.
3 P .O. 84,2109, Chapter 1 of Macdonald's Report.
4 C.O. 444/1, Moor to C.O., No. 77, 23 May 1899.
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towns. These subsidies varied from place to place in accordance 
with what was considered the commercial prospects of the area. 
Thus, Ughelle received fifty-five pounds worth of goods, while 
Okpare received twelve pounds.1 At Ughelle there is a very vivid 
remembrance of the coming of the company’s officials. Their 
coming created a great stir as no Europeans had previously visited 
that town. McTaggart who led the treaty-making expedition was 
thus the first white man to visit Ughelle. After the signing of the 
treaty he charged the Ughelle people not to have similar agreements 
signed with any other Europeans, but rather to show them a copy 
of the company’s treaty. The Ughelle elders say that after signing 
the treaty, they were encouraged to direct their trade towards 
Ganagana where the Company had a depot.1 It was against this 
sort of influence on trade routes that the Niger Coast Protectorate 
protested. Apart from the attempt to influence the direction of 
trade, the company did little more. They certainly did not set up 
any institutions of government over which they exercised control 
or supervision. Much earlier than the 1894 treaties were those made 
with Ivorpgbo and Asc in the Isoko area.3 Ase was already an 
important centre to which the Isoko took their produce. Ivorogbo 
was to become a depot of the Niger Company after it had lost 
its charter—the only truly Isoko town with a 
station, and one to which people from as far away 
went after it began to function.

After the various attempts described above, no further steps 
were taken to visit and further open up the Urhobo hinterland 
during the years 1897-9. Moor, who had only reluctantly accepted 
the Foreign Office injunction to put an end to f urther penetration, 
was by 1899 thoroughly disgusted with the inaction imposed on his 
staff. Reports of unrest in the country around Abraka and Orogun 
were used by Moor as evidence of the chaos reigning in the interior 
following the inability of the Niger Coast Protectorate officials to 
visit the area.1 Earlier in the year, he wrote to the Agent General
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of the Royal Niger Company at Burutu, informing him that as a 
result of the reported unrest, he had instructed the Acting Vice- 
Consul, Western Division, to visit the subsidized towns ‘with a 
view to putting matters right’.1 In a lengthy dispatch to the Col­
onial Secretary in April 1899, Moor insisted on the Urhobo areas 
being definitely placed under the Niger Coast Protectorate and 
urged the necessity for setting the administration of these areas on a 
much firmer footing.2 With the abrogation of the charter of the 
Royal Niger Company at the end of 1899, the Protectorate Govern­
ment took over all the territories of the former in the south, and the 
way was thus left open for the next and final phase of the pene­
tration of Urhoboland.

As early as 1896 Moor had outlined, in response to a Foreign 
Office demand, the steps which he intended to take for the opening 
up of, and further development of trade with, the interior, and for 
gaining the confidence of the various Nigerian peoples in the 
Protectorate.3 The more important of these steps were:

1. Small expeditions of a peaceable nature in all directions that 
can be penetrated by such means with a view to explaining 
the aims and objects of the Government and to open up 
friendly relations.

II. \t all towns and villages visited where a friendly reception 
is met with a native council of chiefs is organized for the 
adjustment more particularly of external ‘palavers’ with the 
neighbouring tribes and at the same time for the settlement 
of internal troubles . . .

1 F.O. 2 186, Moor to the Acting Agent General, R.N.C., No. 2, 25 January 
1899.

2 CO. 444 1, Moor to C.O. No. 66 of 14 April 1899. Moor did not attempt to
argue that the areas in dispute were legally under the jurisdiction of the 
N.< I’. I Its argument was rather that the N.C.P. had, in practice, controlled 
those areas and had been responsible for removing Nana who, argued Moor, 
viitualh ruled over the area before his defeat in 1894. Moor argued that since 
the R.N.C did not raise the matter at the earlier period when Nana was in 
control, it had not moral right to raise it now that the N.C.P. had fought 
against, and removed, Nana. He was not questioning the R.N.C.’s legal 
rights He was merely urging the modification of the boundary line to bring 
it more into accord with the practical situation in the interests of the trade 
of the Itsykiri and those Crhobo traders who were under the jurisdiction of 
the N.C.P. 3 F.O. 2/101, Moor to F.O. No. 50, 14 June 1896.
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i The new Protectorate was broken up into three Divisions Western, Central, 
and Eastern. VVarri and Sap?l? Districts which concern us in tin. work were 
in the Western Division. The bulk of the Isoko were in the Agberi District 
of the Central Division. The opening up of the hinterland was from now on 
to be directed from Warri, Sap?le and Agberi.
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Some efforts were made to implement this policy in the years 1892-7. 
The task was now taken in hand with new vigour following the 
establishment of the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria which in­
corporated the former Niger Territories in the south.1

The new phase of penetration began on an encouraging note. 
The areas near to the centres of government gave the administrative 
officers cause for satisfaction. Native courts, which were already 
functioning in other parts of the Protectorate, were now opened for 
the first time in the hinterland areas. By September 1900, there 
were three such courts, at Okpare, Ajareyuby- (in Agbarho clan)

III. Treaties of peace and friendship in the usual form are made 
with all tribes and peoples willing and anxious to enter into 
them and every effort is made to ensure friendly reception 
in future at all towns once visited though the original recep­
tion may have been most unfriendly.

IV. Instructions are given that all complaints no matter how 
trivial their nature are to receive prompt and active attention 
and in serious cases or those of general importance the scene 
if within possible range is to be visited as speedily as possible 
on first opportunity . . .

V. Continuous attention is given to the patrolling of the water­
ways, the main routes of trade, and prompt measures are 
taken for the suppression of piracy the commonest offences 
at the time this Administration started . . .

VI. Attention is give to the opening of land trade routes to the 
waterways and the stoppage of the system of land piracy 
carried on and tolls levied by the tribes through whose 
country such routes pass.

VII. I propose with sanction, establishing permanent posts further 
in the interior from time to time to act as bases for further 
development and to render secure the interior ends of roads 
which may in future be made from existing stations.



The British penetration of Urhoboland

this point. F.O. 403/218,
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and Gbogidi.1 As will be explained in the next chapter, these courts 
were seen not only as judicial institutions, but as instruments for 
bringing under effective administrative control the areas in which 
they were established. Hence the opening of a Native Court was 
always viewed with satisfaction by the District Commissioners, as 
this meant not only that they had a body of people charged with 
performing definite duties for, and on behalf of, the Government, 
but also that the administrative officers were left with a freer hand 
to tackle new areas and new problems.

Further away from the Government stations, however, the situation 
was not so satisfactory. In 1900 Copland-Crawford noted that the 
Uzere Eni ‘juju’ was still functioning and would have to be tackled, 
as it constituted trial by ordeal, a process which the Government 
had been trying to wipe out.- In 1901 there was need to send a 
patrol to the Qrokpo area in Agbon clan in order to bring the 
people ther under firmer control. Although the details of this patrol 
are not available in the records, it is well remembered because of 
the fact that George Eyube, one of the three political agents during 
this period, died during that patrol, from an accidental shot fired 
from his own pistol?

Records showing the dates of appointment of the political agents 
do not seem to have survived. Tom Fallodun, a Yoruba, was al­
ready working in the Abraka area in 1897? Chief Dogho featured 
prominently in the Benin expedition of 1896, the records of which 
refer to him as a political agent? George Eyube died in 1901. The 
inscription on the marble grave erected by the government reads

1 Cal. Prof. 10 3 Vol. 1, Warn District Quarterly Report for quarter ending 
31 March 1900.

2 Cal. Prof 10 3 Vol. 1, W arri District Quarterly Report for quarter ending 
31 March 1900.

3 In appreciation ol the work done by Eyubc, the government erected a marble 
grave in his memory. The grave can still be seen today in his home town of 
Gbogidi.

4 Cal Prof 82 Vol. II. Annual Report, Western Division for year ending 
11 st March, 1897 Burrows wrote, 'Thisfi.e. the truculence of the Urhobo] 
applies 10 the whole of the Division with the exception of the neighbourhood 
of kbraka and great credit is due to Tom Folladoh for the way he administers 
that part '

5 The records of this Expedition are quite clear on 
Enclosure 1 in Moor to F.O., 29 January 1897.
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that he was ‘for five years political agent in the Warri District’. 
It would therefore appear that the appointments were made in 
1896, that is, soon after the fall of Nana.

George Eyube was born about 1855. He was the son of Atse- 
mudiara, an Urhobo man of Gbogidi, and Inumameje, an Itsckiri 
woman. The mother, like most Itsekiri women, was a keen trader 
and it is said that it was from her that George learnt the techniques 
of the commercial world of his time. He developed into a great 
trader himself and is said to have done ven’ well as a trader even 
during the Nana era. He carried his produce from the Urhobo 
markets to the European beaches in his own canoes. In his com­
mercial career his mixed parentage served him well at both ends of 
the market. During this process of commercial intercourse, he 
acquired the English language and was able to converse intelli­
gently with the Europeans. This, together with the undoubted 
knowledge he had of the ways of his countrymen, secured for him 
appointment as a political agent. His sphere included his ow n clan 
of Udu, Ughienvwe, Agbarho, Olomu and surrounding areas. In 
all these places he is remembered as one who laboured with varying 
degrees of success, to explain the aims of the British Government 
to the Urhobo. When the Native Courts of Gbogidi, Ajareyube 
(named after him), and Okpare were opened, it v. as he w ho helped to 
explain to the court members exactly how the courts were to be run.

There are only a few references to Eyube in the administrative 
records, a fact which makes it difficult to assess his contribution to 
the British penetration of Urhobohnd. '1 he one tribute paid to him 
was in 1900, a year before his sudden death. Writing of the political 
situation of the Warri District in 1700, the District Commissioner, 
.Mr. W . E. B. Copland-C rawford, commented,

The new Minor Court at Ajarejuhi has been completed and courts 
are now being held there and a large number o! u . arc forthcoming. 
The chiefs attend regularly and appear to Ire gradual!', improving 
in the manner of the conduct of the court ( hief Ayubah, at this court 
as at the others had rendered great assistance.1

1 Cal, Prof. 10 3 \ol. J, Warri District Quarterly Report 91000. The other 
facts recorded here in connection with Eyubc I have obtained from his 
sixty-three year old son who is now a Roman Catholic Catechist m Warn — 
interview on 20 December 1961.
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1 CO. 520/15, Moor to C.O., No. 388, 22 August 1902.
2 Cal. Prof. 10 3 Vol. 1. Quarterly Report, Warri District, 30/9/1900. Also 

Cal. Prof. 10 3 Vol. Ill, ‘Report on Ciseri Ordeal’.

The first decade of this century was an extremely busy period 
for the officers of the Warri and Sapele districts. During those ten 
years, the whole of the Urhobo country was brought as much under 
control as could be expected, before the Native Courts and other 
paraphernalia of British administration had had time to produce 
the desired effects. Up to 1901 the penetration of the Urhobo 
country' by Protectorate Officers had been centred on the area now 
known as West and Central Urhobo. The Isoko country, with the 
singular exception of Owe which had signed a Protection treaty in 
1896, was left very much to itself because it was well within the 
former territories of the Royal Niger Company, which did little to 
penetrate into the hinterland. Attention was now focused on the 
Isoko country as well. Forwarding to the Colonial Office his plans 
for penetration in the dry season of 1902-3, Moor reported that the 
area around Ase Creek had ‘always been an area giving serious 
trouble both in the days of the former Royal Niger Company and 
laterly to the Government’. This area was therefore to be visited 
by a patrol in 1902-3. Further, whereas trial by ordeal had, in many 
parts of the Protectorate, been abolished, it still flourished at 
I /ere in the Isoko country, in the form of the famous Eni ‘juju’ 
used for the trial of accussed witches. Moor argued that the time 
had come for this particular form of trial to be suppressed and the 
whole of the surrounding area brought under regular governmental 
control.1

It did not, however, require a military patrol to solve the problems 
of Eni. Mr. Copland-Crawford, who in 1903 was Acting Divisional 
Commissioner of the Central Division, had earlier on, when he 
served as District Commissioner in Warri, made efforts to get the 
(hie of L/ere to abolish the Eni ordeal. But the Ovie made it clear 
at that time that he could not stop people coming to Eni, the 
abolition of which would entail a great financial loss to himself, 
as he usually received fees and presents from all those who came to 
Eni, of which he was high priest.2 Copland-Crawford in 1903 now' 
undertook to persuade the (h'ie to agree to abolish the ordeal, 
holding out on the one hand, the veiled threat of a punitive
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1 C.O. 320 24, Copland-Crawford to Acting High Onnmivuoncr, 14 Do. 
1903—Enclosure in Fosbery to C.O., No. 15, 15 January 1904

2 C.O. 520/24, Fosbery to C O. No. 15, 15 January 1'404 AIa> < O Draft to 
the High Commissioner, Protectorate of S. Nigeria No 427, 18 November 
1904.

3 C.O. 520/25, Wordsworth’s report on the tour -Enclosure in Fosbery to 
C.O. No. 260, 3 June 1904.

4 C.O. 591/2, Govt. Gazette (S. Nigeria) No. 10, 30th June, 1904, Quarterly 
Report Warri District, Jan.-March 1904, p. 187.

148

expedition should he fail to do so, and on the other, the post of Vice- 
President of the Native Council (with an annual salary of fifty 
pounds) which the Government intended to open at Uzere, should 
he see his way to agreeing to the abolition of the ordeal, convincing 
the other elders, and faithfully supporting the new regime which 
would take the place of Eni. The Ovie eventually gave in and Eni 
was declared duly abolished on the 9 December 1903. The Govern­
ment made its abolition a really grand occasion. Representatives of 
the Itsekiri, Ijo, Aboh, Kwale, as well as a great number of people 
from the other Isoko and L rhobo clans were brought to Uzere for 
the occasion. Those who appended their ‘marks’ to the resolution 
abolishing Eni included 106 elders from virtually all the Urhobo 
and Isoko clans; 15 from various Ijo towns; 13 Itsekiri; n from 
the Agberi and Ndoni Districts and 20 from Ase.1 So important an 
achievement was the successful abolition of Eni regarded by the 
Government, that Copland-Crawford, who was on a probationary 
term as Divisional Commissioner, was confirmed at the post, 
following the recommendation of Fosbery, the then Acting 1 ligh 
Commissioner.2

The work thus begun in 1903 at Uzere was quickly followed up 
the next year. Part of the Kwale Patrol of 1904 under Captain 
Wallis, accompanied by Mr. C. A. W ordsworth, District Commis­
sioner, Agberi, visited Ozoro, Ofagbe and Oleh. Apart from Ozoro, 
where there was some trouble over the failure ot ‘the head chief 
Amawe’, to give up men who had committed murder, no resistance 
w as offered to the column? Earlier in the same year Mr. W < .rdsworth 
while still in charge of W arri, had made a tour of inspection through 
part of the Isoko area and got the towns of Olomoro, Emedc and 
Igbide to agree to attend the Native (aiuncil that was to open 
shortly at Uzere in the Agberi Districts? By June Mr. W ordsworth
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reported that the L'zere Native Council was already functioning.1 
The Uzere court was later incorporated in a joint Uzere-Patani 
court which sat in both places in turn. This followed a minor re­
organization when, in 1906, the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria 
and the Colony of Lagos were amalgamated into a single admin­
istrative unit. The Isoko, following this reorganization, were now 
included in the new Aboh District.2

The Isoko sector was not, however, fully brought under control 
till about 1911. In 1909 it was reported that the Isoko towns were 
giving so much trouble that they had to be fined? The next year, 
Owe, Ozoro and Oleh had again to be visited and persuaded to give 
up their age-old custom of blinding those convicted of theft by the 
cruel method of pouring boiling oil into their eyes. Oleh only grudg­
ingly consented. Copland-Crawford was not deceived by the prom­
ises to reform made by these towns and made it clear, in his annual 
report on the Central Division, that stronger measures would be 
necessary before these and other Isoko towns could be brought 
under full and effective control? His fears were justified in 1911, 
w hen it was discovered early in the year, that the towns were per­
sisting in their old habits and boasting that if any white men again 
visited them such white men would be cruelly man-handled. As a 
result of this recalcitrant attitude, three sections of the Southern 
Nigerian Regiment were sent into the area to deal with the three 
towns mentioned above, and to bring all the surrounding towns and

1 C.O. 591/2. Report on the Agberi District for Quarter ending 30 June 
1904—Government Gazette No. 16, 23 September 1904, p. 311.

2 As part of the preparation for the amalgamation of the administrations of 
the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria and the Colony of Lagos, the districts 
were rearranged. The Western Division was now divided into the districts 
of Warri, h’orcados, Sapyly. kwale. Henin City, Agbor, Ishan and Ifon. 
Of these districts, Warri, Sapyly and Kwai? fall within the area covered by 
this work the Kwaly District included the L’rhobo clan of Agbon. The 
Isoko were included in a new district, Aboh, which was formerly part of the 
Central Division. In 1906 all these districts including Onitsha, constituted 
the Central Province with headquarters at Warri. C.O. 591/3. Annual Report 
Western Division 1905—Government Gazette No. 2, 9 May 1906, p. 50.

3 C.O. 592/7, Annual Report Central Provinces 1909, p. 737.
4 C.O. 592/9. Annual Report Central Provinces 1910, p. 661. Wrote Coplan- 

Crawford, ‘It will probably be found that before such pernicious customs 
arc destroyed more active measures will be necessary to ensure protection of 
life and property in these parts?
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villages under control. Various sections of the respective towns 
were burnt down to impress upon the people the type of punish­
ment they should expect every time they showed themselves dis­
inclined to do what Government desired. Awed by this visitation, 
the area submissively quietened down after that. By the end of the 
year, Mr. R. A. Roberts, then in charge of the Central Provinces, 
could write of the Isoko area: ‘the country is now under complete 
control and trade is flourishing, a condition which now maintains 
throughout the district.’1

At the same time as the Isoko area was being brought under 
control, the rest of L'rhoboland was also being visited and ‘pacified’. 
In 1902 Mr. Raikes, the Acting District Commissioner, Sapele, 
visited Okpara, Lkhuokori, Orogun, and Owe. These towns 
seemed to have received the constant attention of the officers, for 
although they were among the areas first visited by British political 
officers, it was by no means easy to get them to obey instructions. 
At Okpara, Raikes found that the Itsekiri doing trade at the water­
side had complaints against the Agbon people of Okpara inland. 
The Itsekiri complained that the Agbon people sometimes stopped 
trade going to the waterside, and threatened them (the Itsekiri) 
with violence. The Agbon people argued that they merely stopped 
sending produce down to the waterside when they found it im­
possible to accept the prices which the Itsekiri were prepared to 
offer. The old trouble over acceptable prices had not been solved. 
Raikes, however, got Ogun, the Itsekiri elder, and the Agbon 
elders to agree to put an end to this process of holding up produce 
and threatening violence against each other. At Lkhuokori Raikes 
reported that the people did not really wish to surrender to the 
control of the British administration but were merely playing up 
to the administrative officers. Mr. Raikes put the blame on the 
‘headman’, Evigare, whose removal from his position he urged. 
On the whole this visit did not, it would appear, inspire Mr Raikes 
with much confidence, for he wrote:

I am of opinion that no permanent good will result from visiting the 
country around Lkpara, Kokoree and Arogun, unlrv. the officer 
visiting is prepared and able to stay there some considerable time, sav
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1 < al. foil
April 1002.

2 <<• 520'25. Political Report on the Kwalc Expedition—Enclosure in dispatch 
No. 2(10, ? June 1004 It will be recalled that this was the same area with which 
Nana had most ol his trouble. The British were now discovering for themselves 
that the people were not easy to handle. See Chapter 3, p. 81.

six weeks . . . and is in a position to enforce his wishes if not carried 
out otherwise.1

Mr. Raikes’ views were fully upheld when it was found necessary 
for the Kwale Patrol of 1904 to visit this same area. James Davidson, 
the Acting District Commissioner, who accompanied the Kwale 
expedition, recalled why it was necessary to re-visit the area:

Ever since the Government has been established in the Sapele District 
this particular portion of the country has always resolutely pursued 
its own course, retaining all its native habits and customs in spite of 
the many warnings received at frequent intervals from every Divisional 
or District Officer. . . . This disinclination they have carried to the 
length of turning the Officers from their towns and even when their 
presence has been tolerated, the towns have always displayed the 
greatest indifference to all they have been told.2

The other main reason for the patrol was the need to get the people 
to put an end to the policy of‘seizing’, pledging or selling individuals 
cither as a settlement for outstanding debt or as a result of land and 
other disputes. There was also the pressing need to get the roads 
under proper repair and to ensure that they could be safely used 
by all who so desired. Finally, the policy of‘free trade’ was to be 
further emphasized and insisted on.

The patrol visited Orogun, Okpara, Ukhuokori and Owe. Ukhuo- 
kori was the town which gave the greatest trouble. In addition to 
its many misdemeanours (which included refusal to treat with the 
Divisional Commissioner some months previously, assault on a 
Native Court Messenger, anil a standing feud with Orogun) this 
town, it was reported, harboured a criminal society which called 
itself the ‘Anikpete Club’ whose main occupation seemed to be 
raiding the waterside markets, and generally terrorizing the neigh­
bourhood. rhe town was brought to book and lined twelve pun­
cheons o| oil. \ number of ‘chiefs’ were arrested pending the pay­
ment of this line. These chiefs were given out to be Nature, Obiri,
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Napoma, Bweni, Otogbogbo and Ologbode. Davidson suggested 
that Nature, the ‘headchief’, should be deposed and one Itowe, 
described as ‘the third chief of the town’ and a member of the Native 
court, put in his place. Itowe, it was argued, ‘would be a useful man 
for the place as he has always shown himself as well disposed to­
wards the Government and at all times had done his best to display 
a more friendly attitude towards us’.1 It is not clear, however, 
whether Davidson’s suggestion was carried out.

One other place where stern measures were taken was Agbassa, 
which drove back the messengers sent there to inform the town of 
the patrol’s intention to visit it. When the patrol arrived, it was dis­
covered that the town was largely deserted. But the people eventually 
came in, and put the blame on two of the elders, Okwe and Emouria. 
The farms and houses of these men were accordingly destroyed.1

Finally, Mr. Davidson succeeded in getting Orogun, Owe and 
Lkhuokori to come to some agreement and so end their long­
standing feud. The patrol stayed in the area for two weeks. During 
this period, various meetings were held at the different centres at 
which the policy of the government was fully explained to the 
people. As in the earlier period, the political officer reported:

I made it a point that the towns we had visited should attend as many 
future meetings as possible with the double object of further impressing 
our policy on their minds and of bringing the towns into contact with 
each other in a friend';, manner.’

This confirms the point made earlier that the practice of taking 
people from one centre to another was calculated to promote more 
harmonious relations between the different peoples being brought 
under British administrative control. At the end of the patrol, the 
political officer was of the opinion that the expedition had had the 
desired effect, and that the people themselves were beginning to 
see the need to adapt themselves to the new ideas which the British 
Government was trying to impress upon them 11 • observed, how­
ever, that in order to achieve permanent results, not only would

1 Ibid.
2 C.O. 520/25, An account of proceedings in Kwale country Officer command­

ing Kwalf Expedition to Officer commanding Southern Nigeria Regiment 
Enclosure in Despatch No. 26, 3 June 1904.

3 C.O. 520/25, Political Report on the Kwai? Expedition.
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1 Ibid.
2 CO. 591/2, Govt. Gazette No. 21 of 18 November 1904—Order No. to of 

1904.
( S O. t i<) \<>|. 16, Annual Report Central Province for the year 1907— 
Enclosure in Dispatch No. 38, 19 January 1907. The cause of the unrest in 
lycdc was the refusal of the people to have an Itsckiri chief imposed on them. 
Infra, p. 182.

4 C O. 592/5, Annual Report, Central Province, 1908, p. 407.
5 C O. 592/7, Annual Report, Central Province, 1909, p. 735.

frequent visits be necessary, but more courts would have to be 
established so that people would not have to go long distances to 
get their disputes resolved.1 In pursuance of this suggestion new 
courts were established at Ughienvwe and Ughelle by the end of 
the year 1904.2

The next three years saw generally satisfactory progress. The 
Urhobo people were beginning to settle down to the new system. 
In 1907, however, unrest was reported in Agbassa and lyede. 
Captain Beamish led a small patrol to these areas and endeavoured 
to settle things.3 Despite this visitation Agbassa remained so ob­
stinate that yet another patrol was sent there, this time under 
Captain Wayling, with Major Swanston as political officer. As a 
result of this patrol the two head chiefs of Agbassa were deported.4 
By 1909 Agbassa was at last reported settled, and included in the 
Okpare-Ughelle Native Court area.5 Here, as in the Isoko section, 
therefore, the area was generally under full control by 1911.

One, if not the main, reason for the British penetration of the 
coastal hinterland was the desire to increase the trade of the Pro­
tectorate by creating an atmosphere in which trade could tlourish. 
The constant aim of the administrative officers on their many 
tours was to stop the ‘seizing’ of debtors and the blocking of trade 
routes, as well as to venture out into new branches of trade. Great 
emphasis was laid on free movement of persons as of trade. For 
both these purposes, there had to be roads, and these roads had to 
be safe from robbers and terrorists. The same applied to the water­
ways: they had to be cleared both of physical obstacles and of 
‘pirates’.

First then let us examine the steps taken by the Government to 
quicken the development of trade. The Government very much 
hopeil that by getting the people in the hinterland to accept their
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rule, the way would be open for the various trading firms established 
in Warri, Sapele and Ganagana to open depots in the interior for 
tapping the trade of the area. As it turned out, however, not many 
firms were eager to move into the Urhobo hinterland even at this 
stage. Thus, until 1905, no European firm had established a perma­
nent depot in the Urhobo area, though the annual report for that 
year held out some hopes of the Niger Company and John Holt and 
Company moving into the interior. In 1906 it was reported that the 
firms were actually going to meet the trade in the hinterland.1

The firm of John Holt and Company took energetic steps, in the 
years after 1905, to get the Urhobo people to trade more directly 
with it. In the years 1906-7 Mr. Wood, John Holt’s agent at 
Frukama, made strenuous efforts to convince the Urhobo to trade 
with his firm. According to him, the firm had secured a plot of land 
on which to build a beach and depot at Otorughienvwe (‘Otu- 
Jeremi’) by November 1906. All that remained to be done before 
the firm could establish a station there, was ‘to get papers signed in 
front of the District Commissioner’.5 Throughout 1906 and most of 
1907, Wood toured the entire Lrhobo countrv, including part of the 
Isoko country, convincing the people to take their produce to the 
John Holt depots. Wood hoped that most of the people around 
Okpare, Ewu, Ughelle and lyede would send their produce to the 
new station that was to be established at Otorughienvwe? Later, 
John Holt established a ‘factory’ at Okpare in the Olomu clan in 
the period after 1914. On the whole W ood’s tramping around the 
Urhobo country gave the trade of the area a new impetus and en­
couraged the Lrhobo to take their produce to the nearest John Holt 
station themselves. As for the Isoko, they were encouraged to take 
their produce, via the Owodokpokpo creek, to Patani where John 
Holt had a well established factory .

While Wood was busy attempting to establish a trading station 
at Otorughiynvwe the agent of the Niger Company based in Ase 
was doing a similar thing in the Isoko country As pointed out in
1 C.O. 592/3, Annual Report, Central Province, 1906, p 317
2 John Holt Papers Box 16, Wood to John Holt, August 1906.
3 Ibid. I have not been able to find a report to the effect that the Ughicnvwc 

station was actually opened. The L'ghienvwe elders say, however, that the 
firm regularly sent a ‘barge’ to their town. This barge was towed to 1 rukana 
when fully loaded with produce.
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the last chapter, most of the trade of the Isoko area was directed 
towards Ase and Patani in the days of the Royal Niger Company. 
When the company lost its charter and became merely a trading 
concern, this flow of trade was not interrupted. At Patani the Niger 
Company was soon in competition with John Holt and Company. 
Even at Asaba-Ase which had been a Niger Company stronghold, 
John Holt was to appear too. In order therefore to secure more 
effectively the trade of the Isoko area, Mr. J. P. Dunn of the Niger 
Company established the first trading station in Isokoland proper at 
Ivorogbo in 1908. Dunn undertook a tour of the Isoko area (very 
much like what Wood had done in the other part of Urhoboland) 
and from Ivorogbp visited Ozoro, Oleh and adjacent towns.1 Ivor- 
ogbo only some twelve miles from Ase, was to become a busy 
trading station to which a fair amount of the produce of Isoko went. 
Even people from as far away as Ughelli and Okpare were knowm 
to attend Ivorogbo market.

This development of trade and trade routes had its effect on the 
trade of Itsekiri middlemen. First, as for the Isoko section of the 
country there was little or no Itsekiri interest at this time, though a 
few Itsekiri traders later settled at Ivorogbo where they bought 
produce from the Isoko at the local market and then sold to the 
Niger Company at their station there. Most of the people, however, 
took their produce direct to the Niger Company at Ivorogbo or 
Patani. Hence now, as earlier, there was little or no Itsekiri influence 
over this area.

With regard to the rest of Urhoboland, the Itsekiri continued in 
their role as carriers, though doing diminishing business as more 
and more Urhobo were by 1906 carrying their own produce to the 
various stations where the European firms were established. As the 
road transport system became more developed, so the Urhobo 
became more and more their own carriers, using bicycles which 
became very popular and constituted an index of affluence very 
much like the Itsykiri trade canoes of an earlier period; and so the 
Itsykiri had less of the produce passing through their hands; but 
this took over a decade to develop. As Warri and Sapele remained 
the chief trading stations, so the Itsykiri remained the leading

t J. W Welch: ‘An African Tribe in Transition’, International Review of 
Minions, Vol. XX, 1931, p. 563.
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middlemen. The old disputes between them and the Urhobo and 
Kwale continued very much as before, except that new solutions 
were found for them. In 1905 for instance, the perennial question 
of prices came up again. The Urhobo and Kwale felt that the Itse­
kiri to whom they sold their oil and kernels were not paying them a 
fair price. The reaction to such a situation in the earlier days would 
have been to stop production till the prices were put up. Under the 
new circumstances, the Native Council at Sapele met and fixed a 
minimum price for both oil and kernels. This price was to be 
subject to revision every month to meet local and foreign price 
fluctuations.1 One source of constant friction between the Urhobo 
producers in the interior and the Itsekiri at the coast in past years 
was thus avoided and regularized.

The British penetration of Urhoboland had another consequence 
for Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. After the fall of Nana, it was the 
policy of the British Government to encourage Itsekiri traders to 
continue their custom of settling at the waterside of Urhobo towns 
and earning on their trade from there. Thus at Okpara waterside, 
Ukhuokori waterside and other riverain areas the Itsykiri settled as 
traders, buying the produce from the Urhobo and taking this down 
to the European stations. When the Itsekiri moved into Urhobo 
areas it does not appear that any formal agreement was reached 
regarding the land on which they settled. The casual manner in 
which the settlements grew up was typical of the prevailing attitude 
towards land as already explained.* It has been suggested by some 
British administrative officers that the U’rhobo dared not question 
the right of the Itsekiri to settle as they did, because they looked 
up to the Itsekiri to defend them against slave raids.3 This was 
scarcely true. During the Nana regime, his agents settled in Urhobo 
areasand vet slave raiding went on. The real explanation, now as 
earlier, was that the settlement of the itsykin in I rboboland served a 
practical commercial purpose: it saved many of the Urhobo from 
travelling to the European firms in Warn, Sapyly or Ganagana 
before they could sell their produce.

However convenient such an arrangement might have been from

1 C.O. 520/31, Egerton to C.O., No. 258, 22 June 1005.
2 Supra, p. 132.
3 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857 Vol. VIII, Annual Report, Warn Province, 1929.
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the purely commercial viewpoint, it did, nevertheless, raise certain 
problems. Disputes arose now and again like that in 1902 at Okpara, 
which required the personal intervention of the District Commis­
sioner, Sapele.1 When Native Courts began to be established, these 
Itsekiri settlers were allowed to send representatives to sit on the 
courts of the areas in which they lived. This was to be resented by 
the Urhobo and to lead to bickerings and dissatisfaction which will 
be discussed in their proper place.2

A number of enactments was necessary to meet the requirements 
of the penetration era. Directly connected with the question of 
penetration was the Slave Dealing Proclamation of 1901 which made 
it illegal to indulge in buying or selling human beings or aiding in 
the process.3 As slavery and the traffic in slaves constituted one of 
those customs on which the British frowned, this enactment was, 
from their point of view, of great significance as people could now 
be more definitely charged with breaking the law. Even more 
important was the long term effect of this enactment on the re­
lations between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo. It has been pointed 
out, in an earlier chapter, that the possession of Urhobo slaves by 
the Itsekiri has been used as one argument to support a claim of 
Itsekiri domination of, and overlordship over, the Urhobo people. 
Although the enactment of the above law did not immediately put 
an end, once and for all, to slave dealing, yet it was to do so within 
the period covered by this work. Thus, one avenue through which 
Itsekiri claims of superiority and overlordship could be driven was 
eventually closed.

Another important enactment was the Roads and Creeks Pro­
clamation of 1903.* This ordinance put the responsibility for main­
taining the roads and creeks on the elders of the towns and villages 
through which these ran. As the opening of roads was one of the 
main concerns of the British administration, this ordinance was 
important in providing a means for the accomplishment of this aim. 
While there was some basis for such an enactment in traditional 
usage," it did tend to produce occasional dissatisfaction. Sometimes

t Seep. 150. 2 Sec Chapter 5.
; < <> cm 1, Proclamation No. 5 of 1901.
4 ( O t. Proclamation No. 15 of 1903.
5 Sec the duties of the Evrawa age-grade in Chapter 1, pp. 15-16.
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1 The Crewe-Read affair is discussed by S .M. (now T. N) Tarnuno: The 
Development of British Administratr.e control of Southern Nigeria, npvo tt)t2 
(thesis submitted to University of London, October pp, a j6 9.

2 F.O. 2/100, Copland-Crawford to .Moor, No 5, 22 January 1896
3 Govt. Gazette No. to, June 30, 1904, p 187: Quarterly Report, Warri 

District, January-March 1904.
4 C.S.O. 1/19 Vol. IV, Annual Report, Central Province, 1906.
5 Supplement to Southern Nigeria Government Gazette 30 September 1908,

people were called upon to work on roads and creeks for rather 
long periods, and at times inconvenient to them. The provision 
for a fine for failure to keep roads under repair also produced 
occasional grumbling. Yet with the funds available and the pressing 
need for roads to connect village to village and clan to clan, some 
measure like the above ordinance was called for. If in some places, 
and on certain occasions, the ordinance led to ‘forced labour’ and 
ugly incidents like the Crewe-Read affair,1 these only demonstrated 
that like most enactments, the proclamation was open to abuse.

It was under the provisions of this proclamation that the develop­
ment of roads in this area was first taken in hand. Great em­
phasis was placed on the maintenance of roads as this was 
necessary- not only for trade purposes, but to enable the people to 
know more of their fellow countrymen. In 1896 work began on a 
road between Warri and Sapele.3 It took many years before the 
road was completed, but by 1911 it was reported that a light car 
could use it. In 1904, while the road was still only a track, seven 
chiefs of towns along it were arrested and fined for failure to keep 
their respective sections under repair. Apart from this major road, 
other minor roads received constant attention. In 1904 there was a 
road linking Gbogidi to Okpare.3 In 1906 the people began cutting 
a road from Sapele to link up with Kwai?.* In addition to the Kwai? 
road referred to above, another road was being built to connect 
Sapele to Agbor, and another from L'gharefe (‘Warifi’J to Sakpoba. 
In the Kwai? District a road was being built from (Ikpara to the 
boundary of the Warri district, while within Agbon clan, another 
road ten miles long was under construction to link Lkhuokori 
Waterside to Lkhuokori Inland.1 In the Isoko area similar work 
was being done, although here the annual floods were a constant
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menace which rendered the building of roads a much less effective 
and satisfying affair. By present standards these roads were no 
more than tracks but they served the immediate purpose for which 
they were designed. By 1911 it was reported: ‘It is now possible to 
motor in a light car from Warri to Sapele, Benin-City, Kwale, 
Agbor and Asaba on the west side of the Niger.’1

The linking up of various places by road was of definite com­
mercial and social significance. As far as the relations between the 
Urhobo and their Itsekiri neighbours were concerned, the con­
struction of roads had the effect of enabling the Urhobo to get in 
touch with centres of administration and commerce. So, as the 
years wore on and communications by water and land improved, 
the Urhobo depended less and less on the Itsekiri to bring manu­
factured goods to their markets. The Urhobo realized this early. 
Commenting on the significance of the Sapele-Kwale road, Mr. 
F. S. James, who was Provincial Commissioner for the Central 
Province, remarked that the people already appreciated

being able to get down to the trading centres, where they may either 
trade or obtain employment rather than have to depend on a middle­
man’s canoe.2

The opening up of communications therefore had the effect of 
ending the comparative isolation of the bulk of the Urhobo from 
what were regarded as centres of civilization and progress. With the 
end of this comparative isolation began an era in which the Urhobo 
was to shed that feeling of dependence on the Itsekiri coast dweller 
for the supply of European manufactured goods, and that respect 
towards the Itsykiri for being very close to the white man. This 
changed attitude was to lead to the growth of a new type of re­
lationship between the two neighbouring peoples.

One more aspect of the penetration of Urhoboland remains to be 
discussed, that is the coming of missionaries to the area. In the 
areas immediately to the hinterland of the government stations of 
W arri and Sapyly, missionary endeavour began in earnest during 
the second phase of the administrative penetration, that is, in the 
opening years of this century. In the Isoko sector and the more

1 Cd. <1007 35, Colonial Reports—Annual: S. Nigeria, 1911, p. 28.
■ Cd. 372 18, Colonial Reports—Annual: Colony and Protectorate of Southern

Nigeria, 190O, p. 77.



Niger Delta Rivalry 

1 C.M.S. Papers, CA/013; D. C. Crowther: ‘A .Missionary Trip to the Benin 
River’, October-November 1875.

2 G3. A3/06, Hill to W igram, No. 21, 2 January 1895
3 G3. A3/07, Tugwell to Baylis No. 79, 14 April 1898
4 A3/P1- 6, Resolution passed by C.M.S. Committee in London, 6 June 1898. 
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remote Urhobo areas, real missionary’ yvork did not begin till about 
1913, when the British had all but established their administrative 
control over the country-. The missionary- effort was directed from 
three different bases: Warri, Sapele and Patani. The Warri and 
Sapele aspect was under the superintendence of the Niger Delta 
Pastorate Church, a more or less independent section of the work 
of the Niger Mission. Patani was immediately under the Niger 
Mission, and so the missionary work which at the beginning was 
directed from there was regarded as being directly under the 
purview of the Niger Mission.

The first recorded attempt by the Niger Mission at evangelization 
in the Itsekiri-Urhobo area was in 1875, when Bishop Crowther 
accompanied by his son, the archdeacon, visited Olomu, Nana’s 
father, in the Benin River, and asked for permission to open a 
mission station. Olomu, suspicious of the effect Christianity might 
have on the customs and traditions of his people, refused to be 
persuaded,1 and the idea of a mission station was dropped for over 
fifteen years. W ith the establishment of the Niger Coast Protectorate 
there were renewed efforts at establishing mission stations in this 
area. In 1893 the C.M.S. Committee in England was informed that 
‘Captain Harper, the Consul at Warri’, earnestly begged for a 
missionary- to be sent into the district.’ In 1898 Bishop Tugwell 
put the plea of the British and other traders in the Warn district 
for a missionary before the Parent Committee of the C.M.S.’ 
Apparently, this Gimmittce was not prepared to extend the sphere 
of its ministration and apart from a grudging consent to Bishop 
Tugwell’s proposal that the Reverend Henry Proctor, superin­
tendent of the Ijo district of the Niger Mission, be allowed to pay 
occasional visits to the W arri area,* nothing more effective was 
immediately done.

Bishop Tugwell would not, however, be so easily shaken oil. 
In 1899 he again addressed himself to the Parent Gimmiltec. 
He pointed out that the power of the Oba of Benin iiad been
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1 (>3. At'oS, I'u/well to Baylis, No. 168, 12 December 1899.
2 <> ;. A t o<>, Bishop Johnson’s Presidential Address—Third Conference 

Niger Delta < hutch. 23 January 1904.
3 Niger Mission Papers: Attachment to No. 8oof 1913: ‘Reportofan Itineration 

in the \iubo Country, February 8th to June 23rd 1913’, by Rev. J. D. Aitken.
4 Niger Mission Papers: No. no of 1904: ‘A Report of a Missionary Journey 

W ithin and Beyond the Southern Nigeria British Protectorate’, by Bishop 
Johnson.

broken two years earlier, and argued that it was necessary to 
introduce Christianity into the surrounding area if the people 
were not to return to a worse form of idolatory. He suggested 
that Benin be made a mission centre.1 The Niger Mission did 
not, however, take over the Benin work. It was given to the 
Niger Delta Pastorate Church under the supervision of Bishop 
James Johnson. Sapele and Warri were created sub-districts 
of Benin and missionary penetration of the area began in earnest 
in 1902?

From Warri and Sapele the work was carried into the Urhobo 
areas immediately to the hinterland. The organization of this 
endeavour was at the beginning necessarily rudimentary. The work 
was done by volunteers and a few Yoruba agents—‘Bishop Johnson’s 
men’—who were sent into the Urhobo country. Very little effective 
evangelization could be carried out in the circumstances, the Yoruba 
agents being unable to speak Urhobo, and such translation as was 
done, being done in the Itsekiri language by local lads who happened 
to have picked up a smattering of that language. Ukhuokori in 
Agbon clan was the most important centre from which a ‘Johnson 
man’ operated? The agent from Ukhuokori was supposed to super­
vise the ‘church’ in that town and the ‘Christian’ communities that 
'.ere springing up in surrounding areas like Evbreni, Okpare and 

< ghelli. On the whole, little attention was paid to the Urhobo 
areas in the years before 1914. More effective work was done in 
Warri and Sapele and the areas within a five-mile radius of these 
towns, like Evhrp (Effurun) and Amukpe. This was because in 
these centres educated men in the employ of government or com­
mercial houses offered their services to the young and struggling 
churches.* It was not, in fact, till Warri and Sapele became full- 
fledged missionary centres with resident priests that the work which 
had been started earlier began to be really consolidated, and this was
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not till 1920 when Warri and Sapele were placed under the Yoruba 
Mission.1

The missionary penetration of the Isoko country was directed 
from Patani. Patani was, for the Isoko of Erohwa, Um?, Igbide and 
Enwe clans, one of the biggest markets where both the Niger Com­
pany and John Holt had stations. It was through commercial con­
tract with Patani that the Isoko got to hear of Christianity.2 In 
1911 Proctor reported that the Isoko were visiting Patani in large 
numbers and attending Church there. Proctor suggested that a 
missionary’ be definitely assigned to these people as they spoke a 
language different from Ijo.3 In 1913 the Executive Committee of 
the Niger Mission specifically commissioned the Reverend J. D. 
Aitken, who was attached to the Patani station, to undertake an 
itineration of the Isoko country.1 In the years 1913 and 1914 
Aitken, the pioneer missionary in the Isoko country, undertook 
extensive tours of the area, visiting Igbide (which was in these 
years the centre from which .Aitken operated), Emede, Oleh, Lzere, 
Olomoro, Owe, L’wherun, Evbreni and some of the towns in which 
‘Johnson’s men’ laboured. He reported that he was enthusiastically 
received wherever he went, though it was too early to sav how well 
Christianity would flourish among the Isoko. ’' Here, as in the L'r- 
hobo areas, not much could be done in these first years until more 
staff could be found. But in 1914 the C.M.S. definitely agreed to 
create an Isoko district and to carry on, under the Niger Mission, 
the work begun by the Rev. Aitken.* From that time till now the 
C.M.S. has been of very great service to the Isoko people.

The real importance of the missionary penetration of Urhoboland

t Proceedings of the C.M.S., 1918 19, p 27.
2 Rev. J. W. W elch gives an account of how an It -ekiri native court clerk, Mr. 

Eda Oruedon who had heard Bishop Johnson and hr; men prcc h < hnstunity 
in Warri and Benin, introduced the new faith to the people of I zere where he 
was working in 1909-J. W. Welch: ‘An African Tribe in Transition', pp. 
568-9.

3 Niger Mission Papers: Enclosure in No. 44 of 1911 1! Proctor to Editor, 
C.M.S.Gazette, 29 April 1911.

4 Niger Mission Papers: No. 240(1913: Minutes of the Niger Mission 1 xccutivc 
Committee, January 1913.

5 Attachment to No. 80 of 1913: J. D. Aitken’s Report already cited.
6 G3. A3/013 No. 45 of 1914, Minutes of the Niger Mission Executive Com­

mittee, July 1914.
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lay not so much in the number of people who claimed to have 
‘thrown away their jujus’, as in the education which the missions 
took to the people. ‘Education in Isoko’, wrote the Rev. J. W. Welch 
‘has been the hand maid of the church’.1 This, very true for Isoko, 
has been true of all Urhoboland. This aspect of missionary work 
was even the more important because in this area no ‘government’ 
schools were opened throughout the period covered by this work, 
and Native Administration schools were not established till the 
1930s. The C.M.S. has therefore been to the fore in the matter of 
education. The thirst for education was felt from the very’ beginning. 
J. D. Aitken in his report already cited claimed that everywhere he 
went, the people asked for schools to be built for their children. 
The C.M.S. began its educational work early. A school was opened 
at Sapele in 1902 and at Warri in 1903.2 In the hinterland, however, 
it was not till the 1920s that regular schools were to be established. 
In the meantime all that could be done was itinerant teaching by 
the few available and poorly qualified teachers.3 The missionary 
effort was welcome, not so much because of the salvation it brought 
to men’s souls, as for the practical use to which its educational 
achievements could be put. The position was neatly summarized 
in 1915:

1 Welch: ‘An African Tribe in Transition', p. 570.
-■ <i; At e<) No. <19 of 1904. Bishop Johnson’s Presidential Address—Third 

Conference of the Nigeria Delta Church, 23 January 1904.
; Sec Chapter (1 for some discussion of later missionary work in the field of 

education.
4 ProceeJinxs of the C.M.S., 1914-15, p. 43.
5 Cd. 2238- to. Colonial Reports, Annual, No. 433, S. Nigeria, 1903 p. 26, and 

Cd. 2(184-4, Colonial Reports, Annual, No. 459, S. Nigeria, 1904, p. 27.
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1 leathen people are ready to subscribe the money necessary to support 
a school teacher. The conscious need for the Gospel though it is shown 
occasionally, it most frequently obscured by the demand for education. 
Our religious instruction is tolerated and accepted because it is com­
pulsory and is a means of the acquiring of English, the language of 
trade, the law courts, and government administration.-1

The Government itself established schools only at the government 
and commercial centres: W arri and Sapele, Aboh and Ase.5 In the 
schools at Warri and Sapely, the majority of the pupils were Itsekiri
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i A. Salubi: ‘The Establishment of British Rule in L rhoboland’, p. too. 
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and children of other Nigerian peoples working in the commercial 
houses and government departments. With the opening of schools 
in the Urhobo country by the C.M.S., and the development of 
road communications, the Urhobo gradually began to pay more 
attention to education. The result was that by the 1920s the Urhobo 
were producing young men educated enough to compete with the 
Itsekiri and other Nigerian peoples for jobs in the various provincial 
establishments.

A few conclusions, significant for Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, can 
be drawn from the above account of the British penetration of 
Urhoboland. As has been shown, the penetration was in two definite 
phases. The first phase began shortly before the fall of Nana and 
ended shortly before the fall of the Oba of Benin. These two events 
had their effects on the attitude of the Urhobo to the coming of the 
British. Nana was known to have been a very powerful chief. The 
power that defeated Nana had to be a great power. The Oba of 
Benin was regarded with awe and veneration because of his former 
suzerain power and the superhuman attributes associated with him. 
Yet the British had the better of him. These two British victories 
must have filled the Urhobo with wonder and fear. But it is easy 
to exaggerate the influences of these victories on the Urhobo. Thus, 
it has been argued that with the capture by the British of Nana and 
the Oba of Benin, the Urhobo people had no choice but to submit 
to them when they (the British) began penetrating into Lrhoboland.1 
The events so far described show clearly that the L rhobo submission 
was more apparent than real in the years before 1910. Not only did 
some of the people positively refuse to accept the new regime until 
they were forced to bow to superior force (a mere show of force 
being sufficient for this purpose) but, all through the years of pene­
tration, the people put up a stout even if passive resistance to the 
new’ order. This sort of opposition was, in the event, more difficult 
to combat than active hostility which could have been more easily 
met by armed force. The British penetration of I rhoboland was 
far from easy.

While the British were busy bringing Urhoboland under their 
administrative control, nothing spectacular was happening in
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not till the 1920s 
to begin to resent

Itsekiriland. There was therefore, a striking difference in the res­
pective reaction of the Itsekiri and the Urhobo to the British admin­
istration during the years of penetration. While the Urhobo naturally 
found it hard to accept the new control which the British sought to 
impose, the Itsekiri, with a longer tradition of association with the 
British, were far less restive. There were good reasons for this. 
First of all, the Itsekiri had learnt from bitter experience that they 
were geographically placed in such a way that the British navy could 
be effectively used against them should they prove difficult. Besides, 
the Itsekiri were only settling down to normal life after the dis­
turbances connected with the Ebrohimi expedition of 1894 and the 
Benin expedition of 1897. The removal of Nana was not only a 
potent display of British might, but a happy event for those Itsekiri 
traders who had feared his power and envied his commercial 
success. Similarly the Itsekiri stood to gain from the fall of the 
Qba of Benin. As early as 1892 Gallwey complained of the 'heavy' 
tax’ which the Itsekiri had to pay in the areas controlled by the 
Oba before they were allowed to trade, and came to the conclusion 
that it would ‘be necessary to break down the Benin king’s rule’.1 
Commercial self-interest therefore disposed the Itsekiri to welcome 
the break-up of the power of the Oba of Benin. It was understandable 
in these circumstances for the Itsekiri to accept the power that had 
rid them of the ‘over-mighty’ Governor of the River, and the 
dreaded Oba of Benin. This Itsekiri acceptance of the British, in 
contrast to the Urhobo intransigence of which the administrative 
officers complained, won for the Itsekiri, at least for the time being, 
the favour of the British administration. It was 
that under changed conditions the Itsekiri were 
certain policies of the British administration.2 In the meantime 
they enjoyed the goodwill of the British administration.

Not only did the Itsekiri find themselves in a position in which 
prudence demanded that they accept British control, but they also 
found themselves playing a useful role in the British penetration 
of the Urhobo hinterland. As the Itsekiri were already familiar with 
Urhoboland, it was possible for the British to employ them as

1 KO. 3/51, Report on the Benin District Oil Rivers Protectorate for the Year 
ending 31 July 1892—Enclosure in Macdonald to F.O., 12 January 1893.

2 See Chapter 6.
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1 Supra, pp. 140 and 152.
2 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857 Vol. IX, Annual Report, Warn Province, igjt, p
3 C.S.O. 26 File 26770, Intelligence Report on Olomu Clan, p. 18.
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guides, messengers and interpreters. Furthermore, the main aim 
behind the opening up of the interior was the development of the 
trade of the protectorate. As the Itsekiri were the leading traders 
in this part of the protectorate during these years, it was natural that 
the British should have used them in their bid to develop and in­
crease the trade of the Benin River and Warri Districts. Thus 
leading Itsekiri traders were made to accompany various British 
patrols and visiting teams in the hope that they would make con­
tacts with the hinterland producers which would be in the overall 
interests of trade.1 As the European firms only began to estab­
lish branch ‘factories’ in the L'rhobo hinterland about 1908, 
it was a matter of some importance for the British to encourage 
the Itsekiri to tap the produce of L’rhoboland more effectively. 
There can be little doubt that in this regard, the Itsekiri contri­
buted a great deal to the development of the commerce of this part 
of the protectorate.

Itsekiri activity in L'rhoboland during this era has given rise to 
the claim by British political officers who served in the area at a 
later date, that ‘it was by means of Itsekiri influence that the 
neighbouring Sobo clans were brought under control’. - One other 
factor which contributed to this claim being made was the general 
belief that all the British political agents who operated in L'rhobo­
land were Itsekiri. In fact, of the three such agents who served 
in the area only Dogho was Itsekiri, and until about 1912 he was 
responsible only for the Benin River District, a purely Itsekiri area. 
Of the other two, Tom Fallodun was a Yoruba whose area of service 
was the Abraka and Agbon clans. The third, George Eyube, des­
cribed by a British political officer as ‘an influential Jckri’,3 was in 
fact of mixed parentage, his father being Lrhobo and his mother 
Itsekiri. While the services rendered by these political agents must 
have facilitated British penetration of the Lrhobo hinterland, it will 
be stretching the point to argue that it was through their influence 
that Lrhoboland was brought under British control. The decisive 
factors in this regard were clearly British military patrols and the 
frequent visits of British political officers.
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1 See Chapter 5.
3 This question is discussed in Chapter 6.

Yet the above claim is important for Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. 
In a sense, the claim was a mark of British gratitude for the role 
played by the Itsekiri during the years of penetration. Not only was 
this gratitude not forfeited for a long time, it also disposed the 
British to favour the Itsekiri in times of Itsekiri-Urhobo conflict.1 
More important, however, is the fact that over the years, the Itsekiri 
themselves did tend to believe and amplify the claim made for them, 
and to see themselves as the agency through which Urhoboland 
was ‘opened up’. The questioning of both the claim and the belief by 
the Urhobo in the thirties of this century was to generate con­
siderable tension between them and the Itsekiri.2

Finally, by 1914, when British penetration of Urhoboland can 
be said to have been completed, Itsekiri-Urhobo relations were 
undergoing a silent revolution brought about by the resulting 
developments: improved land and water communications, the 
establishment by the European firms of branch ‘factories’ in Urhobo­
land, and the spread of education which followed missionary 
activity among the Urhobo people. Until now the Itsekiri (because 
of their position at the coast, and their contact with the European 
traders and British administrative officers) had been the suppliers 
of slaves to the European dealers, had controlled the greater part 
of the Urhobo palm produce trade, were the main channel through 
which the Urhobo obtained European manufactured goods, and 
supplied the guides, interpreters and messengers needed by the 
British in their Urhoboland campaign. As a result, they had acquired 
an importance and reputation for loyalty and service to the British 
government, out of proportion to their comparatively small numbers. 
Now this importance gradually began to diminish, as the Urhobo 
to the hinterland grew less isolated from European commerce and 
influence as a result of British penetration, and became, in many 
ways, rivals to their Itsykiri neighbours. This changed situation was 
to lead to new developments in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations in the 
years ahead.



Chapter 5
The native court system and the 
career of Chief Dogho, 1900-25

1 Cal. Prof. 10 2 Vol. I, ‘Native Courts Proclamation, iqoo’ (No <j of iqoo) 
C.O. 588/1, ‘The Native Courts Proclamation, iqoi’ (No. 25 of iqoi)

2 P.O. 84/1881, Johnston to IO.. No. 12 (Africa), 16 March 1888
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British political penetration of the hinterland of Southern Nigeria 
was accompanied by the establishment of ‘Native Courts’. These 
courts, as will be shown, were not only expected to serve as tribunals 
of justice, but were also regarded as the local executive arms of the 
central government. It was therefore not surprising that in 1900, 
at the beginning of the last phase of the effective subjugation of the 
hinterland by the British, Sir Ralph Moor, the High Commissioner, 
should have promulgated the Native Courts Proclamation, 1900, 
replaced by a similar proclamation the next year.1 These proclama­
tions formally inaugurated the native court system in Itsekiri and 
Urhoboland, as elsewhere.

It should be pointed out, however, that these proclamations 
merely legalized institutions which were already in existence. Brom 
the time Europeans first began to build ‘factories’ on land along the 
Niger Delta, the need was felt for some authority that could settle 
disputes not only among the Nigerian peoples but also between 
them and the white traders. The European traders, in particular, 
desired some authority among the Nigerians sufficiently powerful 
to settle disputes before these led to strife, trade stoppage and 
general unrest. The establishment of ‘Courts of Equity’ and later 
of ‘Governing Councils’ at various points along the Delta was 
designed to satisfy the above desire, at a time when consular admin­
istration consisted solely of chance visits in a gun boat, and when 
the consular establishment was such that one solitary figure was 
expected to keep control over hundreds of miles ■ 4 the Niger Delta.3

Courts of Equity and Governing Councils situated at chosen 
centres along the coast might have fulfilled the purposes for which
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i Bindloss, op cit., p. 145. The consular court at the Benin River was trans­
ferred to Sapele in 189 3 when a vice consulate was opened in the latter place.

a S. M I’atnuno, op. cit., p. 60.
3 Southern Nigeria Government Gazette, No. 8, 30 March 1905, pp. 192-5. 

A full list of all the early native courts is given. The list shows the dates of 
establishment, names of members and the ‘places’ these members represented.
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they were established. Yet at best they were only suited to a period 
when the British Government had not made up its mind to extend 
its sway into the coastal hinterland. The establishment of the Oil 
Rivers Protectorate (later Niger Coast Protectorate), ushered in a 
new era which called for new and more efficient instruments of 
administration. Sir Claude Macdonald, the first Consul-General, 
did not immediately inaugurate a system of native courts. Rather, 
he set up what were known as ‘Consular Courts’ at those centres 
where vice-consulates were established in 1891. In the area covered 
by this work, there were thus two consular courts: at Warri and at 
the Benin River. No administrative records about the working of 
these courts have come to light. But Harold Bindloss, writing about 
them, states that the Nigerian peoples willingly sent their offenders 
and criminals to be tried by the consular courts, which consisted 
of the vice-consul or his assistant as sole judge. An interpreter 
translated the evidence into what Bindloss in characteristic style 
describes as ‘fantastic English’. The commonest charges were 
wife-snatching, child stealing, slave dealing, firing at trade canoes and 
attempted murder.1

According to Dr. Tamuno, there was doubt as to the legality of 
these courts. Macdonald’s and Moor’s desire for ‘elucidation’ on 
this point did not call forth any response from the Foreign Office.2 
Nevertheless, the courts continued to function. By 1896 new courts, 
which consisted of Nigerian people sitting as judges, had already 
been started. Thus there were ‘Native Councils’ at Warri and 
Benin River and was what described as a ‘Native Court’ at Abraka.3 
It should be stated at this point that, so far as evidence at present 
available indicates, no effort was made to pattern these native 
councils and courts along traditional lines in the respective areas. 
The court members were invariably the leading middlemen traders, 
whose antecedents were not scrutinized by the British authorities. 
Where there was an obvious ruling group some of the members of
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these courts were no doubt drawn from it. Where there was no such 
obvious group, no special effort was made to discover how the 
people concerned ordered their political and social life with a view 
to forming the courts on a similar pattern. The preoccupation was 
with finding some rather than the authority that could settle disputes.

The Benin River Council was exclusively an Itsekiri tribunal with 
jurisdiction only over Itsekiri settlements. The Warri Native Council 
however, had jurisdiction over Itsekiri as well as over a number of 
Urhobo settlements—Effurun, Tori, Efuruntor, Mogba, Asagba, 
Agbassa, Adeji, Ogbe-Sobo (Aladja).1 Apart from the Abraka court 
no other court was sited in the Urhobo hinterland in this pre-1900 
period, despite the fact that treaties had been concluded with a 
number of Urhobo towns by 1896. It is not known for certain what 
were the factors which guided the British administrative officers 
in their choice of court members for the Warri Native Court at this 
stage. Although the court was expected to serve a number of 
Urhobo settlements, there was not a single Urhobo on the ‘bench’ 
of the court: of the sixteen members in 1896, fifteen were Itsykiri 
and one Ijo.2 From the predominance of Itsekiri members one 
can only conclude that the British appointed to the court those with 
whom they were already familiar, namely, the Itsykiri at the coast. 
It was impossible for the British to have selected members from 
some of the Urhobo settlements like Mogba, Adeje and Efuruntor, 
for it must be remembered that in 1896 the British penetration of 
Urhoboland had hardly begun. Effurun was burnt down in 1894 
during the Nana episode, and it was probably felt that the people 
were still too anti-British to react favourably to British sponsored 
native courts. It will therefore be unfair to suggest that the British 
deliberately subjected the Urhobo to an Itsykiri dominated court. 
Nevertheless, the issue of Urhobo attendance at the Warri Native 
Court was to lead to considerable Urhobo agitation in the years 
ahead.

The proclamations legalized the two sets of courts (Native (ioun- 
cils and Minor Courts) already in existence. Native <iouncils were 
to be presided over by the District Commissioners who could 
appoint deputies to act for them in their absence. These deputies
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1 ( al. Prof. 10 2, \ <>! 1. 'Native Courts Proclamation 1900’ Clause X.
2 Ibid. The clauses to which references has so far been made arc IV-VII.
t C O. 588 1. ‘The Native Courts Proclamation, 1901’ Clause XI (This pro­

vision was made subject to such other provisions as were contained in the 
proclamation.)

4 Hud , Clause XII.

had to be European officials.1 The presidents of the Minor Courts 
were to be selected by the members on a three-month rotational 
basis. Members of the Court were to be appointed by the High 
Commissioner or his representative. Once so appointed they could 
not be removed from office without ‘the special sanction of the 
High Commissioner’.

The courts were to administer ‘native laws and customs not 
opposed to natural morality and humanity’, and any new laws or 
modifications of old laws sanctioned by the government.2 They 
were to have jurisdiction over such criminal and civil cases to which 
‘native law’ applied, and in which all the parties concerned were 
natives. Non-natives could, by their own consent, be tried by these 
native courts.3

Clause XII of the 1901 Proclamation set it down:

Where a Native Court is established in any district the civil and criminal 
jurisdiction of such court shall as respects natives be exclusive of all 
other native jurisdictions in such districts, and no jurisdiction shall be 
exercised in such district by any other native authority whatsoever.4

This clause rendered illegal the judicial powers which the village 
councils as well as various age grades had been accustomed to 
exercise until that time. As the courts were also to be regarded as 
executive organs, this same clause rendered illegal, in practice if 
not in law, the executive powers of the traditional institutions as 
well. This provision made the new system highly unpopular with 
the majority of the people.

The Native Councils had wider powers than the Minor Courts. 
In civil cases the former could try personal suits involving damage, 
debt, demand; or suits over land held under ‘native tenure’; or 
suits involving succession to the goods of a deceased person; pro­
vided that these different types of suits did not involve money or 
goods valued at more than £200 sterling. Minor Courts could try 
similar cases where the money or value of goods involved did not
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exceed £25 (except in the case of goods of a deceased person, which 
goods could be worth as much as £50). The defendant had always 
to be resident in the district over which the court try ing him had 
jurisdiction. In criminal cases the native councils had authority to 
try offences committed, wholly or in part, within their respective 
districts, for which the punishment could be:

(i) imprisonment for a term not exceeding two years with or 
without flogging not exceeding fifteen strokes;

(ii) imprisonment for a term not exceeding one year with or 
without hard labour, and a tine not exceeding £100;

(iii) a fine not exceeding £tco.

The minor courts could try similar cases w here the punishment 
could be:

(i) imprisonment not exceeding six months with or without 
hard labour, with or without flogging not exceeding fifteen 
strokes;

(ii) imprisonment for a term not exceeding three months, with or 
without hard labour, and a fine not exceeding £25;

(iii) a fine not exceeding £50?

Appeals lay from the minor court to the Native Council, and 
from there to the Supreme Court. W here the debt, damage or claim 
ordered to be paid, or the fine imposed did not exceed £50, or where 
the term of imprisonment was not longer than three months, there 
could be no appeal. The Supreme (iourt decision was final. I he 
District Commissioner was granted general powers to transfer 
cases from the native courts to the Supreme < ourt, acting in his 
discretion. A case could also be transferred to the Supreme Court it 
a defendant applied to, and secured the approval of, the District 
Commissioner for such a transfer.!

The proclamation provided for a fine of £50 0:1 any unauthorized 
persons who sat as court members Anyone who sought to influence 
the decision of the court in favour of himself or any party to a suit 
was liable to a fine not exceeding £100, or imprisonment for two 
years. The High Commissioner reserved to himself the right to

1 Ibid. See Clauses XIII XVI.
2 Ibid., Clauses XXX XXXII and XXXIV.
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Ibid. Sec Clauses XLI-XI.III.
(’.(). 588/1, ‘The Native Courts Amendment Proclamation' (No. 17 of 1903)
Clause 3.
Ibid. Sec Clause 4(1)—4(3) and 5.
C O. 588/2, ‘The Native Courts Proclamation, 1906’ (No. 7 of 1906).

dismiss any court members for misdemeanour, provided such 
members were given an opportunity to defend themselves before 
being dismissed.1

In 1903 an amendment proclamation was issued. The District 
Commissioner was by this proclamation made a member of all 
native courts in his district.’ This was important because it meant 
that whenever the District Commissioner sat on any of the minor 
courts, he conferred on such courts by that very act, the jurisdiction 
of a native council, and could hear appeals against decisions of the 
minor courts. The Assistant District Commissioner was, by another 
amendment, enabled to sit on, and act as president of, any minor 
court in his district in the absence of the District Commissioner. 
The District Commissioner was further empowered to appoint as 
vice-president any member of any native court nominated by such 
tribunal, and subject to the High Commissioner’s approval. Such a 
vice-president acted for the District Commissioner and his assistant 
in their absence. Another provision conferred on the minor courts 
equal jurisdiction with the native councils in civil cases.3

The Native Courts Proclamation of 1906, which was issued on 
the amalgamation of the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria and the 
Cxjlony of Lagos, did not materially alter his provisions of the earlier 
ones. There was, however, one important innovation: the High 
( ommissioner was empowered to appoint any member of any native 
court to be the president of such a court.4 This was the first time 
that such a provision was made. These were the provisions which 
guided the working of the native court system until 1914.

Between 1900 and May 1906, nine minor courts were opened in 
Lrhoboland. These courts were those of Gbogidi, Ajareyube 
(Agbarho) and Okpare which were opened in 1900; that at Sapele 
which was probably constituted between 1901 and 1902; and those 
of (Ikpara, Abraka Jeremi (L’ghienvwe), L’ghelle and Uzere which 
were opened in 1904. In addition to these courts, three others not in 
Urhobo or Isoko territory proper served various sections of the
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Urhobo and Isoko people. These were the Ase court which Isoko 
people from the Aviara and Ivorogbo areas attended; the Patani 
court which served Erohwa and Ume clans, and the Frukama court 
which served part of Ughienvwe clan.1 The native councils of 
Benin River and Warn continued to function and to exercise their 
jurisdiction as previously described. In 1903, as a result of a tour of 
inspection and reorganization, Mr. Justice Menendez decided 
to convert the minor court at Sapele to a native council with effect 
from 10 October that year. In November, a native council was 
similarly established at Ase.2

It would appear that in these years the administration was un­
willing to open many courts in this area. In pre-British days, the 
Urhobo clan was self-sufficient in matters of justice and mode of 
government. With the new regime, and in view of the clause in the 
Native Courts Proclamation which rendered traditional tribunals 
illegal, a number of clans found that they had to travel outside their 
own clans in order to be able to attend court. Many of the thirty-two 
‘places’ under the jurisdiction of the Ajareyube native court were 
outside the confines of that clan. Ewu, lyede and Ughelle had to 
attend the Okpare court till they got their ow n courts. Part of the 
Ughienvwe clan attended court at Gbogidi before a court wm 
opened in their clan, while part continued to go to Frukama esen 
after a court was established at Otorughienvwe. The L zcrc court 
served most of the Isoko towns. If the arrangements depicted above 
had the long term advantage of bringing the various Urhobo clans 
closer together, this advantage was not immediately apparent. 
Rather, considerable dissatisfaction was felt. Those clans which had 
to travel outside their territory viewed with distaste a system which 
appeared to subject them to those clans in which the courts were 
situated, clans with which until then, they hid dealt on nothing 
but terms of perfect equality. This dissatisfaction was more keenly 
felt by those Urhobo areas like the l.vbi^ (I.fiurunj clan which had 
to attend an Itsekiri court. In later years the issue of I .rhobo people 
attending courts over which Itsykin influence was supreme was 
to cause considerable tension between the two ethnic groups

The problem of siting native courts was not an easy one. From

1 Southern Nigeria Government Gazette, 8, 30 March 11105, pp. 192-5.
2 C.O. 520,18, Enclosure in Moor to C.O., No. 16, 7 January 1803.
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1 Supplement to Government Gazette, No. 30, June 1904, p. 180: Annual 
Report Western Division 1904 (Year ending 31 .March).

2 Colonial Reports No. 289 (Cd. 3-12): Niger Coast Protectorate 1898-9, p. 9.
3 C O. 520/18, Moor to C.O., No. 16, 7 January 1903.

the point of view of the administration, the decisive factor was that 
of efficient supervision. As an administrative officer observed, the 
government faced a dilemma: on the one hand, enough courts had 
to be established to leave no excuse for the Nigerian people’s re­
fusing to take their disputes to the courts for settlement on grounds 
of prohibitive distances; on the other hand, to establish courts 
which could not be under ‘frequent European supervision’ was, 
from the government point of view, utterly unsatisfactory.1 It was 
a dilemma which was extremely difficult to resolve, especially during 
a period when the British administrative officers had no confidence 
in the ability of the ‘warrant chiefs’ to perform their duties efficiently, 
and when these chiefs, exposed to new influences, and called upon 
to carry out the functions of government in new ways, were finding 
it difficult to adjust. Indeed, it was a problem which constantly 
exercised the minds of the administration throughout the period 
covered by this study.

The establishment of native courts was regarded as a very im­
portant aspect of government policy. The courts were seen as being 
of immense value because they rendered ‘material assistance in the 
control of the territories’ which were only just being brought under 
British rule. They were also seen as a means of teaching the chiefs 
‘the proper methods of government and . . . the administration of 
justice’. The native councils were, in addition to ordinary judicial 
work, to be encouraged to make ‘necessary native laws’ for the 
government of the people over whom they had jurisdiction. The 
proceeds from court fees and fines were to be applied by the court 
members to the building of roads and ‘other works of public utility’.'2 
The courts were charged with responsibility for ‘all administrative 
and executive work among the natives themselves, and for the 
furtherance of trade, education, agriculture etc., throughout the 
territories’? From this formidable list of duties, it is clear that these 
tribunals were, in effect, local arms of the central government. 
Here in fact was the system which was later to be called indirect 
rule being put into practice without any of the fanfare that was to be
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1 See Anene, op. cit, p. 250.
2 See Chapter 1, pp. 42 3.
3 Awala, 1 regene, Etchk, Brigby, Numa, Nesame. Okorofugbe— 

these were among the men who signed the agreement of 1851 and the treaty 
of 1884. See Cal. Prof . 5/7 Vol. I and 1 O 93 6/10, Treaty with Chiefs of 
‘Jekri . They or their descendants (like Ifogho in place of Numa) were the 
most prominent court members. See Gazette No 8, 30 March 1905, p 195.
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noticeable during the Lugardian era. Now as later the impelling 
reason for adopting the native court or warrant chief system was 
the obvious inadequacy of the British staff available for the effective 
administration of the vast areas being rapidly brought under Brit­
ish rule. Admittedly some British administrative officers were in­
clined to argue that by adopting the above policy they were 
preserving the traditional systems of government of the peoples 
concerned.1 .As many of these officers knew little of the traditional 
systems in the period before 1930, they were hardly in a position 
to know' what to preserve. Whatever good the warrant chief system 
did, it also undermined some of the more salient features of the 
traditional systems of government in this as in other parts of Nigeria. 
Be that as it may, because the native courts were seen as the local 
arms of the central government, dissatisfaction with them became 
tantamount not to dissatisfaction with a judicial system, but with 
the entire governmental set up.

The selection of those to sit on the courts was quite a problem. 
Among the Itsekiri, however, it was not very difficult to find 1 
solution to the problem, for with them there had grown up over 
the years, as was pointed out earlier,’ a group of men who were 
regarded by the bulk of the Itsekiri people as their leaders Must of 
those in this group were men who had become important because 
of their success as traders It is interesting to note that the early 
court member-, numbered among them most of those who signed 
the earlier agreements and treaties with the British, or descendants 
of such people.1 Whether these men who were appointed to sit on 
the courts would have been >> appointed had there been an Olu 
in the years 1900-4, it is difficult to say, for b_. this time many titles 
of nobilits were unfilled and there cu:. be :. > sr.inz who would have 
been honoured bv the Oiu. I he point here -.tressed is that the 
majoritv of the Itsekiri who did obtain warrants’ to sit on Itsekiri 
courts were, in the circumstances, men who for a number of decades
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had been accustomed to exercising authority and influence among 
their people, irrespective of whether such authority was traditional 
in content, or acquired as a result of success in trade.

With the Urhobo the state of affairs was very different. The Ur- 
hobo had not lost their traditional system of government, nor had 
that system been modified as was the case in Itsekiriland, following 
on the interregnum of 1848. Thus even as the British were intro­
ducing their system, the Urhobo knew who among them performed 
specific duties according to their own system. The traditional system 
of office holding was rather complicated. It was not possible to 
speak of the ‘rulers’ of the people in the exclusive terms of the 
British There was, therefore, greater suspicion of the new order in 
Urhoboland than in Itsekiriland. The Ekpako, Ehpnvu’pnren, Edip 
and other title holders tended to sit back and watch the develop­
ments before committing themselves. That was why there were, 
among the first group of court members, people who would not 
have been on such tribunals under normal conditions. This is not 
so say, however, that even among these early court members there 
were no people who held positions of traditional responsibility in 
their respective communities. The District Commissioners did 
not always merely handpick anyone who had the courage not to run 
away on their approach.1 In Urhoboland the earliest courts were 
established in places which already had some prior contact with the 
white man.2 His coming to establish courts was not therefore a 
frightening phenomenon. Tradition has it that there was always 
some consultation between the District Commissioner and some 
at least of those, who were until that time, charged with responsib­
ility for ruling their people. In Agbarho clan for example, the 
sixteen court members appointed in 1900 were said to have been 
chosen at a meeting in the Osivie's house.3 As a result, the earliest 
court members included some of the most prominent men in their

1 See Aiicne, op. cit., p. 259. Ancnc rightly warns that any generalization about 
how the chief's were selected is open to objection.

- Abraka, Ajayube, Gbogidi, Okpara, Ughcllc, Uzere—these places all had 
contact with Europeans a number of years before native courts were estab­
lished in them. Sec Chapters 3 and 4.

3 ( S C) 26 Eilc 27999, Agbadu clan Intelligence Report. (The Osivie is the 
Agbarho clan head.) A similar thing happened in some of the other Urhobo 
clans.
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1 These names can be found on the list of 1905 to which reference lw> already 
been made. The present O.ie of Lghellc B the «ni of < tyharrsi, an < fkpalcfe 
is the present Qlota of Agbarho clan; I ekanrurhobo, son of the ‘warrant chief’ 
is one of the most respected local leaders in L ghicnvwc His lather was the 
Odede-Ade—see Chapter 1, p. 17.

2 See Chapter 4, pp. 145-6.
3 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11329/S.I., Petition from Ekeke to Lieut. Gov. dated 13 

October 1915.
178

respective communities: Ogharisi of Ughelle, Buluku of Oteri, 
Asagba of Amukpe, Okpalefe of Mogba, Fekanrurhobo of Oginibo— 
—these were men who occupied positions of authority in their 
towns and villages.1 It was only after the people had indicated their 
choice of court members that the District Commissioner put 
their names on an already prepared warrant which, on approval by 
the High Commissioner, constituted the legal instrument establish­
ing the court. It was from this warrant that the members got their 
name of‘warrant chief’ which, by 1927, had become the symbol 
of the opprobium in which the native courts w ere then held.

It should always be remembered that the opening of courts in 
this as in other areas was seen as a means of further consolidating 
British rule, and that the process was going on at the same time as 
the British were effecting the political subjugation of the area by 
means of patrols and punitive expeditions. Indeed, the native courts 
were the visible symbols of British rule in the rural districts. It was 
in connexion with these courts that the political agents appointed 
by the British administration performed their most useful services. 
As pointed out in the last chapter, the two such agents who laboured 
in Urhoboland proper in the pre-1914 period were Fallodun and 
Eyube.2 One other name which crops up in connexion with this 
period is that of Cheke, an Itsekiri, who served for a short while at 
lyede.

As the use made of the Itsekiri by the British during the pene­
tration of Lrhoboland led to the claim that it was through 1 tsckiri 
influence that Lrhoboland was opened up, so a number of claims 
have been made by, and for, the Itsykin in connexion with the 
establishment of native courts in Lrhoboland. In 1915 a certain 
Itsekiri, by name Ekeke, petitioned the Lieutenant Governor, 
Southern Provinces, requesting that the government pay him a 
subsidy for services which he had rendered to it 1 He numbered
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among these services the fact that in the early days of the native 
court system, he acted as president of nine minor courts (there were 
only nine such courts in L’rhoboland until 1907) in Urhoboland. 
According to him, those courts included those of Okpare, Ughelle, 
and Ughienvwe.1 After Ekeke’s death, his brother in pleading that 
the subsidy paid to the deceased be transferred to him, put the 
claim more clearly:

Chief Ekekc was a Political Agent for Ganagana Western I jo Division.
I was send with Chief Ekeke to assisted him [«?]. Then after this 
Copland Crawford and Chief Ekeke proceeded into the bush and 
opened the Native Courts. The courts opened by them are Frukama, 
Okpare, Ughelle and Jeremi.2

British administrative officers in later years made an even stronger 
claim for the Itsekiri. The report on Warri Division for 1925, for 
instance, stated:

When the Native courts were being established in the outlying districts 
of the Division leading Jekris with trading interests in these parts were 
given warrants in order to show the Sobos and other less enlightened 
tribes how the working of the courts should be carried on.3

W riting of the L'ghienvwe native court in 1932, Mr. S. E. Johnson 
(District Officer, Warri Division) claimed that in the early years of 
this court’s existence it was presided over by the District Com­
missioner or ‘by a Jekri Agent who took his place as vice-president’.'*

On the one hand, the above claims demonstrate that constant 
intermingling between the Itsekiri and the L'rhobo, which was a 
regular feature of Itsekiri-L’rhobo relations. On the other hand, 
they represent the type of claims which gave rise to tension and 
hostility between both peoples. Commenting on Ekeke’s petition, 
the Resident, Warri Province, stated that Ekeke was an Itsekiri 
trader who toured various parts of L’rhoboland in the interest of 
his trade. The subsidy which he claimed was formerly paid to his

1 Ibid I keke is not .it all remembered in Ughelle. The Okpare court as was 
stated in the last chapter was supenised by George Eyubc. It was not till 
1916 that Ekekc sat on the Okpare court and by that time he was a mere 
trader resident in Okpare. \ ide infra p. 207.

2 ( > O. ah 2 Eilc 11329 S.I., Tercn Kenusi to Governor, 5 August 1925.
3 I ghclh Papers bile 96 1925A, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1925.
4 < 5.0. 26 I de 27630. Intelligence Report on Jeremi (Ughienvwe) Clan, p. 18.
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1 C.S.O. 26 2 I lie 11329 S I, Resident, Warn Provim e, to Secretary, 'southern 
Provinces, Lagos, No. C30641909, 26 April 1919

2 Supplement to Government Gazette, No. to, 30 June 1924, p iKS Quarterly 
Report W arn District, January March 1904.
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father, Kenusi, and arose out of the government’s policy of paying 
some compensation to those coastal chiefs who, prior to the estab­
lishment of British rule, used to receive a share of the comey 
collected from European traders. According to the Resident, Ekeke 
was ‘utterly useless from a government point of view’.1 Ekeke was, 
however, a member of the Warri Native Court. It is possible that 
people like Ekeke posed as government servants in the Urhobo 
areas (although in this case Ekeke is not at all remembered in the 
areas where he claimed he was vice-president) as such a pose 
would have been of definite advantage to their commercial ventures. 
The Urhobo, aware of the fact that the British used Itsekiri men 
in such capacities, would scarcely have had cause for suspicion.

The reference to the Ughienvwe court is evidence of the general 
belief held by a later generation of British administrative officers, 
that it was the Itsekiri who played the leading role in the establish­
ment of British rule in Urhoboland. The ‘Jekri Agent’ alluded to 
was probably George Eyube who, as already stated, was of mixed 
L’rhobo-Itsekiri parentage, and who was, at any rate, dead by the 
time the Ughienvwe court was established. In fact, the record of 
the opening of this particular native court completely invalidates the 
claim made by Mr. Johnson. After the death ot l.vube no one was 
appointed to take his place In the sphere previous!, upervised by 
Eyube, the District C mmi doners >eemed to have letermincd to 
establish the new courts on sound and proper lines by ’oing to sit 
there themselves. 1 hus, the District Commission - wrote of the 
Ughienvwe court in March 19C4

During the quarter I have • : 
made arrangements to sit or 
to sit each sixteen days at Jerv:

The Uzere Native Council which 
same time was similarly handled:

The Uzere Native Council is now fa:rl. .’arm. Jt . onl. when 1 
or Mr. Crewe-Read can he present, and 1 am t- : to arrange for it
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to be visited on the 7th and 21st of each month so as to have sittings 
about once a fortnight.1

In the light of clear evidence such as quoted above, the claims made 
for the Itsckiri are seriously called in doubt. Yet the claims are 
important as revealing a noticeable tendency on the part of the 
Itsekiri, and some British officers in the twenties and thirties, to 
exaggerate the role which the Itsekiri played in the process of the 
consolidation of British rule in L'rhoboland. The British officers 
presumably did this partially out of gratitude to the Itsekiri, and 
partially out of genuine ignorance of the exact position of affairs 
at a time when they had not joined the service. As for the Itsekiri, 
they were probably forced to exaggerate their past services in an 
endeavour to enhance their reputation in the face of increasing 
Lrhobo competition in commerce and other spheres.

The assertion that Itsekiri men were given warrants to sit on 
Lrhobo courts in order that they might show the L'rhobo how to 
run the courts may now be examined. The first thing to note is that 
it was Itsekiri men with trading interests in the areas concerned 
who were so appointed. This is fully borne out by the table below

Itsykiri warrant chiefs were to be found in Abraka, Okpara (Agbon 
clan), Ajareyuby (Agbarho clan), Gbogidi (Lidu clan) and Sapele 
in the years before 1914. These were the areas in which, as already 
pointed out, the Itsekiri traders were particularly active. As a matter 
of fact, virtually all the Itsekiri who were given warrants to sit on

1 Government Gazette, No. 16, 23 September 1904, p. 311: Report on Agberi 
District for quarter ending 30 June 1904.

2 The summary is culled from lists given in Gazette No. 8, March 1905, pp. 
192-5.

Court (and Total no. No. of
when established) of members Urhobo

Abraka-Okpara 17
Ajareyube(Jan. 1900) 19
Gbogidi (Jan. 1900) 
jeremi’ (June 1904)
Okpare(Jan. 1900)
.Sapele (as in 1902)
L'ghelle (Oct. 1904
L'zere(May 1904)
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I See various lists of court members given in Gazette No 8. March 1905, pp 
192-5. 2 Infra., pp. 207-9.

3 <. S O 26 File 27994: Intelligence Report on lycde clan, p to.
4 The lyede people today say that they expelled Cheke because he was Ituekin— 

Interview with Kagho Omomadia (aged over 80 years) and other elders at
182

these courts were men resident in the Itsekiri settlements in those 
es. If the I rhobo accepted their appointments without demur, 
.: was not ct'.h because they were afraid of government action in the 
even: or their agitating against the appointments, but also because 
they were already familiar with the Itsekiri men concerned and 
scarcely regarded them as foreigners.

it is difficult to assess how successfully these Itsekiri warrant 
chiefs fumhed the purpose for which they were allegedly appointed. 
An examination of the names concerned reveals that not one of the 
men wh? served in these Urhobo courts had had any previous 
experience in the older courts at Warn and Benin River.1 It is 
therefore not easy to see how they were expected to teach the Urhobo 
the working of a system which was as new to them as to the Urhobo. 
There is no evidence in the records from which it can be judged 
whether the courts with Itsekiri chiefs were more efficiently run 
than those on which no Itsekiri chiefs sat.

What was the Urhobo reaction to the presence of Itsekiri chiefs 
on their courts during this pre-1914 period ? Generally, the Urhobo 
were apparently unaware that the appointment of Itsekiri chiefs to 
their courts was regarded as a commentary on their inability to 
run these courts. The Itsekiri concerned were so well known to the 
Urhobo, that they worked happily together at the beginning. In 
the post-1914 period this amity was to give way to hatred and sus­
picion which will be discussed later.2 There v.as, however, one 
incident in this earlier period which foreshadowed things to come. 
Cheke, it has been said, was placed in charge of lyede court as a 
political agent. But he was so unpopular with the lyede people that 
they drove him from their clan Partly as a result of this action, 
lyede was visited by a patrol in 1908 and certain sections of the 
town burnt down as punishment for their attack against ‘Cheke, 
the Jekri Agent’.3 It was not clear whether Chckc’s expulsion was 
due to the mere fact of his being Itsckiri, or was the result of certain 
objectionable traits of character.4 At any rate the burning of iyedc
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lyedc (in 21st December 1061 and 7 September 1963. In view of Itsckiri- 
l rhobo tension at the time of the inquiry there is room for scepticism about 
the opinion of the lyedc ciders. It should be noted, however, that as there was 
little Itsekiu contact with this westernmost part of the Isoko section before 
this time, there might be some truth in the assertion by the lyedc people that 
(lieke was expelled because he was Itsykiri .1 stranger to them. The situation 
was dillcrent with I limbo clans like Abraka, Agbon or Agbarho.

1 (5(1 1 to Vol l\, Annual Report Central Provinces 1906. See also: 
Supplement to < ioccrnmcnt Gazette No. to, 30 June 1004: Quarterly Report 
Want District January March 1004 and (SO. 1 19 Vol. 16: Enclosure in 
No it. tu.i.ou. Annual Report Central Provinces 1007.

a I ho. accounts tor the reputation ot the I rhobo as a litigious people. In the 
new srstem a man was likely to win his case if he called sufficient evidence 
to back his claim In the traditional sy stem, the fear of trial by ordeal made 
men wary ol raking up false evidence.

by the British, while understandable as a dernonstra'.-..- 'A t.vx. 
to respect constituted authority, was hardly cakaiated to .-.'.rta.-,* 
Itsekiri-Urhobo harmony.

There is little to go on in attempting an assessment of the g 
of the native courts in the pre-1914 era. The constant theme that 
they were popular and working satisfactorily was based on the 
large number of cases which went before them. In 1906 it was 
reported for the central provinces:

The number of cases heard and determined is ample proof . . . of the 
confidence the people as a whole have in the administration of j-slice 
by the system of native councils and minor courts v> happily inau­
gurated by . . . Ralph Moor.1

The number of cases determined is unacceptable as an adequate 
criterion for assessing the success or popularity of the courts. With 
the provision which rendered traditional tribunals illegal being 
enforced, many of the people had to take their cases to these courts. 
l‘> ir some people, the courts became instruments w ith which they 
could fight their opponents in local feuds. - On the whole, it took a 
long time before the people reconciled themselves to the new­
sy stem. In 1902 it was reported that ‘considerable difficulty’ was 
being ‘experienced in getting the natives to attend the courts’. As 
.1 way out, Moor suggested that the court messengers be made to 
take the summonses to the ‘Head Chief’ of the village concerned, 
and that it be impressed on all such chiefs ‘that their neglect to 
ensure the attendance of persons summoned would result in
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punishments to themselves.’1 In 1911 troops had to visit Qzoro 
and the surrounding area because the people were still persisting in 
their habit of blinding thieves, clear proof that the traditional system 
had not been given up. In 1914 Owe had to be burnt down because 
the people attacked their court messenger and killed him, his wife 
and children.2 The Lrhobo people were still not completely recon­
ciled to the new system in 1914.

Between the chiefs and the people, and between these and the 
District Commissioner, stood the figure of the court clerk. In many 
ways he was the central figure in this novel set-up. While the 
District Commissioner could only be occasionally present at each 
court, the court clerk was present every time his court met. Various 
‘rales’ made by the High Commissioner laid out the duties of the 
court scribe. It was his duty to summon three members (the official 
quorum) to attend each day's sitting; anybody who desired to inspect 
the records of a case with a view to obtaining a copy had, after 
securing the approval of the District Commissioner, to do so ‘under 
the personal supervision of the clerk’. On the first day of every 
month the clerk had to travel to the divisional headquarters in 
order to submit his monthly returns to the District Commissioner ’ 
In addition, there was his primary duty of keening the record of 
cases heard, summonses taken out, fees rec-.-r. d and the like. It 
the District Commissioner had any information or instructions be 
wanted to pass on to the court members, he did so through the 
court clerk. The court clerk was, there!- .re, i: r ■ cs of the warrant 
chiefs and the generality o! the people, a:: extremely powerful and 
influential personage. It wa> this power and the corrupt way in 
which the court clerks u->ed it that made them unpopular with the 
people. Very often they sought to arrogate to themselves more powers 
than they were legally allowed to wield As carb, .is 19,4 the District 
Commissioner, \\ arri reported:

1 Cal. Prof. 9.2 \ol. Il, Moor to Jhsv.ional t ....Western Div:.:on, 
Draft No. 9, 22 May 1902.

2 C.S.O. 26 File 27898, Intelligence Report Owe t !in, pp. 19 29 The Owe 
clan elders confirmed this report at an interview >n 8 September tgb;

3 Various Government Gazettes: \oh II, N ■. 18, September root, p ;t>r. 
Vol. Ill, No. 6, 30 April 1903, p. 122; Vol. Ill, No. 15, 15 Novend>er 1901 
(Supplement), p. xxii.
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1 Supplement to Government Gazette, No. 10, June 1904, p. 187: Annual 
Report, Warri District, March Quarter 1904. The Urhobo elders recall how 
the court clerks used to threaten them with what Idisi (the Urhobo ren­
dering ot ‘DC would do to them if they failed to carry out the clerk’s 
bidding.

I have had to remove the clerk of minor courts of Bogidi and Aj’Eyubi 
for various misdemeanours chiefly arising from his idea that he was a 
kind of Native Consul in these parts.1

The task of regulating the position of the clerk vis-a-vis the court 
members and the people remained one of the ever present problems 
of the native court system.

The amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria became 
effective on 1 January 1914. At the start of the regime of Sir Fred­
erick Lugard as Governor-General of the new administration, the 
native court system was further developed. The Native Courts 
Ordinance, 1914, and the Native Authority Ordinance, 1916, pro­
vided the legal framework of the system as it developed after 1914. 
But before examining the ordinances and their effect on the native 
court system, it is necessary to introduce the man whose career had 
a profound effect on the working of the system in Itsekiri and 
L'rhoboland, namely Dogho Numa.

Dogho was the son of Numa, whose mother Uwala was a princess 
of the ()lu Erejuwa I. Dogho’s mother was Ejuonenowo, daughter 
of one Ogie, a son of an Ologbotsere. On both sides, therefore, he 
was well connected, though it must be pointed out at once that his 
connexions both with the royal family and with the noble house of 
(flogbotsyry were on the female side—a fact which in strict Itsekiri 
law debarred him from holding any important office of state based 
on the hereditary principle. Not a great deal is known about Dogho’s 
early days. In the dissensions which featured among the Its?kiri 
in the years after 1848, the Numa family stood in opposing camps 
to the Olomu family. The role played by Dogho during the Ebro- 
himi expedition of 1894 has already been noted. Dogho entered 
into the good books ot the administrative officers as early as 1891. In 
that year, Gallwey made a journey through the creeks to Lagos. 
Nana supplied him with ‘a large gig canoe’ but refused to supply the 
crew, arguing that once his slaves got to Lagos they would run away. 
Dogho promptly made good the deficiency by giving thirty ‘boys’
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to man the canoe,1 thereby earning the gratitude of Gallwey. He 
was never to forfeit this gratitude. In 1892 Gallwey, in a report on 
his district, spoke of the two factions which existed in Itsekiriland. 
He explained the differences between these factions in terms of the 
people on the left bank of the Benin River objecting to being 
dictated to by Nana. Numa was the head of this left bank group. 
Numa died in February 1891 and Dogho became head of the Numa 
house, and leader of that faction. Commenting on this change, 
Gallwey wrote:

Numa was a particularly weak minded and incapable chief, but his 
son, who succeeded him, is a very superior man altogether, and in 
time is likely to improve very materially on his father’s rule and further, 
he is not afraid of Nana. In addition to all this, he is a very loyal 
supporter of Her Majesty’s Government — His name is Dore.2

William Moore suggests that Dogho’s faction carefully built him 
up in wealth and social status, in order that he could oppose Nana 
during the latter’s term as Governor of the River. Dogho’s position 
as interpreter to the council which Nana summoned to discuss 
various trade matters enabled him to become attached to the vice- 
consular officers, and M arc suggests that he used this position 
against Nana, by enlarging on the reports of disaffection brought 
up by various people against Nana.5 Harrison Dudu, who featured 
prominently during the Nana war, was also Dogho’s henchman. 
Dogho himself rendered useful service to the British during the 
Ebrohimi expedition It will be recalled that one of the charges 
brought against Nana by Moor was that Nana planned an attack 
on Dpgho and Dudu, ‘two friendly chiefs’. The war canoes of 
Dogho and Harrison were used against Nana > supporters in the 
Sapele area. It was Dogho’s ‘headman’, Omota, who led a force of 
fifteen war canoes and 400 rnen to attack Okotobo, to which place 
Nana had fled after he escaped from l.brohinn 1 Antagonism to

1 H. L. Gallwey: ‘Journeys in the Benin ( . r try Journal of the Royal Geo­
graphical Society, Vol. I, 1893, p. 124

2 E.O. 2’51, Report on Benin Ro er Di.tr • 1 >il R:.--. 1’rotri torate for rear 
ending 31 July, 1892 Enclosure in Macdonald to 1.0 , ir January 1893

3 Moore, op. cit., p. 108.
4 I O. 2/64, Enclosure
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Nana, loyalty to the British, a certain shrewd opportunism, these 
were the factors which made Dogho one of the greatest agents 
of the British administration in Southern Nigeria between the years 
1894 antl >932.

Dogho was appointed the political agent for the Benin River 
District about the year 1896, the same year that he was put in charge 
of the Benin River Native Council. In his capacity as Vice-President 
of this council, he won the encomiums of Gallwey in 1900. Gallwey, 
after reading a report on Sapele District for the September quarter 
of that year, noted that Captain O’Riordon, the acting District 
Commissioner, had not commented on the state of affairs of the 
Benin River Native Council. ‘I am afraid’, he minuted, ‘that super­
vision by the Acting District Commissioner could not have been 
ven- close; but it is fortunate that they have a man like Chief Dore 
who thoroughly knows his work’.1 In short, the presence of Dogho 
was a guarantee that things were being properly run. This gives 
some idea of the respect and esteem in which the man was held by 
the British.

Dogho again won the deep gratitude of the British Government 
during the Benin expeditions of 1896 and 1897. Although he warned 
the foolhardy Phillips not to proceed with his plans of visiting 
Benin, he, nevertheless, furnished him with 180 of the 240 carriers 
required for the trip as well as canoes to convey them.- It was he 
who reported that the Phillips expedition had been tired upon and 
the white men killed. He furnished the canoes that patrolled the 
creeks to pick up information and any survivors after the disaster. 
During the punitive expedition of 1897, Dogho (this time aided by 
Dudu and Etchie) was again to the fore in procuring carriers at a 
time when both the Itsykiri and the Urhobo were unwilling to 
accompany the British on another Benin venture. Already' the 
proud winner of a British commemorative medal for his services 
during the Ebrohimi expedition, he was awarded yet another medal 
for his services during the Benin expeditions.3 Forwarding the diary

1 Cal Prut 10 j Vol I, Galtney's comments on 
Report, September loco.

a Man Boisragon: The Henin Massacre, London 1897, p. 56.
t CO. 444 Moor to CO., No. 236, 30 December, 1899. Also Macgregor 

(\V ar Office) to Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, 29 May 1899.
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S Jamot, dated ? Mav 1906 I ruknurc m 
Egcrton to C O , No. 124, 12 May

4 C.O. 520/37, Interxiew between Governor I ;:?r’ 
the SA . Ivy on 15 October 1906.—Encb>%jre 1 m 
fidential, 1906.

5 Moore, op. cit., p. 111.
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of the Sapele District Commissioner which gave the details of the 
preparations of the Phillips expedition, Moor remarked of Dogho, 
‘Chief Dore is the most able and trustworthy native Political Agent 
in the division.’1 The testimony of Bindloss, a British traveller in 
the 1890s, gives an even clearer picture of the esteem in which 
Dogho was held by the British administration. The Vice-Consul 
(Warri) was entertaining Bindloss and his fellow travellers to a 
dinner to which Dogho was invited. Bindloss wrote:

There sat down with us a Niger man attired in plain white linen whose 
name is a power in the delta and whose counsel has been taken by 
Government in times of anxiety. His fine white gig lay alongside the 
bank, flying the jack above her stern; and the writer was informed 
that when a newly arrived and zealous official ordered its owner to 
abandon the use of a flag sacred to the imperial service, he received a 
hint to let Chief Dore alone. -

In 1906 Governor Egerton sought to allow Nana to return from 
exile. He naturally asked the opinion of those officers who had 
actually worked in the Benin River area. Mr. 1-. S. James, then the 
Provincial Commissioner, Central Province,, consulted D'.gho 
before forwarding his own opinion, which was in favour of the 
return of Nana. According to James, Dogho was of the opinion 
‘that Nana’s return, or non-return, would have no political effect 
on this portion of the Protectorate’.5 But D gho had no intention 
of allowing his former rival to become, on his r ’urn, the important 
and influential per, nage he had been earlier. He therefore sought 
and obtained an assurance to this effect from Governor Egcrton 
himself, when the latter granted him an interview in ( ktober 1906.* 

In 1908 and 1911 various parcels of land in the present Warn 
township were leased to the .•.'.eminent for ninety-nine years 
Dogho and Ogbe signed these leases di of themselves and
the Itsykiri people’? In 1908, 510 a .res of Saj ly land were leased

1 1.0. 403 218, Moor to 1 O., N > 1, 29 Jan'.a: >' it
2 Bindloss, op. cit., pp. 194 5.
3 C O. 520 35, Minute by Mr. i
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1 lividcnic anil Exhibits: Sapyly Land Case Suit No. 2/37/1941.
: t .O. jSX 1, The Public Lands Acquisition Proclamation, 1903 (No. 5 of 

*903).

to the government for ninety-nine years. The lease was signed by 
Dogho ‘acting for and on behalf of the chiefs and people of Sapele’.1 
Both these transactions led in after years to court cases in which 
first, the validity of Dogho’s signature was challenged and then the 
ownership of the lands involved called in question. The leases were 
executed under the Public Lands Acquisition Ordinance, 1903, 
Clause 6 of which provided that:

Where lands required for public purposes were the property of a native 
community, the I lead Chief of such community may sell and convey 
the same for an estate in fee simple, notwithstanding any native law 
and custom to the contrary.2

Thus by 1908, Dogho w as already regarded as the de facto ‘native 
authority-’ of the Warri district, though it was not till 1917 that he 
was to be so appointed. As a political agent, the only one still in 
active service, he was building for himself a considerable reservoir 
of power. The British administration aided and abetted him in this 
process by the use they made of him.

By 1914 the British administration was firmly established in 
Southern Nigeria. New developments were taking place in various 
spheres of the people’s lives. These new developments, like the 
acquisition of public land for government purposes, called for new' 
men anil new measures. Dogho was one of those men called upon 
to implement policies in the formulation of which they had no say. 
The implementation of these essentially ‘foreign’ policies in the 
then Warri Province led to complications between the different 
ethnic groups, especially between the Itsekiri, now presided over 
by Dogho, and the Urhobo.

In Southern Nigeria the ‘classical’ period of the native court 
system is usually regarded as having begun in 1914, with the 
amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria, and the intro­
duction of l.ugard's concept of administration. Lugard was ex­
tremely critical of the native court system as it operated in the 
South before his time. It was his view that the courts had not been 
able to develop along the right lines, because they had been presided
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2 As from 1914 the provinces were put in the charjtc of Residents Warn 
Province included not only the Lrhobo and Itwkiri hut the Kwak. Aboh 
and Western Ijo peoples.
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’ was granted 
head chict 1

over by European officials, who could not be expected to understand 
fully the mentality of the people over whom they sat in judgement.1 
It was necessary to make the native courts more ‘native’, and to 
effect a general improvement of the system. Accordingly, a new 
Native Courts Ordinance came into effect on 1 October 1914. The 
new ordinance empowered the Resident,'- subject to the Governor’s 
approval, to establish native courts at such places within his province 
as he saw fit. There were to be various categories of native courts. 
Apart from the Alkali courts in Northern Nigeria, there were two 
other categories provided for. The first type w as to consist

of a paramount or head chief with or without minor chiefs or other 
persons acting either in c function with the paramount chief or head 
chief as judges or sitting as assessors.

The second category of court was to have as members

chiefs or other p.-rs n> representing the communities inhabiting the 
area within which the court exercises jurisdiction as may from time to 
time be ap; inted by the Resident.

The Resident was empowered to appoint the presidents and vice- 
presidents of these two categories of courts fr< mi among the court 
members.

In addition to the tw ■ ty pes of courts, the Governor 
powers to declare the court oi ‘a paramount chief or 1 
‘judicial council’. It was then provided:

A judicial council may exercise >uch ext tive 1 in tions as may be 
approved b. the Govern ,t add.to the ju al powers conferred 
upon it bv warrant under :...h it was established as a native court.

Where there was >aram ...• hid the Rc ident was to appoint 
the members of the native court. • r judicial com il, m consultation 
with or on the nomination of .-. h paramount chief ’ '1 he Resident 
was further empowered, with the approval of th*- Governor, to 
appoint the judicial council or native court

at the capital citv of li . ; - o.to he a " irt of appeal from all
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1 < »> i,;b 1. Native Courts Ordinance, 1914 (No. \ HI of 1914). The clauses 
which reference ha. l -.cn made are 3, 5(b & c), 6, 7, 23, 26-8.

z I I) I.ucard. op. ctt., para. 2.

other native courts or judicial councils in the province, or any part 
thereof or for such of them as he may name in the order.

As in the older proclamations, the ordinance imposed penalties on 
all who exercised any other form of judicial authority within the 
area of a native court’s jurisdiction. Penalties were also prescribed 
for clerks of native courts who rendered false returns of the cases 
tried or the penalties inflicted.1

The new ordinance contained a number of important innovations. 
First, European administrative officers were no longer to be presi­
dents of the native courts. Lugard set great store by this. It was his 
view that the native courts could not attain that independence and 
sense of responsibility which he considered that they should, ‘if 
dominated by the presence of a European’. - Secondly, the idea of a 
‘paramount chief’ or ‘head chief’ was now written into the ordinance 
and as can be seen from the provisions quoted above, the ‘para­
mount chief’, where he did exist or was created, was likely to develop 
into .1 more important personage than he ever was before. This was 
more likely to be the case if the ‘paramount chief’ was given author­
ity over people who did not traditionally come under his juris­
diction. Chief Dogho was to acquire an influence out of all pro­
portion to any traditional authority that he might have possessed. 
The provision which laid it down that the Resident should appoint 
members of the native courts of his province in consultation with, or 
on the nomination of, the ‘paramount chief’, was pregnant with 
difficulties if it operated in an area where two or more different 
ethnic groups were arbitrarilv subjected to the sway of a British- 
made ‘paramount chief'. The third innovation was the constitution 
of a native court of appeal. A native court of appeal was different 
from an ordinarv British tv pc court of appeal under the Supreme 
Court Ordinance for example. In the latter case, all the courts, 
irrespective of their location, administered the same code of laws, 
and the procedure was virtuallv the same. In the case ot the former, 
e.penally where different ethnic groups were involved, the ‘code’ 
of ‘native law and custom' as well as procedure varied from place
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1 C.O. 656,2, The Native Authority Ordinance, iqi6 (No XIV of 1916)
2 Ibid., Clause 4.
3 The warrant chief system as it worked in the L'rhobo area was very

to that in the former Eastern Nigeria. Dr. A. E Afigbo [Fir H'arrint Cnrf
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to place. Was it, therefore, legally advisable to ask people with 
varying customs and traditions of justice to attend the same appeal 
court ? It took nearly fifteen years before this was seen as an un­
workable proposition.

The establishment of native courts, along lines which he consid­
ered an improvement on the old system, was only one aspect of 
Lugard’s policy. He came down to the south determined to set up 
there the system which he had operated in the north, and which 
has been called ‘indirect rule’. It was held that it was necessary for 
the working of this system, that there should be traditional rulers 
or paramount chiefs, to use the name that became popular, who 
were to continue to rule their own people, though along lines 
directed by the British, and implementing policies dictated by that 
same power. If there were no paramount chiefs, then they had to be 
created. This done, they could be declared legal ‘Native Authorities’ 
and given certain powers. In 1916, therefore, Lugard promulgated, 
as a logical corollary to h:s Native Courts Ordinance, the Native 
Authority Ordinance, 1916? This ordinance empowered the Gover­
nor to appoint as a ‘native authority ’ any ‘chief or other Native <* 
any Tribunal’. The Governor could ‘make the Native Authorir. 1/ 
any area subordinate to the Native Authority of any other area’ • 
Other provisions listed the duties of the native authorities. Thus, 
as from 16 May 1916, the two essentia! . il instruments of the 
new policy had been provided and all was ready to usher in l.ugani’v 
‘indirect rule’ throughout the Southern Pros inces.

This work is not a treatise on indirect rule. But as the svstem 
deeply affected Itsckin-Lrhobo relations, as will be presently 
demonstrated, one may be permitted a few comments. There his 
been the tendency to see in the period before the amalgamation of 
Northern and Southern Nigeria one of dire.: rule while the period 
which followed the amalgamation had been seen as one of mdirat 
rule. According to the protagonist , of this view indirect rule wi> 
not introduced into parts of the v>uth until well after the anul- 
gamation. There is no evidence to justify this view ’ The prc-iyn
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period was no more direct that the post-1914 period. As has already 
been indicated, the origins of the native court or warrant chief 
system date back to the era of Courts of Equity and Governing 
Councils, formalized and institutionalized by Ralph Moor in his 
enactments of 1900 and 1901. From the duties which the courts 
were expected to carry out and by Moor’s own testimony there was 
no doubt that the system he was trying to carry out was one of rule 
through the ‘chiefs’ of the respective peoples of the protectorate.1 
He was fully aware that this was the only wise policy, seeing that 
the available staff was hopelessly inadequate to cope with the 
details of local government. If it is charged against Moor and 
Egerton, his successor, that the ‘chiefs’ employed were not the 
traditional rulers of his people (an accusation which is not valid for 
all cases) then a similar charge must be brought against Lugard 
and his successors, for the personnel of the courts changed little 
after the enactments of 1914 and 1916. If anything, in the area 
covered by this study, the advent of the Lugardian concept of 
indirect rule merely worsened the situation in this regard. Lugard 
did no more than transplant to the south ideas and concepts which 
had worked in the north with its differing traditions and culture, 
litis transplantation was not always successful.

The first appointments under the Native Authorities Ordinance 
were made in 1917. The Governor-General, by a gazette notice, 
conferred on certain people the status of ‘Recognized Chiefs’ and 
then proceeded to appoint such ‘recognized chiefs’ native author­
ities. In the whole of the W’arri Province, only one person W'as so 
appointed Chief Dpgho who was appointed a second class chief 
and native authority for Warri Division.- The Governor-General 
also appointed certain native courts to be the native authorities for

.S ; in 1'jitern \i:erij /oca men (PhD. Thesis, University of Ibadan, 
1064)! ami I arc agreed on many grounds about this. The subject here briefly 
mentioned is taken up in detail by Aligbo in his ‘The Warrant Chief System 
in Eastern Nt tcria: 1 iirect or Indirect Rule’, J.I/.S.N., Vol. 111, No. 4 June 
1967. pp. 6S3 717,

1 (SO 1.1;, Xlmir to E.O., No. 139, 18 August 1898.
2 the Xieenantiaztlte, Vol. I\. No. 45, 13 September 1917 (Notice No. 104) 

P 351. \s from 1914. the Warri Division included all Itsekiriland and all the 
Isoko and Urhobo clans except the Agbon clan which was in the Kwale 
Division.
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their respective areas of jurisdiction. All the native courts of the 
Warri Division were so appointed.1 But a further provision laid 
it down that in the Warri Province,

The Native Authorities of the Warri Division other than Dore Numa 
are made subordinate to Chief Dore Numa.1

Two things are important. First, Dpghow asnow legallv recognized 
as paramount chief. His new position entitled him to nominate who 
should sit on the native courts of the Warri Division, or at least to 
be consulted by the Resident when appointing such members, for the 
native courts were also the native authorities. Secondly, all the 
native courts in the L’rhobo and Isuko clans, having been created 
native authorities, were arbitrarily subjected to Dogho. For a 
system designed to enhance the position of traditional rulers through­
out the country, nothing could be more self-contradictorv.

The appointment 1 f D< gho as native authority for Warri Division, 
was a further, and perhaps the greatest, proof of British gratitude 
for the services which he had rendered since 1 S94. By 1917 the 
British penetration of Lrhoboland was already ■. >mplete. It could 
no longer be pleaded that the British were unfamiliar with the 
Lrhobo people. The subordinati .n of the I rhobo to Dogho is, 
in the circumstances, difficult to explain. It can only be assumed 
that now, as earlier, the British were still perpk .cd by the difficulty 
of finding some authority acceptable to all the I rhobo clans, and 
therefore decided to appoint a I feigner over them It would appear, 
however, that little or no cor./deration was given to the impli­
cations of the appointment Accustomed to the idea of emir-type 
native authorities to whom authority could be delegated, the 
Lugardian administration paid little regard, in this instance, to 
ethnic differences between the bsckiri and the I rhobo 'I he presence 
of a man like Dogho already r .; kii . 1 loyal supporter of the
British administration merely made the slip easier.

In 1924 a new gazette notice altered the : itu .0/ created in 1917. 
Dogho retained his position as native author)!*. 'I he Native ( ourt 
of Sapele and the Native Court of Appeal for K waly Division were 
made native authorities independent of all other native authorities
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As nothing had been done by November, the District Officer again 
addressed a memorandum to the Resident re-stating his case:

The proposal that Chief Dore should appoint Soho chiefs as subord­
inate authorities among the Sobos is, I think quite impracticable. 
The Sobos own no allegiance to Chief Dore who is of the Jekri tribe

1 The \ieerun Cazette, Vol. II, No. 32, 26 June 1924 (Notice No. 59), pp. 
: ;t> and 2O0.

■ Ibid., p. 2O0. Section 6 of the Notice cancelled ‘all previous notifications 
published in (he Gazette relating to the appointment of Native Authorities’.

3 < ghelle Papers, File 41/1929, Murphy to Resident, Memo of 25 September 
•9-5-

in the province.1 Nothing was said about the other native courts in 
Urhoboland, but Dogho as native authority of the Warri Division 
was empowered to appoint, with the concurrence of the Resident, 
subordinate native authorities.'- The new notice worsened the 
situation for the Urhobo. Dogho was now the only person who could 
initiate the move for the appointment of native authorities among 
the Urhobo. Nothing could have been better calculated to enhance 
the prestige of Dogho and to humiliate the Urhobo. However, 
Dogho did not make use of the powers conferred on him before the 
issue became a matter of practical administrative difficulty.

It was part of the aim of Lugard’s policy, as initiated in the years 
1914-16, to make a legal distinction between the native courts as 
judicial bodies on the one hand, and native authorities on the other. 
That was why a Native Authority Ordinance was necessary in the 
first instance. If the Itsekiri and Urhobo did not make these legal 
distinctions, the administrative officers certainly did. There were thus 
no legally constituted native authorities in the Urhobo clans after 
the notice of 1924. In a memorandum to the Resident in September 
1925, Mr. Murphy, the District Officer in charge of the Warri 
Division, pointed out this fact. He reported that as a result of the 
non-existence of legal native authorities, the native courts could 
not be taken to task for failure to keep roads, rest houses and court 
houses in good repair. He urged that all the native courts in the 
division be created native authorities, but warned:

These authorities should not with the exception, perhaps of Warri 
court, be declared subordinate to Chief Dore as such a system would 
be bound to end in failure.3
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2 Ibid.
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Southern Provinces, Memo of 21 June 1926.
4 The.Algerian Gazette, Vol. XIII, No. 35, 17 June 1926 (Notice No. 79) p 311 
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over the Sobosan artificial dominionand any attempt to give him
would be opposed by them.1

The L'rhobo case could not have been more clearly put. Murphy 
reminded the Resident that the L'rhobo in rhe Kwale Division had 
protested vigorously against being forced to attend the Appeal Court 
at Warri, because this court was presided over by a permanent 
president who was an Itsekiri. As a result of the protest, a separate 
appeal court had to be established for the Kwale Division. That, 
thought Murphy, ought to be a guide to the administration in 
deciding what should be done in the existing circumstances. Finally, 
he pointed out what should have been obvious from the beginning:

The proposal that Chief Dore should issue orders to Sobo chiefs 
appears to be the negation of the principles of Government through 
tribes and clans which administrative officers have recently been ex­
horted to carry out.2

On the strength of the District Officer’s strong representations, the 
Resident, after initial hesitation, wrote to the Lieutenant-Governor 
proposing that the L'rhobo native courts be gazetted native author­
ities independent of ail other such authorities in the province * 
Consequently, in June 1926, the necessary notice was inserted in the 
gazette, by which, though Dogho remained a native authority over 
the Itsekiri area, all the Lrhobo courts (these were listed in the 
gazette) were declared independent native authorities, with juris­
diction over their respective native court areas.1

It is interesting to notice the difference in attitudes between the 
District Officer and his superior officers. The former, more in 
touch with Urhobo feelings, realized that the proposed measure 
would infuriate the people The Resident and, presumably, the 
Lieutenant-Governor, were apparently more concerned with the 
need to build up some ‘paramount chief’ These more senior 
officers failed to realize that in rhe Warn Province (more than 
perhaps any other) there were various ethnic groups, each of which
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1 Lugard, op. cit., para. 9(b).
2 Lglidlc Papers, Kile 491922, H. G. Avcling (D.O., Warri) to Resident, 

Warri Province, Memo No. 894/1922, 6 December 1932.
3 Ughcllc Papers. File 25 1919, Memo No. 233/1919, 16 April 1919.

had a tradition of complete independence. Therefore, however much 
a ‘paramount chief’ facilitated the working of the new system, to 
foist the ‘paramount chief’ of one group upon the people of another, 
was to undermine the guiding principles of the very system they 
were operating. Lirhobo resentment of the new order and the under­
standing of the District Officer averted, in this instance, the evils and 
conflict of arbitrary’ ‘paramountcy’. In other respects, however, 
Dogho’s position and power continued to lead to conflict between 
the Itsekiri and the Urhobo.

As for the native courts themselves, the first result of the new 
order was the increase in their number. In the early years, the 
administration was inclined to limit the number of these courts. 
But Lugard regarded it as essential that there should be a sufficiency 
of courts to stop complainants travelling prohibitive distances to 
take out summonses.1 By 1922 there were twenty-four courts as 
compared with eight before 1914.2 With this increased number of 
courts, the problems of the native court system became more 
noticeable than they had been earlier.

It has been stated that during the earlier period, it was the 
practice in many cases for the administrative officers to consult 
with the leaders of the people before deciding who were to sit on the 
native courts. There was good reason for this. Faced with the 
problems of introducing a new order and without ready-moulded 
instruments to hand, they were virtually forced to go to the people 
to obtain these instruments. By 1914, however, there was already a 
core of people, ‘the warrant chiefs', with some experience in running 
these courts, ft was easy for the British political officers to ask these 
chiefs to help select prospective members of the courts, without 
their going through the laborious process of seeking the opinion 
of the village elders as a whole. The warrant chiefs thus became, 
largely through no fault of theirs, a class of‘king makers’, who filled 
the vacancies that occurred within their ranks. This was one way by 
which people became warrant chiefs in the new era? The moment 
the people realized that the warrant chiefs could secure appointment
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warrant chief

I

for prospective candidates, abuses began to creep into the system. 
The title of ‘chifi’ (as the L’rhobo call it) became a marketable 
commodity bought from existing warrant chiefs.

If the nomination of warrant chiefs by those already in office 
was a deviation from strict traditional usage, the practice whereby 
a retiring chief recommended his brother or son to succeed him 
was even more so. This practice sought to render hereditarv an 
office which had been conferred on the retiring holder as an individ­
ual, on account of his age, title and personal abilities and attributes. 
Despite this irregularity, the District Officers seemed to have ac­
cepted such recommendations without demur?

A third channel through which people became warrant chiefs 
was by direct application to their District Officers. Occasionally, 
such applications were sent by the village on behalf of an individual 
of their choice? More often, the individual himself applied for the 
post, and either took a clientele to the District Office to prove his 
popularity, or invoked the services rendered by him or his forebears 
to the government. When in 1920 one Sam Itsekiri of i.vhro applied 
for appointment as warrant chief, he was said to have taken ’a 
considerable number of supporters’ with him to the District Officer. 
In the same year a retired police constable sought similar appoint­
ment. He concluded his plea with ‘simply look upon my long services 
and good work I have done when I was in the service.’ 1 wo vrars 
later, Chief Skin urged the appointment as warrant chief of a son of 
Ogbe, arguing that the late Ogbe had rendered services to the 
government which were valuable enough to justify recognition 
along the lines suggested.1

Perhaps the surest way to secure appointment

to 1)0. Warn.
to I

1 L'ghelle Papers, File 25 1919, Shelton to Readcnt, Memo ’ - 4;; 1919,
16 April 1919. Mr. L H Shelton (l> () . reco fed the a; ; ■ • uimcnt <4' 4 
certain Okoro of lyede to take the plac*: of . father, ’Ok k •*!:<»
retiring on account of old age. There Acre other inuai; in th'- unic jar 
(See same File.)

2 Lghelle Papers. File 35/1928, I.kpai:. 4 Jk u
22 November 1928. The ekpak'j wanted a certain J 
as their chief

3 Lghelle Papers, File 25,1919, Wood to Resident, Memo 4b 19x9. Iw.urv 
1920; Lghelle Papers, I iJcjs 1919, Petition from Toni (Mu to Resident, 
14 August 1920; C.S.O. 26 2 File 11329 S.21, Chief Skin to Resident, 
Warn, 19 December 1922.
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1 < lucl William (Itobo w ho is the present Otota of L zere, was one of the clerks 
who worked with Dogho in the 1920's. He described to me how both Itsekiri 
and I rhobo used to take presents to Dogho thereby confirming what various 
I'rhobo elders admitted to me. According to Chief Otobo most of the time 
I >o;:ho did not even bother to sec these people. He merely asked one of the 
clerks 10 receive the presents and take the names of the applicants. Almost 
invariably, such applicants were appointed on the strength of Doghp's 
recommendation.

was to win the favour of Chief Dogho who, by virtue of the powers 
conferred on him, had to be consulted by the Resident before the 
latter finally approved the appointment of any warrant chief. In 
this regard, Dogho’s influence was keenly felt in Urhoboland. 
Prospective candidates (Itsekiri and Urhobo) used to send canoe 
loads of presents to him to secure his support for their applications. 
Some L'rhobo elders even sent their children and relations to Dogho 
to do private work either in order him to get to support their candi­
dature or else to influence him in a case pending in court over which 
Dogho was to preside.1 It was not till the 1920s that this practice 
was discouraged.

Each of the methods described above by which people became 
warrant chiefs was, strictly speaking, a deviation from traditional 
usage, and open to abuse. Some efforts should have been made to 
ascertain w ho, according to the customs of the people, were really 
qualified to be court members. Yet one must concede the fact that 
the issue of court membership was a complicated one. It was not 
altogether unreasonable for the administrative officers to see in the 
existing chiefs the rulers of their people, and to trust them to select 
the right man to join their ranks when a vacancy occurred. Besides, 
authority in traditional society was widely diffused. Most of the 
age grades possessed not only executive authority but a measure of 
judicial power. Viewed in that light, virtually any adolescent could 
have been delegated to sit on the native courts, if the elders thought 
fit to do so. Such an appointment would, however, have been 
basically delegatory in nature, and terminable at the pleasure of the 
eklers-in-council; while in office, the appointee would have had 
constantly to report back to his village council. \\ hat really went 
wrong with the new system, was not so much that the wrong people 
were appointed (though this must be granted in a number of cases), 
but that the delegatory nature of clan and village representation
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was utterly lost after the system had operated for some years. At 
the same time, it was difficult for the warrant chiefs to see themselves 
as mere delegates, when they probably bribed their way into office, 
and were answerable to the administration which held them res­
ponsible for failure to perform their duties as set down in the various 
ordinances. These duties were many, and included not only sitting 
as judges in the courts, but performing all the executive duties 
usually associated with local government authorities. In the place 
of the village council and age-grades, a few men in each village 
found themselves the only recognized judicial and executive auth­
orities. A concentration of power of this magnitude was unknown 
to the Urhobo in their traditional system of government. It w as easv 
in a situation like this, for the warrant chiefs to look on themselves 
as lords over their people. The problem of court membership was 
never satisfactorily settled throughout the period covered by this 
work. For the real question posed was whether government, in 
framing its administrative policy, was to look backwards or to the 
future. In 1920, for instance, should government have sought to 
enthrone the ekpako and titled men who ruled in the 1890s, or 
should they, taking into consideration the new economic and social 
factors which even then were making themselves felt, have sought 
a new ruling class? That is not a question which admits of easy 
pronouncements.

The warrant chiefs did not find their work any easier as a result 
of the powers they enjoyed. The people, no more associated with the 
ruling group in the work of government, refused to give that 
traditional (almost instinctive) loyalty that was expected from them. 
At the same time the spread of Christianity added to the difficulties 
of the chiefs, as the ‘Christians’ found excuses for dodging duties 
that they should normally have performed in and for their com­
munity. In Agbarho clan in 1919, lor example, a group of‘Chris­
tians’ refused to help clear one of the clan roads, on the grounds 
that it led ‘to one fetish known as Oloku’. It required the personal 
intervention of the District Officer to force the young men to carry 
out the orders of their chiefs.' The law that was administered in the 
courts presented yet another difficulty. Their traditional laws the

1 L'ghelle Papers, File 16/1919, Petition from Charlie Esewu and others to 
D.O., Warn, 15 February 1919.
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pcrs, I ile ( S 1921, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1921.

chiefs probably knew well; but the government ordinances were very 
strange to them and the task of administering a mixed ‘code’ of 
laws was not easy.1 Many of the chiefs appeared to the administrative 
officers to possess little sense of duty. In 1921 a District Officer 
complained:

The chiefs have little idea of keeping order in their courts and generally 
take little interest in their duties; their main idea is to sit as often as 
possible and so draw sitting fees.2

In September of 1921 lyede court was closed as a result of the 
disorderly manner in which it was conducted.3 Ozoro court was 
similarly closed in 1925.1 To the difficulty arising from the position 
of the chiefs among their own people, was added the unpleasantness 
ot the visitations of the administrative officers when things went 
wrong.

Power breeds temptations, and these warrant chiefs who suddenly 
found themselves with powers which they could never otherwise 
have had, did not always succeed in withstanding the temptations 
ot office. The complaints most frequently brought against the chiefs, 
included aiding and abetting criminals, holding court at home, 
unlawful arrest and accepting bribes. In 1919 eight warrant chiefs 
"ere suspended (three were later dismissed) for ‘demanding and 
receiving’ with a view to perverting justice; one was dismissed for 
being implicated in stealing; three were convicted for unlawful 
arrest? In 1921 some chiefs in Ewu had their warrants cancelled 
because they were suspected of murder.6 In 1926 the warrant chiefs 
of Agbon were charged with generallv aiding criminals and thereby 
creating an unsettled state in the Kwale Division.7 The victims of 
the malpractices of the warrant chiefs were, of course, the ordinary 
people.

1 < 8,0. 26 2065;. Intelligence Report, Ewu Clan, p. 51.
2 Ughcllc Pap-” 1 *e- --- *----------------- u ■’
; Ibid
•I I glitllc Pa pci ., I ilc <)() 1925A, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1925.
S I ghcllc Paperl ilc 26 1919, List of Warrant Chiefs sentenced.

<> I ;:hcllc Paper . File 68 mat, Annual Report, Warri Division 1921.
7 kualc Paper File k 10 1923, Letter from a group of night guards to D.O., 

kwalc Sec aL<> (SO. 26 2 File 11857, Vol. » Warri Province, Annual 
Report, 1926 Mackay, the D.O., Kwale, confirmed in this report that the 
warrant chiefs were helping the criminals.
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That was not all. The chiefs tended to grow arrogant with the 
years. They harassed any elders who attempted to settle disputes 
outside the courts. It used to be customary for various age grades 
to make rules governing their members. Now such rules had to be 
registered in court if they were to be of any effect. The Eweyiu 
(women folk) of a town in Ughienvwe clan, for example, made a rule 
which imposed a fine of twelve shillings on any woman found 
guilt}’ of adultery. In 1924 a woman of that town committed 
adultery but refused to pay the prescribed tine. The case was taken 
to court. The ‘Otu-Jeremi’ Native C ourt found the woman guilty 
of adultery but held that she could not be made to pav the twelve 
shillings because the rule had not been registered in court. According 
to the court:

1 Lghelle Papers, I lie 43 11 1921, < asc of f .'oi . H' j: 
at-Otu-Jeren>i’Native (aiurt, 11 IX ember :ri 1 I '

2 See War Prof Papers, file 30 10, I) < > , Warn. ! • <
Memo No. 512 5 1921. Sec also Lghclie Papers. J i\- j 1 - jzi. !.><>, 
\\ arri, to clerk, Native Court, Jerernt, 12 November toe t and I tic 4 ; \ tort, 
U.U , Warri, to Clerk, Ivyrpgbo Native Court.
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The chiefs might <>nly have been carrying out instructions, but they 
need not have created the impression that they were a class apart 
from the ‘common people’. It was not for nothing that in 1927 the 
people took their revenge on these chiefs when an opportunity 
offered itself.

The position of the court clerk remained as strong as before He 
still remained the medium of correspondence between the District 
Officer and the chiefs. He was allowed to ?iv■: orders to the chiefs 
on the instructions ot the District Officer - fie alone could read the 
written law, and so could easily mislead the chiefs it it suited his 
purpose to do so Hiscu.' : or the co .rt records : ave him added 
prestige, and his frequent trips to headquarter. increased the 
respect in which he was held by the hiefs and people His position 
and his powers made him e ;ua<l ., 1! . • r.-.r • . aide t > bribery
and the people recall how the; . -,r .’ to their court
clerk to influence him in their la. , .: 'lb- irt 1-rks were in 
manv ways a law unto thcm.se.’;is In 1922 Mr V.cling, the
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1 I’ghcllc Papers, pile 49 1922, ADO., Sapelc, to Resident, Warri, 26 Sep­
tember 1922.

2 I belle Pa|>ers, I de 9; 1925, D.O. Warri to Resident, Memo of 9 De- 
eember 192;. According to the DO., no other member of the court apart 
from Doghp was allowed to smoke.

1 These arc the only names to be found in the various Government Gazettes: 
No 2, 28 February 1903; No. 110, 31 August 1903; No. 12, 30 September 
1903-

4 Sec Chapter 4, p. 163.

Assistant District Officer, Sapele, complained that the native court 
clerks were in some cases the actual judges. He pointed out that as 
the depositions the clerks took down in court could not be read by 
the presiding chiefs, it was easy for them to distort the evidence 
and the verdict. He recommended the inclusion in the courts of 
educated young men who could check the records of the court 
clerks.1 It was not, however, till the beginning of reorganization in 
the 1930s that the position of the court clerks was reviewed. In the 
meantime they enjoyed tremendous power. Even Chief Doghp could 
not escape the authority and arrogance of these clerks. In 1925 he 
reported to the District Officer that the clerk of the Benin River 
Native Court was always interferring with the court’s decision and 
would not let the chiefs pass judgement as they saw fit. (We do not 
know whether the interference was in the interest of justice or not.) 
More galling to Doghp perhaps was the clerk’s impertinence in 
smoking in court, a privilege reserved for ‘his paramountcy’ Chief 
Doghp.8

In the years before 1914 there were only a few court clerks to 
serve the limited number of courts then functioning. Of these clerks, 
Esiri and Okitikpe were Urhobo; Bar Rolle was a Sierra Leonian; 
and Otuedon was Itsykiri? It is understandable that there should 
not have been more Itsekiri or Lrhobo clerks, for it was only in 
1902 3 that schools were opened at Warri and Sapele,4 while in the 
Lrhobo hinterland regular schools were not to be founded till the 
late 1920s. There were, therefore, few men who could write well 
enough to perform the duties of court clerk. By the twenties the 
position had improved considerably. The Sapele and Warri schools 
had had time to turn out a number of young men who could serve 
as court clerks. In 1922, of the seventeen court clerks who served in 
Itsckiri and I rhoboland, seven were Itsekiri and only one was
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I Ugbelle Papers, File 33/1923, Handing Over Notes, Warn Division H G 
Aveling (D O.) to H. B Butler (DO), 18 December ujaa A full list of all 
the courts and clerks is given. Of the others, two were Benin. One was 1 
Sierra Etonian, the others were from the former Eastern Nigeria
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Urhobo.1 To some extent the numbers indicate the relative index 
of literacy as between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo. Until the 
thirties, most of the literate men who could take service in govern­
ment departments and commercial houses were Itsekiri. The Warri 
and Sapele schools, in their earlier years, served Itsekiriland more 
effectively than they served Urhoboland. This is a fact which is of 
significance in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. The British found the 
Itsekiri useful in the penetration era. In the running of the native 
courts and some of the other government offices, it was again the 
Itsekiri who produced the men. It was only natural that the British 
should regard the Itsekiri as the enlightened people in this part of 
the protectorate. Some of the claims which the British made for the 
Itsekiri must, therefore, be seen against this background of services 
rendered to the administration by the Itsekiri.

It is not known for certain how the Itsekiri court clerks behaved in 
the Urhobo courts It is striking that all the Itsekiri clerks served in 
Urhobo courts, while the one Urhobo clerk served in the predom­
inantly Itsekiri Warri Native Court. It might well be that this was a 
deliberate government policy, pursued in the hope that the clerks 
would thereby be less susceptible to local political and other in­
fluences. The Lrhobo elders do not remember the Itsekiri court 
clerks as having been more corrupt or overbearing; they claim that 
the court clerks were all much of a type. W hatever the relations 
might have been between these Itsekiri clerks and the L rhobo court 
members, the time was to come when, as the L rhobo be-,'an to pro­
duce their own literate young men, it became necessary to review 
the position of the Itsekiri court clerks still serving in courts in 
Urhoboland.

There was an increase in the number of native courts in L'rhubo- 
land after 1914. But this increase was not such that all clans had 
courts opened for them. The Uvbi$ (EfTurun) clan was among th'isc 
which had no courts of their own. The Uvbic people therefore still 
had to attend the Warri Native Uourt, which not only had a pre­
ponderance of Itsekiri members (the figures in t<>jb were seventeen
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1 Ighclle Papers, File 112 26. Annual Report, Warri Division, 1926. The 
1928 figures arc given in Ughellc Papers, File 86/1928, Handing Over Notes 
Warn Division: S E. Johnson (Acting D.O.) to J. W. C. Rutherfoord (D.O.) 
24 \ugust 1928. This was two years after the Resident had agreed to modify 
the arrangement.

2 L'ghelle Papers, File 51 1924, Petition from Effurun chiefs to Resident, Warri 
Province. t8 November 1923.

3 Ibid.
4 Vghcllc Papers, File 112/26, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1926.

Itsekiri chiefs to eight Urhobo), but a permanent Itsekiri president, 
in the person of Chief Skin.1 It should be pointed out that with the 
exception of the Native Court of Appeal, and after 1924, the Benin 
River Native Court, both of which had Chief Dogho as permanent 
president, no other courts in the Warri Division had such presidents. 
The office was made rotational among the court members in all the 
other courts. No explanation was given for making the Itsekiri- 
controlled courts an exception to this general practice. In November 
1923, the Effurun chiefs addressed a petition to the Resident on the 
issue of their attending the Warri Native Court. They protested 
against the practice whereby one Urhobo chief sat with three 
Itsekiri chiefs to hear cases in the court. They contended that there 
was perversion of justice as it was impossible

for one Sobo chief to debate or argue three Itsekiri chiefs for justice, 
especially in a case Itsekiri v. Sobo as their judgment may be more 
aristocratic than democratic.2

The petitioners requested that the arrangement be revised so that 
two Urhobo chiefs could sit with two Itsekiri. The petitioners 
suggested that if the Resident was unable to grant this request, 
different days of the week be set apart for the hearing of Itsekiri 
and Urhobo cases, so that the Itsekiri chiefs could adjudicate over 
purely Itsekiri cases while the Urhobo chiefs handled their own 
cases? Apparently, the Resident turned down the request of the 
Urhobo chiefs, for two more petitions were addressed to the 
Resident on the same issue in 1924 and 1926 respectively, before he 
agreed to alter the arrangement so that the quorum for hearing 
cases could consist of two Itsekiri and two Urhobo chiefs. The 
Effurun chiefs accepted this arrangement but, as the District Officer 
himself pointed out, it was unlikely that they were entirely satisfied?
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This chapter cannot be concluded without a further discussion 
of the effect, on Itsckiri-L rhoho relations, of Dogho’s role in his 
various capacities as permanent president of the \\ arri Appeal 
Court, and as ‘paramount chief’. Chief Dogho, like many men who 
find themselves in positions of great power and influence, was not 
only fully aware of his theoretical and legal powers, but tended to 
amplify them in practice. If he had authority to nominate chiefs, 
he had no power to remove or suspend the chiefs once they had 
been appointed. Suspension or removal was the sole prerogative 
of the Resident, using powers delegated to him by the Governor. 
Yet in 1920 Dogho instructed the clerk of the Patani Native Court 
to suspend a warrant chief for not carry ing out his instructions. 
The District Officer protested strongly against Dogho’s action. He 
wrote to the Resident:

Will you please ... inform me if Chief Dure has authority to tempon.-, 
suspend chiefs without reference to yourself <<r the D.O. . . . E'.cs-' 
C hief Dore has authority to suspend chiefs 111 this way I str'.cg. 
object to his writing to the c.-urt clerks except through me and I teg 
to point out that if any :r able occurred through such orders I >: ... 
have to enquire into and settle the disputes and not ( hief Dore 1

A similar incident occurred at Evbreni.
Dogho abused his office in other ways as well. In t<;to it 

reported by the District Officer, V. arri, that IX tho was in the haS: 
of using his position to obtain oil from 1 rhobo villages at .51 
puncheon, and then retailing the oil to the factories at /co a pun­
cheon. The District Oti.er did not consider Dygho’s methods 1 
fair wav of nuking money, and asked the Resident to advice him 
on what steps to take • It wo... J appear that the Resident nude no 
comments on the issue In the same sear Du.'ho used his position 
to force the chiefs of the Fr:«. m : Na’i-.e < irt to supply him wt’h 
200 ‘sticks’ (presumable hewn irom what in that area is called 
‘iron wood’) for the building of his house, using the veiled threat

1 Lghelle Papers, I lie 5X i<>. 1)0 to Resident. 14 Mav i'>: and I><> to 
Resident, Memo No 149 1Q2O, gt Mav 102 I be Resident in ha rrph 
stated that Dogho had no right to suspend chiefs and promised t > »*r*i h*.n 
and make it clear that if he persisted in such xcti'-is he would ’'•*< his pru­
dency of the Appeal< ourt Resident to Pt), Memo No ;hkv, it Mar 
1920.

2 Lghelle Papers, file yh 19, D.O. to Resident, Memo No hot 1919.
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of issuing a summons against the chiefs if they failed to do his 
bidding.1 The District Officer again reported the incident, but 
apparently nothing came of it. Dogho quite clearly exercised a great 
deal of authority and influence over the Urhobo. It is obvious, 
however, that he was able to do this because of his official position 
with the British, rather than as a result of any rights or powers 
which he, as representing the Itsekiri, had over the Urhobo. It was 
only after his appointment as ‘paramount chief’ in 1917 that 
incidents like those depicted above occurred. His power lay at 
headquarters and he seemed to have been on extremely good terms 
with the Residents.2

Dogho’s position benefited other Itsekiri too. As shown earlier 
there were, on the whole, only a few Itsskiri chiefs actually sitting 
in Urhobo courts in the pre-1914 period. After 1914 the number 
increased. At Ewu, Uwherun, Ivorogbo, Okpare, where there 
were no Itsekiri warrant chiefs in the earlier period, these could now 
be found. Ekeke, who until 1916 was a member of the Warri Native 
Court, had his warrant transferred to Okpare Native Court, because 
he decided to settle at Okpare as a trader.3 The District Officer 
commented:

I cannot quite understand why he [Ekeke] should hold an official 
position as warranted chief in a town which being composed entirely 
of .Sobo he by no means represents.1

Vet Ekeke was allowed to sit on the court for some four years before

1 Ibid., D.O. to Resident, Memo No. 15 58/19.
2 Interview with Mr. E. R. Chadwick in London, 20 December 1962. Chadwick 

served first as A.D.O., Warri and Ase. and later D.O., Warri, from 1929-33 
and is one of the best-remembered D.O.’s in L rhoboland. He remained in 
Nigeria till 1054. He was Development Secretary, Eastern Nigeria, at the 
time of his retirement At the time of the interview, he was Director of the 
Voluntary Service Association, London. Chadwick remarked that it was 
generally known among the junior administrative officers that Dogho was 
abusing his office but that he was clever enough to choose the right time and 
place. W ith the Residents he had officially an extremely good reputation.

3 C.S.O. 26 • File 11329 S.L, Resident, Warri, to Secretary, S. Provinces, No. 
Cto6( jiw<), a(> April 1919. Chckc similarly settled at Eruregbedi (a water­
side settlement) in Ewu clan, and had his warrant transferred to the 
Ewu court from Warn: Interviews with Otota and elders of Ewu clan, 24-6 
September 1963.

4 L'ghelle Papers, File 25/1919, Shelton (D.O. Warri) to Resident. Memo No. 
230/1919, 16 April 1919.
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his warrant was cancelled. In the case of Apo, the Itsekiri who sat 
in the court at Uwherun, the Resident while agreeing that it was a 
mistake to have ‘Jekri chiefs as warrant chiefs in Sobo Native 
Courts’, could not see his way to removing Apo despite the protests 
of the Uwherun people, conveyed to him in a memorandum from 
the District Officer.1 Not only were these Itsekiri appointments 
irregular, but the Itsekiri representation was out of proportion to 
their numbers. By 1930 in the Agbon clan, there w ere seven Itsekiri 
warrant chiefs representing an estimated population of 180 (one 
chief for every twenty-six people) w hile nine Urhobo chiefs rep­
resented an estimated population of 4,652- (one chief for every 517). 
Admittedly, the courts were not houses of representatives, but it 
was a peculiar system in which the stranger elements were more 
adequately represented in the courts than the indigenes. One cannot 
but conclude that Dogho’s position at headquarters, and the 
powers which he enjoyed, were partially (if not wholly) responsible 
for this anomaly. At first these appointments di.’. not cause any 
strife between the Urhobo and the Itsekiri so appointed. 'I he 
Urhobo were accustomed to having Itsekiri men live in their water­
side settlements and regarded them as friends. ’ Uy the 1920s, 
however, the Lrhobo were already beginning to agitate for the 
removal of the Itsekiri chiefs as the latter’s attitude became increas­
ingly overbearing, because they knew that their views would be 
sympathetically considered at headquarters, where they were re­
garded as performing essential sen ices for the administration.

In fairness to the Brituh administration, it must be put on record 
that it was realized, especially in the 1920s, that it w as time to remove 
Itsekiri chiefs from Urhobo courts. The same officer who claimed 
that Itsekiri chiefs were given warrants to sit in I r hobo courts to show

1 Lghelle Papers, f ile 26 1919, DO, Warn, to Resident, Warn, Memo No 
15.1920, 8 January 1920.

2 C S O. 26 I ile 28903, Intelligence Report, Agbon ( lan, p 30.
3 A number of Itsekiri warrant chiefs married from elans in which they settled 

In Abraka clan these ‘diplomatic marriages’ led to very cordial relatione 
Tsygbony (Itsykiri) married Onokpcsc Ifeta; Eda (Itsekiri,) married Yabc 
Ifeta. Ifeta was the Otota of Abraka clan It was difficult for the clan spokes­
man to spearhead any movement that would lead to rhe expulsion <>l his 
daughters and sons-in-law. There were similar marriages elsewhere. Inter­
view with Uwumiakpo, the oldest member of the founder family and other 
elders of Abraka, 27 9 September 1963.
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the Urhobo how to run the courts, also agreed that these chiefs 
had served their purpose by 1925 and that their continued presence 
in Urhobo courts was in many cases a source of trouble.1 At the end 
of 1925 the warrant of Apo was transfered from the U'wherun 
court to Warri, and that of Memiafo, who sat on the Ivorogbo 
Native Court, was cancelled.2 The real problem which the admin­
istration had to face was to find the proper excuse for removing the 
Itsekiri warrant chiefs whose appointments it had sanctioned in the 
first place. The reorganization of the 1930s provided the opportunity. 
Their attempt, at that time, to put right the anomaly, had the effect 
of straining Itsekiri-Urhobo relations.3

Clause 23 of the Native Courts Ordinance, 1914, conferred on 
the Resident of a Province the right to appoint a Native Court of 
Appeal at the capital city of his province. In accordance with this 
provision, a Native Court of Appeal was opened at Warri, and Dogho 
was appointed its permanent president. Appeals to this court came 
from all over the Warri Province as it was then known. In this as 
in the case of the Warri Native Court, there was a preponderance of 
Itsekiri chiefs over Urhobo, Isoko, Kwale, Aboh and Ijo chiefs. A 
Native Court of Appeal by its very nature demanded proportionate 
representation from among the ethnic groups which attended it. 
Instead of such an arrangement, people travelled long distances 
only to face a court with a majority of Itsekiri chiefs presided over 
by Dogho.4

The Urhobo people did not leave any doubts about their dislike 
of the Warri Native Court of Appeal. The unpopularity of the court 
is mentioned in virtually all the intelligence reports on the Urhobo 
clans.4 There were three main grounds for complaint. First, there

1 I ghclle Papers, File 96,1925, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1925.
2 Ibid. 3 See Chapter 6.
4 No figures showing the comparative numbers of Itsekiri and Urhobo members 

arc available Hut there is general agreement the court was ‘predominantly 
Jekri’ in composition. See C.S.O. 26 File 27630, Intelligence Report on 
I 'ghienvwe (Jerctni) Clan; also File 21943, Intelligence Report ‘Ukpe’ Clan, 
in which the court is described as ‘virtually an Itsckiri court’.

5 See for example:
C.S.O. 2t> File 39797, Intelligence Report, Udu Clan 

File 28903, „ „ Agbon „
File 26770, „ „ Olomu „
File 20653, „ >> Ewu >>
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the Urhobo. This 
so few (and they

was the predominance of Itsekiri chiefs over 
meant that the Urhobo members of the court were 
were usually the nominees of Doghp), that the majority of Urhobo 
clans had no representation at all.1 Such unrepresented clans 
hardly considered it necessary to take their appeals to the court.2 
Secondly, the more hinterland Urhobo clans had considerable 
distances to travel in order to attend the Appeal Court. 11 was scarcely 
worthwhile to travel what, in those days, must have appeared great 
distances to attend a court which, as a result of its composition, 
could not guarantee (at least so the Urhobo felt) equitable judge­
ments by the standards of the time. Rightly or w rongly, the Urhobo 
people felt that with the court composed as it was of an Itsekiri 
majority, their own laws and customs were not being adequately 
represented. In ‘mixed’ cases (that is in cases involving Itsekiri 
and Urhobo) the Urhobo had no confidence in the ability of the 
court to give an equitable verdict. Even such Urhobo chiefs as 
were members of the court could not always be present toactasacheck 
on the Itsekiri, because of the distances they had to travel. Finally, 
there was the person and position of Dogho, the permanent presi­
dent of the Appeal Court. With the Urhobo already prejudiced 
against the court, Dogho did not have to be a bad judge to arouse 
their suspicion. One of the reasons why the Urhobo so often bribed 
Dogho—by sending "presents’—was that they knew that though 
he was only a president, and had to take into account the views of 
the other chiefs, his own view was very often accepted. Such a 
position could very easily be abused. The impression which persists 
today among the Lrhobo, is that Dogho could be an extremely 
competent judge when he was not biased in favour of any party to a 
suit. When he was biased, he displayed an impatience towards 
detailed evidence which seriously undermined his integrity. The 
Urhobo elders remember his favourite peremptory orders on such 
occasions, ‘_7« gbonron' and '’Kuwfrf'* both of which convey im-

1 C.S.O. 26 File 27630, Intelligence Report, Jeremi (Jan
2 C.S.O. 26 File 27998, Intelligence Report, 1 -.brent Clan
3 'Jagbi/ryn is an impertinent way of sating ‘shut up" and « normally used bt 

an elder to a junior, or a superior to Ins inferior. 'Kuier'e' literally means ‘get 
out of there’ and, depending on the inflection of the voice, could be an 
extremely contemptuous remark.
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1 ( S (). 26 2 1 ilc 11857, \ol. \ 111, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1930.
2 I ghclle Papers, Pile aS 1921, Handing (her Notes, Warri Division: B. G. 

Wood (!).().) to II. Haddocks (ADO) June 1921. To quote Wood in full, 
’You will remember the dislike of the Sobos to the Appeal Court and the 
rulin'-: of His Evecllcncv that the) were not to be compelled to have their 
cases tried there. The Lieutenant-Governor practically washed that out on 
In, recent visit here, sating he saw no evidence of its unpopularity, and that 
cases were to go there without reference to the DO.'

1 1 ghcllc Papers, I'dc 68 1921, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1921.
4 L ghcllc Papers, Ijle 28 1921, Handing Over Notes, Warri Division: 

I! (1 W ood (DO.) to II Haddocks (A.DO.) June 1921. Even if the Urhobo 
did not appeal against the court's decisions, one should have thought that the 
DO. ot the Division was, in this matter, in a better position to judge the 
popularity of the court.

patience and a certain autocratic disposition. As late as 1930, Dogho 
was still being charged with this tendency. In that year the Resident 
reported that the District Officer, Warri, complained to him that he 
(the District Officer) had to use the powers conferred on him to 
review cases heard in the Appeal Court on a number of occasions, 
because Dogho sometimes displayed ‘an amazing disregard for 
evidence’.1

The administration had to face Urhobo protests against their 
attending the Appeal Court soon after the inception of that court. 
Apparently, the matter was so serious that the Governor’s ruling 
had to be sought. The Governor ruled that the Urhobo should not 
be compelled to take their cases to the Appeal Court, but could 
take them to the District Officer if they preferred to do so.2 In the 
last six months of 1921 for instance, the District Officer heard 396 
appeals with too summonses still outstanding.3 This policy, which 
was clearly designed to meet the Urhobo protest, was altered in 1921 
when, after a visit to Warri, the Lieutenant-Governor ruled that he 
saw no evidence of the Appeal Court’s unpopularity’ (despite the 
many appeals heard by the District Officer) and that therefore all 
appeals from the native courts were to go to that court without 
reference to the District Officer. The District Officer, Mr. Wood, 
was rather disappointed by this ruling. In handing over the Warri 
Division, soon after, to Mr. Maddocks, he wrote:

I he best way for the natives to convince His Honour that they 
do not get justice is for them to appeal against it [the Appeal Court] 
freely. *
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now allowed to be taken in

In order to offset, to some extent, the adverse effect of the Lieutenant- 
Governor’s ruling, the Resident promised to increase the number 
ofUrhobo chiefs in the court.1 There is no evidence as to w hether 
this promise was fulfilled or not. Here once more was that clash 
between the administrative officer on the spot who could better 
feel the pulse of the people among whom he laboured, and his 
superior officers at headquarters who w ere concerned w ith upholding 
the strict theory of the established system.

The Lieutenant-Governor’s ruling did 
agitation against the Appeal Court. As a

not stop the L’rhobo 
result of their ‘many 

protests against being compelled to attend a court the permanent 
president of which was a foreigner to them,’ - a beginning towards 
meeting their protests was made in 1923, when another appeal court 
was established in the province. In that year the Kwalc- Division, 
which included the L’rhobo clan of Agbon, (this clan was most 
vociferous in its protests) had a separate appeal court established 
for it? Sapele was also removed from the jurisdiction of the Warn 
Appeal Court, though it is not clear whether appeal , from .Sapci? 
had to go to the Kwale court or to the District < tit ccr 1 he Resident 
commented on the -Sapcle decision:

No appeals from .Sapelc Native Court arc
Warri Appeal Court .ver *h:.h Dore dominate. 1

The establishment of the Kwai? appeal court and the exclusion f 
Sapele from the jurisdiction of the Warri .Appeal Court were thus, 
in effect, a demonstration against D gho’s power and influence, and 
a recognition of the Lrhobo dislike of the Warri Appeal Court.

In 1926 set another section of the province was removed from 
the jurisdiction of the Warn Appeal (aiurt In tint year, the Isoko 
clans were constituted into a cub-district uml-r the charge of an 
Assistant District Officer, with headquarters t \ on the Niger5 
The Isoko clans had, until then, been neglected 1 account of their 
distance from the headquarters at Warn, and the difficult;, of 
finding transport for regular visits. With the establishment of the

1 Ughclle Papers, Hie 68 1921, Annual Report, Warn 1). worn. 1921
2 bghelle Papers, f ile 41/1921, Murphy to Resident, 1 November 1925
3 C.S.O. 26.2 Hie 11857, Aol. I, Annual Report, Warn Province, 1923.
4 Ibid.
5 L'ghelle Papers, Hie 98/1929, Annual Report, W arn Division, 1926. 
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Ase sub-district, the complaints of the Isoko clans against being 
forced to attend the Warri Appeal Court were given attention. 
These clans had ‘for a considerable time been petitioning for a 
separate Appeal Court’ on the grounds of differences in custom 
and distance from Warri. On 3 December 1926 their demand was 
met: an Isoko Appeal Court was formally opened at Ase.1 In the 
years which followed, people from Uwherun and Evbreni preferred 
to send their appeals to Ase rather than Warri though the latter 
place was more readily accessible.

11 was in keeping with the administration’s predilection for Dogho, 
that although they thus reduced his powers by establishing other 
appeal courts, it would appear that they did not appoint presidents 
by vice-presidents for these courts. - Dogho apparently still possessed 
certain powers over these courts and their decisions. In 1927, only 
some months after the establishment of the Isoko Appeal Court, 
the administration became alarmed by the growth and spread of 
the Igbe cult3 in the Isoko area and in Kwale Division. In August, 
the Assistant District Officer reported to the Resident that the 
Isoko chiefs were of the opinion that the cult be suppressed, lest 
it undermined their authority and led to civil disturbances:

I he majority of the Isoko Appeal Court chiefs are in favour of closing 
down the juju. 1 suggest that Chief Dore’s confirmation be obtained 
and die order promulgated in every Native Court.1

It would appear from the above that ‘Chief Dore' was still regarded 
as having some powers over the decisions of the Isoko Appeal C.ourt.

II was not only the L rhobo w ho, bv asking for separate institutions 
of their own, sought to reduce Dogho’s power over them. His 
fellow Itsykiri too began to question his position. At the end of 1922 
a dispute arose among the Itsykiri themselves. According to the 
Resident, a taction of the Itsekiri led bv \\ illiam Moore, and having

1 I ghellc Paper.. I de <)S iq:q, \nnual Report, Warri Division, 1926.
-‘ I lu. i. the view expressed by ( hid William Otobo who was a clerk in the 

provincial office during these years.
3 I he lid'e cult is said to have been started by one Lbiosa of Ukhuokori 

(Kokori). Il started off as a little group headed by Vbiosa who was credited 
with curative powers. It soon grew into a religion of its own which specialized 
in the detection of witches. See J. W. Welch: ‘W itchcraft and Christianity 
in the Niger Delta’, Church Overseas, Vol. IV, 1931, pp. 328 -30.

4 Vghclle Papers. File S.D. 74/1927, Memo No. S.D. 74/1922, 8 March 1927.
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Attempts made to trace the original judgement in the r>_; ol the High 
Court, Lagos, failed. The above quotation is as recorded by W ilium Moore,

as a figure-head Chief Denedo, were seeking ‘to deprive Chief 
Dore of the position he . . . occupied since the arrival of British rule­
in Warri, i.e. that of Paramount Chief of the Jokri’.1 As a matter of 
fact, at the time of the report, Chief Denedo and William Moure, 
on behalf of themselves and the members of the Olu Akengbuwa 
family, had taken out court action against Dpgho (June 1922), 
challenging the latter’s right to give out land in Warri (Ogbe-Ijoh 
and Aider’s Town) to the British Government, and to receive rents 
therefrom. They contended that as descendants of the Olu Akeng- 
buwa I, they owned the land and ought to receive the rents. The 
case did not come up for hearing till April 1923. In his judgement 
which was for Dogho, Mr. Justice Webber is reported to have 
declared:

In appointing him Paramount Chief and spokesman fur all the Jekris 
he was officially rev grazed as the head of the Jekri nation and the 
man with whom the G ivemment would negotiate in all matters 
connected with the Jekri nation and thc-ir land.-

Dogho had won legal recognition as head of the Itsckiri and the 
rightful man to execute leases on their behalf.

Although Dogho had won this case, the suit had its administrative 
repercussions. One ■: the reasons which led to the court action was 
that Dogho did nut share the rents he received with all those wh ■> 
felt entitled to a share, not did he spend the monev on public 
utilities though he argued, during the trial, that he was mere!;, a 
trustee for the people In order t > find some solution that would be 
more satisfactory and less pr<Hiuctivc of future dissensions, the 
Lieutenant-Governor held a meeting with all the Itsckiri chiefs in 
November 1924. At this meeting it was decided that the rent-, 
derived from Itsekiri land-, (which totalled about / job) should be 
divided into six parts; Chief Dogho wa . to receive one sixth of this, 
and the remainder put into an Olu Trust l urid and banked in the 
name of the Resident. The money was to be used for public works 
and other legitimate purposes in Itsckiriland Three trustees were 
appointed: Dogho, Ogbobine and Qmagbemi No expenditure

1 C.S.O 26 File 09209. Annual Report, Warn I’ro-.mce,
2 Attempts made to trace the original judgement in the c . , .... > - 

op. cit., p. 161.
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1 < SO j(i j File 11857, Vol. Annual Report, Warri Province, 1924.
2 I'ltlidlc l’j|>ers, File 96 1925', Annual Report, Warri Division, 1925. The 

Agbavsah people in question live in a section of what is now Warri Township. 
It is this section that they sought to claim as their land.

3 Moore, op. cit., p. 184.
4 Records of the Supreme Court, Lagos: Full Court Record Book, Vol. 5, 

pp 2 4 Judgement in the ease of Chief Omagbemi (sub for Chief Denedo) 
and others Plaintiffs Appellants V. Chief Dore Numa—Defendant— 
Respondent, 1 February 1924. (Records of the High Court, Lagos).

from the money banked was to be incurred without the approval 
of the Resident.1 Although Dogho was by this arrangement still 
recognized as the chief representative of the Itsekiri nation, his 
overall influence and power were somewhat curtailed.

In 1925 the Urhobo people of Agbassah took court action to ques­
tion Dogho’s right to collect rent from land in the Agbassah area, 
claiming that the land was theirs and not Itsekiri land.2 In dismissing 
the claim of the plaintiffs Mr. Justice Maxwell is quoted by William 
Moore as having said that the legal position of the defendant 
(Dogho) had been firmly laid down by the Full Court on 1 February 
1924 in connexion with the appeal which Chief Denedo and others 
had filed against Justice Webber’s judgement of 1923.3 The Ag­
bassah people were to take up the matter again in the future, and 
even now, they have not finally accepted their several defeats in the 
law courts. From the very’ beginning of their struggle to claim 
ow nership of the land on which they are settled, the legal position 
of C hief Dogho has been one of the greatest obstacles to their 
success. In the judgement of the Full Court to which Justice 
Maxwell referred, it was argued that Dogho was a successor to the 
<-ld ‘Governors of the River’, and that as those ‘Governors’ were 
the trustees of Itsekiriland, so Dogho, by his appointment as 
‘paramount chief’, was the legal trustee? In an intra-Itsekiri suit 
such an argument probably held good, despite the different historical 
circumstances of Tsanpmi’s time and Dogho’s in the 1920s. But in 
an Itsekiri-Lrhobo suit, it needed first to be established that the 
land on which the Agbassah people settled was Itsekiri land before 
or at the time the Agbassah moved in. It would appear that this 
was assumed by the trial judge, otherwise it is difficult to see the 
validity of the reference to Dogho’s legal position as established in a 
previous suit. The ‘Agbassah land case’, as it is popularly called,
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has remained up till now one of the factors making for bitterness 
in the relations between the Itsckiri and the Urhobo.

For the purpose of this study, it was not only the outcome of 
the two suits that was important. Equally important was the very 
fact that these court actions were taken out at all. For over twenty 
years Dogho’s position had remained unchallenged. Now both his 
fellow Itsekiri men and the Urhobo were questioning his authority 
and thereby undermining his position. 1 I is legal rights were well 
founded. The people's protests amounted, in fact, to a challenge of 
Government’s wisdom in granting him all the powers he enjoyed. 
In 1925 there remained but seven y ears of life for Chief Dogho. 
These seven years witnessed an increasing demand for a modification 
of his official position, and a whittling down of his powers. Develop­
ments in the 1930s contributed towards making his position un­
tenable, but he retained his official position till he died in 1932.

The native court system and the career of ( hiet Dogho thus had 
important consequences for Itsekiri-L rhobo relations. Until the 
coming of the British, the relations between the Itsykiri and the 
Urhobo had been largely social and economic. \\ ith the estab­
lishment of native courts and the appointment of Dogho as para­
mount chief, a new element was brought into Itsekin-Lrhobo 
relations. This new element was political in nature. Hitherto, the 
Itsekiri and the Urhobo had not had to share the same judicial or 
political institutions. Now as a result of the introduction of native 
courts (and native court of Appeal) the Urhobo (some more than 
others) found themselves sharing common judicial institutions with 
the Itsekiri. The fact that in the.-: common institutions there was 
alwavs a preponderance of Itsckiri chiefs over Urhobo chiefs, was a 
source of grievance to the Lrhobo, who saw themselves being 
subjected to the Itsekiri. There was considerable L rhobo agitation 
against this arrangement in the 1920s. The fact that the British 
administration did not, from the I rhobo point of view, react 
quick! v enough to their clamour for a revision of the arrangements 
about which they complained, worsened the jx»sition, as the 
Urhobo tended to believe that the British were deliberately bringing 
them under the control of the Itsekiri No doubt the British attitude 
was determined bv their concern not to establish a multiplicity of 
native courts, and perhaps by a feeling that as the Itsykin and the 
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Urhobo were already closely connected in certain respects, the 
bringing together of these two peoples in the judicial sphere would 
only further encourage an already existing tendency for the Itsekiri 
and the Urhobo to co-operate in various fields. This was all very 
well, except that where before the Itsekiri and the Urhobo had 
decided the nature and extent of their field of co-operation, now 
the decision lay in the hands of a third party’, a party which (whether 
intentionally or not) tended to favour the Itsekiri in its appointments 
and disposition. This was one of the factors which led to Itsekiri- 
L rhobo tension over the native court system.

A feature of Itsekiri-Urhobo relations in pre-British and early 
British days was the friendship which existed between the Itsekiri 
men resident in Urhobo areas and the Urhobo themselves. This 
friendship, which had grown up over the years and was buttressed 
in many cases by marriage alliances, had at its base mutual respect 
between the Itsekiri concerned and the Lrhobo in whose territory 
they lived. This respect had in turn developed out of a recognition 
of the mutual interdependence that was involved in the relations 
' etween the two groups. The years after 1914 witnessed an increased 
movement into the Urhobo areas of Itsekiri traders. This move­
ment was partially prompted by the fact that with the opening up 
of the I rhobo hinterland bv the British, more L rhobo were enabled 
to handle their own trade direct with the European firms, and 
therefore those Itsekiri who desired to improve their own trade 
had to move farther into Urhoboland in order to secure this trade. 
I he result was that Itsykiri men were to be found in places like Ewu, 
Uwherun, Okpare, Ivprpgbp, into which areas they had not pene­
trated in the earlier period. It was these Itsekiri who, together with 
those who had settled earlier in places like Okpara and Abraka, 
were appointed to sit on the I rhobo courts. As the years passed, 
tension developed between some of these Itsekiri court members 
and their I rhobo counterparts. The tension, it would appear, 
resulted from the tendency of some of the Itsekiri to adopt an 
overbearing attitude in their dealings with the Urhobo. I he atti­
tude of these Itsykiri men was probably born out of the realization 
that the British regarded them as watchdogs over the Urhobo court 
members, as well as their awareness of the powers enjoyed by Dogho 
whose position had probably made their appointments possible in
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time in the past had any 
the L'rhobo. Not even

1 This reluctance was only apparent because as pointed out on page aoM the 
British actually recognized the need to remove the Itscktn concerned But 
it was one tiling to appoint the chiefs and quite another to remove them 
The right opportunity had to be found and this took time In the meantime 
the Lrhobo saw the delay as evidence of British partiality for the Itsckin.

2 This was not a sudden or complete development. It took time and varied tn 
intensity from place to place.

2l8

the first instance. While there was Urhobo agitation for the removal 
of specific court members, like Apo of the Uwherun native court, 
and Ekeke of Okpare native court, there was as yet no general 
demand for the removal of all Itsekiri men sitting in Urhobo courts. 
Nevertheless the apparant reluctance of the British administration1 
to remove these Itsekiri court members against whom the L'rhobo 
complained, again tended to create the impression that the British 
were deliberately subjecting the L rhobo to the Itsekiri. This aspect 
of the working of the native court system thus had the result of 
undermining that old friendship which had existed between the 
Urhobo and the Itsekiri resident within their land.2

It was, however, the career and powers of Chief Dogho that led 
to the greatest discontent of all for the L rhobo. As paramount chief 
and permanent president of the Warri Native Court of Appeal to 
which, even after 1926 when separate appeal courts had been 
opened for Kwale Division and the Isoko), many Lrhobo clans 
still had to take their cases, Dogho exercised great authority and 
influence over the Lrhobo—authority and influence which were 
both new and political in content. At no 
Itsekiri man exercised such authority over
Nana in all his might had been able to choose for the L'rhobo who 
were to be their judges and local authorities. Dogho’s powers, 
conferred on him by the British, were therefore a source of great 
irritation to the Lrhobo. Their agitation against the Appeal Court 
was proof of this irritation. At the same time, their awareness of 
the fact that Dogho was backed up by the British Government, 
tended to make the Lrhobo seek Dogho’s co-operation rather than 
provoke his indignation. The position of the L rhobo, in the face of 
the tremendous authority conferred on Dogho by the British admin­
istration, was indeed a difficult one

Perhaps the most important outcome of Dogho’s career was that 
it furnished the best evidence for those who, in the 1930s, argued
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that the Urhobo were ruled by the Itsekiri in years past. It was 
convenient when such claims were made, to forget that Dogho 
was the instrument of British rather than the Itsekiri power, and 
that the Urhobo constantly protested against the authority exercised 
over them by Dogho. Where Urhobo protests failed to be of any 
effect, this was the doing of the British administration rather than 
of Dogho or the Itsekiri as a people. Indeed, the career of Dogho 
is the best illustration of how the policies of the British admin­
istration led to the growth of conflict between the Itsekiri and the 
Urhobo.

Thus on the eve of the introduction of taxation and native admin­
istration, that cordiality and mutual respect, which had been 
noticeable in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, were already being under­
mined as a result of various aspects of British rule. British rule had 
brought the Itsekiri and the Urhobo together in new ways, and 
emphasized, in the process, Itsekiri pre-eminence. As yet there was 
no general crisis in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, but the Urhobo 
questioning of Itsekiri pre-eminence had begun, and there was 
already a noticeable deterioration in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations.



Chapter 6
The reorganization of the 1930’s

1 Sir Graeme Thomson (then Governor of Nigeria): ‘Sonic Problems of Admin­
istration and Development in Nigeria’ (an address delivered at a dinner of the 
African Society), Journal of the African Society, Vol. XXVI. 1936-7, p. J06.
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‘I think,’ said Sir Graeme Thomson in May 1927, ‘that the most 
important thing that has happened during my brief term of office 
is . . . the extension of this system of Native Administration to the 
hitherto untaxed provinces of Southern Nigeria.’ The system of 
Native Administration under discussion was that then in operation 
in Northern Nigeria and, by 1927, in those provinces of the South 
which had traditional ‘paramount chiefs’. One of the great virtues 
of that system, as seen by the British administrative officers, was 
that the Emirs ‘were accustomed to exact and the people to pay 
taxes’. Consequently, it had been possible to introduce what were 
called ‘Native Treasuries’ into which was paid half the proceeds 
of taxation for use in local development and public services 1 The 
system was judged to have been so successful in the North that it 
was extended to the Yoruba country and the Benin kingdom between 
1914 and 1920. It was argued in support of this extension that in 
these areas ‘the conditions bore a certain resemblance to those 
prevailing in the Fulani states’ of Nigeria, both in the sense that 
they possessed ‘paramount chiefs’ and in the fact that the) were 
accustomed to the payment of tolls and tribute to some form of 
central authority before the coming of the British. The rest of 
Southern Nigeria—Warn Province and those provinces cast of the 
Niger—was lumped together as being ‘for the most part in the clan 
or family stage of development’ and v> without ‘paramount chiefs’ 
and unaccustomed to the idea of tribute. These latter areas conse­
quently stood out of the system for the time being.

By 1927, however, the time was considered ripe for the extension 
of the system of Native Administration to the W arn and other 
untaxed provinces despite the continued absence of what was
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I Sect Hum Ikimc: The Anti-Tax Riots in Warri Province, 1927-28’, J.H.S.iW, 
Vol. Ill, No. 3, June 1967, p. 559.

- I Ithelle Papers. File 174 1947, Handing-Over Notes, Warri Division—G. S. 
Hughes (D.O.) to A. ( . C. Swayne (A.D.O.) 26 April 1927, p. 6.

3 t'ghcllc Papers, File S.D. 41/1928, Annual Report, Asc Sub-District, 1927.
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considered the sine qua non of the system, namely, the institution of 
paramount chiefs. Two main reasons were advanced to justify this 
extension. First, it was held that ‘no progress could be made in the 
Government’s policy of educating these tribes in the art of self- 
government unless funds to establish Native Administrations were 
forthcoming, in the shape of direct taxation.’ Secondly it was argued 
that justice demanded that direct taxation be extended to the areas 
concerned in order to bring them in line with the rest of Nigeria.1 
It was apparently thought that the ‘native authorities’ which had 
been appointed since 1917 could become the basis of the new 
Native Administration system. Accordingly in April 1927 the 
Native Revenue Ordinance was amended to make it applicable to 
Warri Province and the untaxed provinces of the then Eastern 
Nigeria. The corollary to the imposition of taxation was the setting 
up of ‘native treasuries’. Tax was to be collected for the first time 
in these provinces in 1928. If from the point of view of the British 
administration this innovation was seen as an important event, for the 
Itsekiri and Urhobo it was even more momentous. The introduction

t taxation and ‘Native Administration’ had extremely important 
■ onsequences for Itsekiri-L'rhobo relations.

1 he year 1928 was chosen for the implementation of the policy of 
taxation in order to give the administrative officers time to carry out 
propaganda work among the people, and to compile nominal rolls 
of all those who would be liable to pay tax. It was realized that 
taxation, however necessary, was an unpleasant innovation and that 
the greatest care would be required in the initial campaign and in 
formulating a scheme for its implementation.2 As soon as the law was 
passed in April 1927, the administrative officers began their propa­
ganda tours. The attitude of the people was described at that stage 
as ‘sullen and suspicions’? \\ hen the actual counting of the people 
began, it became clear that the I rhobo as well as the Itsekiri were 
very averse to the idea of taxation.

According to the Resident of the province, the anti-taxation
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movement which developed as a result of the new policy, was started 
by the ‘Young Jekri Part}’ whose chief spokesman was one Eda 
Otuedon, a professional letter writer. This ‘Part}-’ was also the anti- 
Dogho party and it has been suggested that their opposition to 
taxation stemmed from the fact that Dogho had given his support 
to the measure.1 Otuedon was believed to have been in touch with 
the Democratic Part}- in Lagos, led by the late Herbert Macauley, 
which encouraged him in his agitation against the introduction of 
direct taxation. Otuedon succeeded in w inning over the bulk of the 
Itsekiri and then proceeded to canvass the support of the Urhobo, 
who hated the tax even more violently.

In the Urhobo country the anti-tax agitation was strengthened 
by the fact that the introduction of taxation coincided w ith a rumour, 
a false rumour as it turned out, that the plantation system was to be 
introduced in the palm oil industry—a rumour which filled the 
Urhobo with grave apprehension. As if that w as not enough to make 
the Urhobo aggressive and unco-operative, they further learnt 
that the province was to become a ‘licensed area’ with regard to the 
trade in liquor and that even ‘the paltry vendor of gin’ would have 
to take out a licence.1 It did not help matters that at the material 
time the cost of imported goods were rising while the prices for 
palm produce remained low. The Urhobo did not, therefore, require 
the goading of Otuydon before making their feelings known and, 
in fact, before the joint meeting of the Itsykiri and Urhobo at Igbudu 
at the end of July 1927, the Isoko, who did not even attend that 
meeting, were already demonstrating their opposition by ob­
structing those sent out to compile the nominal rolls.3

Otuedon found his Urhobo counterpart in one Oshue of Obodo, 
‘a man of no particular account but eloquent and inclined to be 
truculent on the factor} beaches’ ‘ Oshue would seem to have pos­
sessed all the qualities of an agitator. F iery and eloquent, he had 
a gift for making people listen to his point of view In fact, after a 
two-year prison sentence for his part in the anti-tax agitation, he
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became the Otota of Udu,1 a tribute to his eloquence and drive. 
With such a man spearheading the Urhobo agitation, it was possible 
to rally most of the Urhobo-speaking clans for the joint Itsekiri- 
Urhobo meeting at Igbudu in July 1927. At that meeting the 
Urhobo decided on a boycott of all trade with the Europeans; the 
stoppage of further production of palm oil; the closure of Native 
Courts and resistance to any arrests attempted either by the Native 
Courts or by the Police. The various clans were left to stipulate 
adequate punishments for any within their clans who contravened 
these decisions. A formal oath to be faithful to the above decisions 
marked the end of this memorable gathering.2

The joint Itsckiri-Urhobo meeting to protest against taxation was 
a public act of co-operation, the type of which was rare in the 
history of both peoples. It is significant that it was the Itsekiri 
and the Urhobo, and not either of these and any of the other peoples 
ot the province, who decided to act together in opposition to the 
government. There had always been closer contact between the 
Itsekiri and the Urhobo than between either ot them and any ot 
their other neighbours, a phenomenon which also explains the fact 
that dilferences and conflicts between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo 
tend to receive more prominence, and to be fought with greater 
vehemence than similar conflicts between any ot the other peoples 
ot the province. As a matter of tact, the July meeting was about the 
only joint endeavour between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo with re­
gard to taxation. Thereafter, there was little concerted effort or 
joint planning. The Itsekiri and the L rhobo left the meeting to act 
out their opposition in different ways and to differing lengths.

The agitation reached its greatest height during the months of 
August to October. In the Isoko and I rhobo areas, it took the form 
of hostility to the administrative officers; rescue of prisoners both 
from the hands of the police and from court messengers and native 
court hold-ups; destruction of the property of warrant chiefs, 
court scribes and messengers; and threat to, and sometimes attacks 
on, these persons, in addition to the boycott of trade and the closure 
of native courts. On 28 July, the Assistant District Officer, Ase, 

t (SO -h I ilc c<x)<|S \ of. X, Chief Commissioner’s Inspection Notes, Warri
Province, 19 ;o. p. 17.

2 Ibid
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was threatened and mobbed at L’wherun; Mr. Swayne, Assistant 
District Officer, Warri, was similarly mobbed at Agbarho; at 
Ukhuokori on 27 September the car of Mr. de la Mothe (D.O. 
Kwale) was damaged; rescue of prisoners took place at Oleh, Owe, 
Agbarho, Ughienvwe.1 Matters came to a head at Sapele on 30 
September. The Officer administering the Government was himself 
undertaking a tour of the area in connexion with the introduction 
of taxation. He addressed a large meeting at Sapele on 30 September. 
During the meeting a man who attempted to create a disturbance 
was arrested by the police. The L rhobo people present at once set 
on the police in an attempt to rescue the arrested man. ‘So deter­
mined and dangerous became the onslaught of the crowd’ that the 
police had to open tire, killing one L'rhobo and wounding two or 
three others.2

If the police thought that the show of force at Sapele would deter 
the agitators, thee w ere soon undeceived. The fun of the people was, 
in fact, directed less towards the administrative officers and the 
police than towards the local agents of the government: the warrant 
chiefs, court scribes, and messengers. It was this aspect of the 
agitation which made even rr. .re necc-Miry the police patrols which 
visited the Lrhobo areas in the months of .November and December 
and finally, after a series of arrests and cons ictions, succeeded in 
quelling the unrest.3

The people's fury against the government’s agents expressed 
itself in various form->. I he closure of the courts and the determina­
tion of the llftu and /.' rjaj not to allow any court to be held was a 
demonstration against the warrant chiefs who were unpopular 
not only because of their high-handedne .. md corruption but also 
because they had apparently, without prior consultation with the 
people, accepted the imposition of the tax In some places the chiefs
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and scribes were actually manhandled. At Owe the head warrant 
chief was beaten up in the presence of a policeman sent there to 
effect an arrest. The court messenger’s house at Ozoro was broken 
into and the messenger himself assaulted. Indeed his life was saved 
only by the timely arrival the C.M.S. Superintendent who suc­
ceeded in rescuing him from the mob and escorting him away from 
the town. Similar incidents took place in various other places in 
Urhoboland. In Enwe clan the warrant chiefs were forced by the 
Iletu to pay a fine of £30 each for their past and current misde­
meanours, and over £300 was collected in this way. When the head 
warrant chief, Okolosi, refused to pay the fine, the Evraipa were let 
loose on him, his house was damaged and his property confiscated. 
This act so terrified the other chiefs, that they either paid up quickly 
or ran out of the clan to the district headquarters at Ase for pro­
tection. The example of Enwe was quickly followed at Igbide, 
Oleh, Owe, Uwherun and some of the other Urhobo towns.1 
Despite this outburst of violence, it was remarkable that no attempt 
w as made to destroy Government property. Court houses and rest 
houses were left intact.2 This was a further indication that though 
it was the administration that imposed the tax, it was more against 
the warrant chiefs, the local agents of the government, that the 
people’s anger was directed. No doubt this was because of the 
extortions and corrupt practices associated with these chiefs. In 
some respects, taxation was more the occasion than the real cause of 
the 1927 riots. In the general disorder that followed the agitation, 
Oshue became a ‘national’ hero and urged the people to resort to 
their ancient system of government and ignore the warrant chiefs. 
Every where the Ekpako, Iletu and Evratra began to rule the towns 
and villages. The ensuing chaos was such that police patrols had to 
be sent into I rhoboland during the closing months of 1927.

The patrols in I'rhoboland did not entail any bloodshed. By 
1 December the entire area had been ‘pacified’. Most of the ring­
leaders were arrested, tried, and convicted; freed prisoners were re- 
arrested; the lines imposed on warrant chiefs were refunded and 
the ( ollcctive Punishment Ordinance was invoked against Enwe,

1 Vghcllc Papers, File S.I). 41,1928, Annual Report, Ase Sub-District, 1927, 
P .1-

2 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857 Vol. V, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1927.
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Evbreni, and Owe. Those sentenced to terms of imprisonment, 
ranging from three months to three years, numbered over a hundred.1 
The people discovered that do what they might, the government 
was determined to go ahead and collect the tax in 1928.

If the patrols were intended primarily to punish those responsible 
for the outrages of the period and restore law and order, as well as to 
convince the people to reopen trade, they also served the purpose 
of giving the administrative officers who accompanied them, an 
opportunity of finding out from the people what they really found 
obnoxious in the idea of taxation, apart from their natural reluctance 
to part with money. These investigations brought out interesting 
revelations. It was discovered that what the Lrhobo man found 
most galling was the fact that he was forced to pay what to him 
seemed like an annual redemption fee. - This reminded him of the 
days of old when, having pawned his son, he had to redeem him 
or subject him to perpetual slavery. It was the realization that to 
insist on everyone paying a certain sum ‘per head’ was bound to 
create this feeling of revulsion, that led the government to adopt a 
system of lump sum assessment which the towns were left to pay 
in whatever way best accorded with their customs.

These investigations brought out even more forcefully the un­
popularity of the warrant chiefs. In Agbarho ( lan, the anti-tax 
agitators definitely refused to abandon their intransigence unless 
‘the existing warrant chiefs were swept away and others appointed, 
urging the present office holders were so corrupt that further sub­
mission to them was out of the question’.- \t l.nwe, the lletu 
accused the chiefs of retaining h r their perso:..il use, monies due 
to the townspeople for work done on rest house., court hou.es and 
roads.4 I he warrant chiefs had so completely lost the ' nhdencc of 
their people, that the administration had to abandon tie ir orr.nrul

1 C.S.O. 26,2 File 11857 \ol. V, Annual Report, Warn J*.-'. 1927, p 12
Enwe was fined £200 and Evbreni and Owe each £ttz>.

2 Ibid., p. 27. To this day the L rhobo eq ir.alent for ‘tai’ 
Lzou’ in Isoko) literally means ‘a fee paid on the I ■ : ! 
One sees what havoc deficient interpretation could do in 
obviously the Lrhobo equivalent is a faults interpretation of per head’.

3 Ibid., p. 21.
4 Lghelle Paper., File S.I). 41 '1928, Annual Report, Ase Sub-District, 1927, 
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plan to make them collect the tax, for which service they were to 
have been paid ten per cent of the total sum collected. It became 
obvious that such a measure ‘would be hotly resented by the people’. 
Indeed the Urhobo insisted on the District Officers collecting the 
tax rather than delegating the duty to the warrant chiefs.1

W hile the warrant chiefs were forcibly prevented from carrying 
out their duties, power fell into the hands of the Iletu, the traditional 
executive organs of the government of the people, and the Evransa, 
the labour corps. These were the two age grades which spearheaded 
the anti-warrant chief movement. Their success indicated that they 
had the support of those Ekpako and titled men who had been 
excluded from power as a result of the regime of native courts. By 
the end of 1927 it was reported that village councils composed of 
Ekpako and titled men were ruling the towns. It thus became clear 
that the operation of the Native court system had not succeeded in 
destroying the indigenous political institutions. All that had hap­
pened was that the traditional authorities had been repressed and 
dri\ en underground. The ease with which they revived showed a resil­
ience w hich is not often credited to them. The anti-tax riots were there­
fore the most convincing indictment of the native court system 
as it had operated up to that time. In the prevailing circumstances, 
the government was forced not only to find a solution to the result­
ant impasse but to investigate, for the first time, the social organiz­
ation ol the people with a view to discovering where power ought 
really to lie.

The agitation in Itsekiriland receives but little attention in the 
administrative reports, for in Itsekiriland the agitation did not last 
as long as in I rhoboland not did it entail patrols. Very few Itsekiri 
men were prosecuted or convicted during the trials which followed 
the riots. The Resident, commenting on this fact, wrote, ‘the astute 
Jekris were more careful to keep within the bounds of the law or 
more clever at covering up their illegalities than the less sophisti­
cated Sobos’.1 It was not, however, only in the astuteness and 
craftiness of the Itsekiri that the explanation for the extent of 
Itsykin participation in the agitation was to be found. There were
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two other explanations. First, the Itsekiri were much nearer admin­
istrative headquarters than the Urhobo, and so were more within 
the reach of the British political officers and the police, a fact which 
undoubtedly affected the length to which they were prepared to 
carry their agitation. Secondly, because the Itsekiri had become 
accustomed to accepting some non-traditional authority since the 
interregnum of 1848, the question of warrant chiefs was not such 
an issue in Itsekiriland as it was in Urhoboland. Men like Dogho 
and Chief Skin were too firmly in the saddle, and too much the 
creatures of the government, to be easily or safely toppled by mob 
action. Otuedon, who was the leading Itsekiri figure at the beginning 
of the agitation, only remained in Warri till the government began 
to take firm action to combat the agitation. He then went off to the 
Gold Coast on the pretext of recruiting counsel to prosecute the 
police for the Sapele shooting. He did not return to the fight.1 
Deprived of its leader, and faced w ith government determination to 
restore law and order, the agitation soon lost its fire and collapsed.

Taxation was only one aspect of a broader policy, that of the 
introduction of ‘Native Administration’. The essential features of 
the policy were indigenous authorities with power to rule over their 
people, and ‘native treasuries’ into which was to be paid 50 per cent 
of the tax money and the court fees in the respective localities, for 
use in paying the salaries of the ruling authorities and their staff, 
and for the carrying out oflocal public works. It had become obvious 
to the administration by the end of 1927, that the ‘native authorities’ 
as they then existed were not the traditional authorities, and that 
before the new system could be effectively worked, the right auth­
orities would have to be discovered and enthroned 1 et before these 
authorities were established, ‘Native Administration came into 
being’—by official declaration in flctobcr 1927.2 In practice this 
meant that the administrative officers began discussing with the 
people the theory of the system, and emphasizing the benefits 
to be derived therefrom. It also meant the setting up of ‘native 
treasuries’ into which the tax which was to be collected the following 
year could be paid. As a matter of fact, when these ‘native treasuries'
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were eventually established, they were more under the control of 
the District Officers than the ‘native authorities’.

It has been suggested that it was the above introduction of Native 
Administration which set the Itsekiri thinking seriously about 
installing an Olu and thereby finding a more traditional figure 
around whom to rally as a united people.1 With the Urhobo there 
could be no question of seeking to find a ‘national’ ruler. Yet even 
among them, despite their clannishness, the introduction of the 
system produced unprecedented co-operation in opposition. As 
the Resident remarked, ‘the gathering of the fourteen clans of Sobos 
to oppose taxation showed an unexpected tribal consciousness and 
unity’,2 which he hoped could be turned into good administrative 
use. The 1930s were further to enhance this tendency towards 
unity among the Itsekiri on the one hand, and the Urhobo on the 
other—a development which was to have its own consequences for 
ltsekiri-l rhobo relations.

While the next few years were being used for the purpose of 
inquiring into the traditional social, political and judicial institutions 
of the people of the province, with a view to discovering, among 
other things, who should be the proper ‘native authorities’, the 
broader principles of Native Administration were being enunciated 
and implemented. Because the people were definitely interested, 
for a variety of reasons, in the new system, it was necessary to 
demonstrate at an early stage the differences between the new and 
the old systems. The warrant chiefs had been the victims of the 
furore of 1927: during those troubled months their unpopularity 
and impotence in the face of a spontaneous revival of traditional 
authority were clearly revealed. It was decided therefore that if the 
District Officers were not themselves to collect the tax, the only 
alternative was to ask the elders of the people to do so, using their 
customary agencies. Hence even before the intelligence reports 
had been compiled, and reorganization formally approved, the 
council ot elders in the villages was being used for collecting the 
tax.’ The shift of authority from warrant chiefs to the traditional 
authorities had already begun.
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W here in the pre-1927 era it had been illegal for the elders to 
meet to settle disputes among their people, they were now en­
couraged to arbitrate in cases of dowry, debt and other non­
criminal causes. The warrant chiefs were warned not to molest 
the elders for thus resuming a duty which, it was now argued, 
naturally and properly belonged to them.1 Despite the fact that this 
was only an administrative decision without the backing of law, 
and despite the fact that the village councils which were now' begin­
ning to function after a lapse of over thirty years had no legal power 
to enforce their judgements, it was reported that the people, never­
theless, took their cases to them and accepted their verdicts.2 This 
was a useful way of preparing the Z-TpjZ-o for the duties and res­
ponsibilities which reorganization was to restore to them.

.Meanw hile, the legal native courts and ‘native authorities’ of the 
pre-1927 era continued to function. But adjustments were being 
constantly made. It was realized that a number of warrant chiefs 
had no right to be on the courts by virtue of any positions which 
they held in accordance with custom and tradition in their com­
munities. Such members began to be gradually weeded. Lntil 
village and clan councils were legally reorganized as the ‘native 
authorities’, these courts were to continue to function, though 
attempts were now made to distinguish between the judicial work 
of the courts and their executive duties. So far as the latter were 
concerned, those members who did not possess such titles or other 
qualifications that would base entitled them to sit on village or clan 
councils were not to be consulted, and the village councils were to be 
encouraged to undertake executive work .1 As the investigations 
into traditional organization progressed, it became understood that 
the major fault with the old system was not necessarily tliat the 
wrong people were appointed to the native courts (though there was 
always this factor). Rather it was that the delegator, nature of the 
members was lost, as the District Officers used the warrant chiefs 
as local agents of the government in the villages, and held them 
responsible for seeing that the orders of the government were carried 
out even when these entailed executive action, thereby transforming

1 Kwale Papers, File K 179/1928, Annual Report, KwaJc Division, 1928
2 Lghelle Papers, f ile S.1J. 42'1929, Annual Report, Asc Sub-District, 1929.
3 Ibid.
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mere delegates into effective rulers.1 What reorganization was to 
imply, therefore, was not a wholesale removal of current court 
members, but a gradual displacement of unqualified members and 
the appointment of new members until the courts became, in 
personnel, the same as the village councils, to which executive and 
judicial duties could then be entrusted in accordance with custom. 
In these circumstances, the clash between the warrant chiefs and 
the Ekpako was, in practice, less than anticipated. Indeed, the 
warrant chiefs were on the whole quick to realize the need to adjust 
themselves to the new policy. From Sapele District it was reported 
in 1929 that there was no fear (at least among the Urhobo of the 
district) that the warrant chiefs would usurp executive functions: 
‘their reluctance to venture any private opinion on public matters 
without prior reference to their elders is remarkable.’2

In order further to ease the transition from the native court to the 
Native Administration system, a number of other administrative 
decisions were taken. The title ‘Warrant Chief’ was abolished in 
192S, and in its place ‘Court member’ was substituted, and there­
after attempts were made to persuade some Ekpako to become court 
members in an attempt to lessen the cleavage between the village 
council and the native courts. The practice whereby District 
Officers recommended people’s application for warrants was also 
discontinued and the Resident warned that there should be no 
question of anyone applying for a warrant; rather, the administrative 
officer was expected to know when a town was due for representa­
tion, and carry out inquiries about the right person to be appointed: 
‘such ideas as rewarding a man for good work done by appointing 
him to be a court member are things of the past.’3

As the membership of the courts needed reshuffling, so did the 
relations of the court clerks and messengers to the court members 
require re-examination. If the svstem of Native Administration was 
to enhance the prestige of the traditional rulers before their people, 
then the clerks and messengers had to be taught to regard themselves
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as servants rather than masters as many of them thought they were. 
As one of the ways of achieving this objective, it was decided that 
the District Officer should have his own messengers as distinct 
from the court messengers: ‘Administrative Officers should not be 
forced to give orders to Native court messengers. The Native Court 
and the Native Authority alone should do so.'1 In this way it was 
hoped that the court messengers would be made to see themselves 
in the proper light.

A Native Administration, made up of local authorities of the type 
envisaged, necessarily implied placing emphasis on ethnic considera­
tions. Therefore it was out of the question, in the implementation 
of the new policy, to have Itsekiri chiefs in Urhobo courts or vice 
versa. Similarly, it would be more difficult for a court clerk who was a 
stranger to the area in which he was placed to put up with the self- 
effacement which the new policy demanded and to enter fully into 
its spirit. The future development of the new system, as shall be 
seen, insisted on court members and scribes being citizens of their 
respective clans or community.

During the two years which followed on the :>.t>ti-tax riots, the 
traditional organization of the L rhobo had been sufficiently investi­
gated for it to be known that the vital organ of local government was 
the village council, with the clan council constituting a possible 
superior body.

For the I tsekiri, it was easy to discover that the traditional order 
was an Olu and his council, wielding authority over all Itsckiriland. 
But although there was some interest shown with regard to the 
election of an Olu, the old rivalry between the Ode-lts^kiri and 
Benin River factions presented a difficulty. A meeting held in 
December 1928 only succeeded in agreeing that an the 
traditional regent and priest, should be appointed 2 Another ob­
stacle to the appointment of an Olu and the re-organization of the 
Itsekiri was the position of Chief Dogho During the discussions 
in 1928 it became clear that his position constituted a bar to re­
organization along the traditional lines:
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The net result of the year’s inquiries would indicate that an Olu 
cannot be appointed in Dore’s life time because Dore’s position . . . 
has been too long established for the revival of the Oluship to be 
regarded in any other light than that of a reverse to the Ologbotsere 
faction which for half a century dominated Jekri politics.1

The best that could be expected was for the two factions to sink 
their differences, so that on the death of Dogho they could together 
elect an Olu who would be recognized by all the Its?kiri people. 
The position taken by the administration in this instance was in 
sharp contrast to that in Urhoboland, where the powers of the former 
warrant chiefs, irrespective of length of tenure of office, were being 
systematically reduced in preparation for full reorganization. Dogho 
had become too powerful to be treated like other warrant chiefs. 
All that the government felt able to do was to suggest to him that 
he should consider withdrawing from active participation in Native 
Administration affairs, and that if he so withdrew, the government 
would consider increasing his emolument from the Itsekiri ‘native 
treasury’-—in other words grant him a pension. But Dogho was 
not prepared for that kind of self-effacement.

By 1930 enough progress had been made in the inquiries started 
in 1927 to enable the Resident to submit a broad scheme for the 
reorganization of the province. This scheme provided for the 
setting up of village and clan councils as the local authorities for the 
L’rhobo; the establishment of a central council and village-group 
councils for the Itsykiri; the grouping of these local administrations 
into Native Administrations; ami the recasting of the province into 
Divisions in line with the new Native Administrations. These new 
divisions were to coincide with the ethnic groupings of the province: 
people of the same ethnic group were to be placed within the same 
unit of Native Administration.3 In December, the Lieutenant-
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Governor approved the scheme, and the years 1931-2 were spent 
setting up new ‘native authorities’.

In Urhoboland these authorities were based on the clan. As 
much as possible they were made up of those who traditionally sat 
on the village and clan councils, though the Ekpako and the titled 
men were encouraged to seek the co-operation of the younger 
educated elements in their communities. As by 1931 no Olu had 
yet been appointed, Itsekiri reorganization took the form of ‘a 
subtribal council’ composed of the heads of the leading families and 
such other notables as the village groups and settlements desired. 
The Olotu (Chief Omagbemi was so appointed) and Chief Dogho 
were ex-officia members; the former was to preside at executive 
meetings and the latter at judicial meetings.1

There was one exception to the general rule of reorganization 
along ethnic groupings. The Resident proposed that there was to be 
a ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Native Administration, made up of all the Itsekiri 
and five Lrhobo dans territorially ch w to Itsekiriland. His argu­
ment was that the Itsekiri were a dying race, and that intermarriage 
between them and the Lrhobo clans he proposed to associate with 
them was so widespread, that it was possible to envisage a complete 
fusion and the emergence of a ‘Jekri-Sobo subtribe’.- He realized 
that in the meantime, the two peoples though socially intermixed 
were politically distinct. He hoped to preserve, out of respect for the 
feelings of the people and in keeping with the fundamentals of the 
new policy, a measure of this political distinctness, by giving the 
L’rhobo separate local administrations while bringing them to 
gether with the Itsekiri under a common Native Administration. 
In this way the two peoples would learn to co-operate in various 
activities and eventually develop into a single ‘sub-tribe’. To some 
extent one can sympathize with the considerations which led the 
Resident into thinking in terms of a ‘Jckri-Sobo subtribe’. Social 
and commercial intercourse between the Itspkiri and the Lrhobo 
had led to a considerable inter-mingling between both peoples;

responsible for the scheme of Native Administration and the broking up of 
the province into Divisions.

1 C.S.0.26/2, File 11857, Vol. 1\, Annual Report, Warn Province, tint, p 16.
2 C.S.O. 26, File 26767, A Broad Scheme for the Reorganization of Warn 

Province on tribal lines.
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1 < SO •(>, l-ilc 26767, \ Broad Scheme for the Reorganization of Warri 
Province on tribal lines.

2 C S O. 2<>. File 26767, Report on Proposed New Jekri-Sobo Division— 
Enclosure in Secretary Southern Provinces to Chief Secretary to the Govern­
ment, No. 6025 238 of 10 February 1932.

the linguistic barrier was considerably reduced as many Itsekiri 
understood and spoke the Urhobo language and vice versa; the 
customs of both peoples had become, to some extent, mixed and 
similar. It was easy for the Resident to envisage a fusion of both 
peoples or, at least, a fusion of the Itsekiri and those Urhobo clans 
nearest to them. But there were certain obstacles to such fusion. 
First, the Itsekiri were not a dying race as they' were portrayed by 
the Resident; inter-marriage with the Urhobo had not led to a loss 
of their identity as a separate and distinct people. Secondly, the 
history of the years immediately preceding the introduction of 
Native Administration made the possibility of the type of fusion 
envisaged by the Resident remote. Since about 1920 the Urhobo 
had constantly protested against being forced into the same political 
and judicial institutions with their Itsekiri neighbours. The clans 
which had been foremost in this protest, Uvbie, Agbon, Udu and 
Okpe, were among those which were now proposed to be included 
in the ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Native Administration. Thirdly, the Resident 
was fully aware that the Itsekiri regarded themselves as superior 
to their Urhobo neighbours, and that the Urhobo resented this 
attitude.1 So long as the Itsekiri attitude remained unchanged and 
the Urhobo resentment unassuaged, it was unlikely that the political 
matrimony into which the Resident sought to bring them would be a 
happy or lasting affair. In 1932 there was evidence that both peoples 
had not changed their respective attitudes one to the other. As the 
Resident himself wrote, ‘The Jekris desire such a Native Admin­
istration but upon the old basis of Itsekiri predominance. The 
Sobos at present do not.’ - The clash of interest and aspirations was 
there, but it was ignored in a pious hope that the pressure of admin­
istrative, commercial and other requirements would resolve this 
major clash. \t any rate, it was scarcely wise to force the Urhobo 
into such a Native \dministration when once it became clear that 
they did not desire to be in it, and when the advantages to be derived 
from the projected union were far from obvious. The creation of the
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i Ughelle Papers, Pile 35/1931, Interview between Jckri Notables and Mis 
Honour the Lieutenant-Governor, Southern Provinces, at the Resident’s 
Office, Warn, on 31 March 1931. 2 Ibid.
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‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division, incorporating the proposed Native Admin­
istration, was to be a major factor leading to a worsening of relations 
between the two peoples.

By 1930 the Urhobo were intensely suspicious of their Itsekiri 
neighbours, as a result of their experience during the native court era. 
Consequently the}' were happy to take advantage of reorganization 
to develop along their own lines. Knowing that they would be judged 
by how quickly they settled down to the new system, the Urhobo 
seemed to have lost little time in grasping the essentials of the new 
policy. At this point the British administrative officers did not make 
Itsekiri-Urhobo relations any easier bv using the L’rhobo as a 
kind of political catalyst to quicken the Itsekiri reaction to re­
organization, a reaction which, in the view of the administration, 
was rather slow . At a meeting with the Itsekiri chiefs during a visit 
by the Lieutenant-Governor in March 1931, the Resident harangued 
the chiefs for their factiousness at council meetings and their 
inability to work together and maintain a firm hold over their people. 
He warned them:

It is largely by their own efforts that the Sobos have come forward, 
and the JeLris must realise that being in the minority they camsx 
hope to take the lead in a combined Jekri-Sobo Native Administrative 
except on the score of merit.1

The Lieutenant-Governor took up the same tale: ‘In the old days 
the Sobos were very ‘bush’ . . . Now times have changed and rhe 
Sobos have come forward However hard it is to realize, the Jekris 
must understand that the Sobos cannot be kept back.’2 1 Icre in evi­
dence once more was the point made earlier that Itsykiri-Urhobo 
relations w ere such that it w as bet w cen them that comparisons and con­
trasts were being constantly drawn: the British administrative officers 
did not draw the attention of the Itsykiri to the progress being made 
by the Ijo or Kwale but to that being nude by the Urhobo, not 
because the other people were not making any progress, but because 
of the close social and other connexions between the hsykin and 
the Urhobo. By so doing, however, the British were inadvertently
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1 C.S.O. 36 • File 11857 Vol. X, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1932, p. 35. 
Also C.S.O. 3O/3 File 11857 Vol. XII, Annual Report, Warri Province, 
1934, p 1. Vghcllc Papers: Annual Report, Warri Division, 1932, p. it.

3 W ar. Prof, j/15 File 48/1932, Quarterly Reports, Warri Division March 1932. 
Although the courts were usually graded I!, C, or D., there were no hard rules 
governing these gradations. The power of each native court was usually ‘set 
forth in its warrant'. Clause I Native Courts Ordinance, 1914. There were no 
courts of‘A’ Grade in the Warri Province, these being mainly the Alkali courts 
of Northern Nigeria.

emphasizing that Itsekiri-Urhobo rivalry which was fast becoming 
a much more noticeable feature of the relations between the two 
peoples than it had been at any earlier period; they were also em­
phasizing the conflicting aspirations of the two peoples. Even more 
important was the fact that the administrative officers’ harangues 
(however well meant) constituted a challenge to the Itsekiri. The 
natural reaction of the Its^kiri was a determination to demonstrate 
that they were still a vigorous, progressive, dominant people by 
putting up exaggerated claims to past glories, claims which almost 
invariably involved an assertion of dominion over the Urhobo in 
times past. The result was a deterioration in Itsekiri-Urhobo 
relations which the creation of a ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division did little to 
assuage.

It was not till 1934 that reorganization among the Urhobo was 
completed and the new policy formally inaugurated. On 1 April 
1932, the old ‘District treasuries’ were closed and ‘Divisional 
treasuries’ established, to serve the new divisions that were proposed. 
These divisions were formally approved in 1934. This meant that 
Ase ceased to be the headquarters of a sub-district, as the Isoko 
clans were merged with the Urhobo clans not in the ‘Jekri-Sobo’ 
Division to form the new ‘Sobo’ Division with headquarters at 
Ughelle.1 As it finally emerged, reorganization implied recognizing 
the village and clan councils as the proper and legal ‘native author­
ities’ and, in keeping with custom, these councils also constituted 
the new native courts. According to their size and capability, the 
village councils were granted judicial powers of ‘D’ or ‘C’ grade. 
The clan councils were ‘C’ or ‘B’ courts according to the same 
criteria. - These councils were charged with the responsibility for 
ruling their people according to custom under the supervision of 
the District Officer. Their great duty was the collection of tax by
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which they were often judged. One factor which made the admin­
istration satisfied with Urhobo progress during the years 1928-36 
was that the elders were always prompt in collecting and ‘taking in’ 
the tax. This convinced the administrative officers that the machinery 
for local government was vigorous and was being well handled.

It was regarded as a matter of the utmost importance that the 
village and clan councils which made up what w ere described as the 
local administrations, should be taught to handle some of the money 
which they collected. Thus 60 per cent of the tax collected was given 
back to the local administration of the area from which it had been 
collected, as well as 40 per cent of native court process fees, for use 
in paying executive and judicial salaries to those who sat in the 
councils and to the council’s staff, as well as for use in financing 
purely local public works. The actual distribution and appropriation 
of this money was left in the hands of the councils, to be done 
according to custom. This was seen as a useful w ay of inculcating 
financial responsibility. ’■

In 1934 therefore, Native Administration in the L’rhobo area 
consisted very much of local administrations. It was hoped that 
after a number of years the local administrations would see the 
need for a larger unit within which to operate and would, on their 
own initiative, ask fora superior ‘Sub-tribal native authority’ that 
is, a superior council made up of representatives of all the clans ir 
the ‘Sobo’ Division In 1934 and 1935 there was no such superi >r 
authority. What existed was a Finance Committee made up of 
delegates from the clans as well as educated elements chosen bv the 
District Officer and approved by the local administrations. These 
delegates could be changed from meeting to meeting. The main 
dutv of this committee was to assist the District Officer in drawing 
up estimates for the Native Administration 1 or in the absence of a 
superior authority, it was left to the District Officer, after consulta­
tion with this Committee, to draw up estimates and plan public 
works like the building of roads, bridges, wells and market stalls, 
which were a striking feature of the years of reorganization. I‘hc 
aim behind associating the Committee with the District Officer in 
this work of drawing up estimates and planning development

1 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857 Vol. IX. Annual Report, Warn Province, 1931, pp. 
29-30.
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1 ( S < > 2b 2 I ilc 11857 Vol. X, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1932, p. r8. 
Also \\ ar. Prof. 3/15 File 481932, (Quarterly Reports, Warri Division, March 
t<K2

2 C S ( ) 26 2 Pile 11857 Vol. XIV, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1936, p. 9. 
Sec also War Prof. 3 15 File 48/1932 as above.

schemes was that the Committee should form the nucleus of an 
Urhobo Council which could, in later years, take over 
District Officer, and act as a superior authority.1 It was 
Committee that planned the expenditure of that proportion of the 
tax, court fees, and court fines that was allocated to the Native 
Administration. In the first three years of its existence, the Com­
mittee was reported to be learning slowly but surely, and in 1936 a 
‘Sobo-Isoko Executive Council’ came into being.2 Although great 
emphasis was placed on a ‘native treasury’, such a treasury had not 
actually come into being by 1936, as there was as yet no superior 
‘native authority’ to supervise the treasury, and it was felt that it 
would be inadvisable to set up a ‘native treasury’ for each clan. 
Consequently, what did exist was a ‘Divisional treasury’ in Ughelle, 
under the control of the District Officer, advised by the Finance 
Committee and later the Executive Council.

The ‘native courts’ of the reorganization era were, as has been 
said, the same bodies as the village and clan councils. As every 
village cried out for and obtained its own council, there was a 
multiplicity' of ‘courts’—many with very limited powers, and in­
capable of keeping proper records of proceedings. Although from 
the point of view of efficiency the administration regarded these 
‘courts’ as unsatisfactory, it nevertheless decided to tolerate them 
for the first few years of reorganization, because the Urhobo were 
so enthusiastic about reorganization and Native Administration, 
that it was considered expedient, as a means of retaining that 
enthusiasm and ensuring their continued co-operation, to give every 
village at this initial stage an opportunity to manage its affairs 
through its Ekpako, titled men and age grades. It was hoped that 
the villages themselves would discover that it was in their interests 
to federate anil form larger units in the interest of efficiency and 
general development. This hope began to be fulfilled when in 1937 
the Ughiynvwc ( Ian which originally had thirty-three courts 
decided to group most of these together and so form only four such
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courts.1 Future reorganization in the other clans was to follow along 
similar lines.

When in 1932 Chief Dogho died, the Warri Native Court of 
Appeal was convenient!}’ closed; the Isoko Appeal Court at Ase 
was closed in the same year. Until 1936 no Appeal Court for the 
‘Sobo’ Division had been established though the pressing need 
for such a court was recognized. For some time the idea of making 
clan councils act as appeal courts to which cases from the village 
courts could be taken was considered, and indeed some such clan 
appeal courts were set up. While these courts w ere of some senice, 
it was felt that a superior tribunal was necessary, as on the clan 
council sat a number of men w ho had already heard the cases which 
were brought up on appeal from the village councils. Up to 1936 
this need was met by people beina allowed to appeal to the District 
Officer to whom was reserved the right to hear the appeal or refer 
it back to the clan council if he saw fit. In the years after 1936 an 
Urhobo-Isoko Appeal Court was to be constituted—a court which 
was to be peripatetic, sitting at Ughelle and at Oleh in rotation, our 
of respect for the feelings of the Isoko, w ho objected to having to 
travel to Ughelle every time, and in recognition of the reluctance 
with which the Isoko had agreed to have a joint appeal court with 
the other L'rhobo.2

For the Lrhobo, reorganization was much more significant than 
it was for the Its^ldri. The anti-tax riots of 1927 were much more 
furious in Urhoboland than elsewhere in the province, because of 
the deep disgust which was felt by the {Hrople for the warrant chiefs. 
They disliked the native court system ior other reasons as well. 
For some five years before the introduction of taxation, the Lrhobo 
had become increasingly restive under a system which allowed 
Itsekiri chiefs to sit on their courts and spy on them; which nude it 
obligatory' for some of them to attend native courts in which the 
preponderance of Itsykiri chiefs gave no guarantee of fair trial or

1 Ughelle Papers, Ughelle Dist. 3 Fife 591, Annual Report. Sobo Ihviuoa, 
*937-

2 Ibid. See also Ughelle Papers, File 107/1931, Current Matters, Warn Division 
(4 March 1932). The A.D.O., Ase, reported that the Isoko insisted ‘that they 
would press for a separate Isoko Appeal Court. After discussion, it was 
agreed that a separate Isoko Native Treasury would be popular and that a 
Sobo Native Treasury would be accepted but not popular.’
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1 See Chapter 5, pp. 204 5 and 209-13.
2 Ughelle Papers, File S.D. 12/1931, Quarterly Reports, Ase Sub-District, 

September, 1931, p. 4.

equitable judgement; which made it necessary for them to take their 
appeals to a court permanently presided over by an Itsckiri.1 Their 
protests while significant as proof of their dissatisfaction with the 
system, and as a sign of their desire for separation from their Itsekiri 
neighbours, did not produce entirely satisfactory results. In re­
organization they saw the answer to these problems which had exer­
cized their minds for some years. They saw more than this. There 
was the attraction of the ‘novelty’ of the new system after over 
thirty years of rule by the warrant chiefs. For those clans which had 
had to travel to other clans to attend court, the new system was a 
happy event, relieving them of this burden and emphasizing their 
independence as distinct units. Where before a few warrant chiefs 
held sway, under the new system many more people were to be 
actively involved in the running of affairs. On the more material 
side, there was the hope that a large number of people would be 
paid huge salaries, as against the handful of warrant chiefs who had 
been the only beneficiaries from the old system. Finally, the people, 
disgruntled and disappointed with the warrant chiefs, evinced 
confidence in the capacity of the village and clan courts to dispense 
justice according to traditional ideas.2

The measuring rod for the success of the organs set up as a result 
of reorganization was ability to collect the tax, and in this all the 
L'rhobo clans excelled. The years up to 1936 were too few to enable 
a full picture to be given about how reorganization worked out in 
other respects. That enthusiasm which tends to accompany every 
change had not had time to wear itself out, and the reports in the 
years 1930-6 recorded great interest in the idea of Native Admin­
istration, with the councils doing their best to give satisfaction. It 
was pointed out, however, that interest was focused essentially on 
the Clan rather than Division, and it was hoped that time would 
cure this dangerous clannishness, as indeed it was to do in certain 
respects The criticism against the councils in their judicial capacity 
was that the large number of people involved tended to make a 
court sitting rather rowdy; had the result of enabling virtually 
even litigant to have a relation sitting on the court; and made
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1 C.S.O. 26 2 File 11857 Vol XIV, Annual Report, Warn Province, it.'i. 
p. 9. See Chapter 1, p. 28, where the point was made that the reaction of the 
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2 Infra, p. 237.
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unanimous verdicts well nigh impossible. Despite these weaknesses, 
it was reported:

For the most part the elders perform their duties conscientiously and 
if the size of the bench militates against unanimous decisions, local 
public opinion counteracts tendencies to biased judgements.1

When the novelty of it all had had time to wear off, more faults and 
weaknesses of the system were to be noticed, and the need for 
further reorganization seen.

One factor which was of great moral and psychological signifi­
cance to the Lrhobo was the establishment, for the first time, of a 
divisional headquarters in their territory.5 Until this development, 
the Lrhobo country had been ruled from Warri, and, especially 
since the time of Dogho’s ascendancy, Warri had become closely 
associated with Itsekiri predominance. Besides, it is common know­
ledge that people who live at, or near, administrative headquarters 
tend to arrogate to themselves superior airs. The old Appeal Court 
had been sited at Warri because it was the headquarters of the 
administration, and that court had had a majority of Itsykiri chiefs 
partly because these men were near to headquarters, and there! ft 
better able to influence the administrative officers in their fas 
From 1933 on it was p >ib!e for the administrative officers, r , • 
resident in Lghelle, to seek to know the Urhobo as they really were 
Hitherto, occasional visits to native court centres was 
be attempted. With routine office work to attend to, and with r id 
transport still poor the District Officers were largely out of touch 
with the Lrhobo people and their aspirations \’ot only could they 
not go to meet the people, but the pe<>p!e could not, likewise because 
of poor communications and long distances, get in touch with their 
political officers. In these circumstance*, the problems of Urhobo- 
land could not be easik tinders’ >d or sympathetically considered 
The outcome was that the L rhobowere . en largek through the spec­
tacles of the Itsekiri, and labelled with a stercoty pe ‘bush’,‘uncivi­
lized’, ‘backward’. Reorganization and the establishment of a separate
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t < S O. 26, I'ile 09098, Vol. X, Chief Commissioner’s Inspection Notes, 
Warn Province, 1956, p. 9. 2 See Chapter 5, pp. 203-4.

divisional headquarters in Urhoboland enabled the administrative 
officers to see the Urhobo character and aspirations in their proper 
perspective. It was not for nothing that the Urhobo in the ‘Jekri- 
Sobo’ Division were to ask for a separate native administration 
headquarters sited in their own territory.

Although reorganization was directed towards reviving the ancient 
system of government, it had to be recognized that the problems 
which even village government had to tackle in 1936 were different, 
sometimes vastly different, from the problems which had confronted 
the village in the closing years of the last century. Therefore, from 
the ven- beginning of reorganization, the Ekpako were encouraged 
to seek the co-operation, and utilize the services, of the educated 
elements in their respective communities, as these latter were thought 
to be more conversant with some of the more modern developments 
and the changing needs of the society. Though this was not always 
acceptable to the Ekpako who tended to look on the educated 
elements with suspicion, these educated young men were, never­
theless, brought into the framework of the newly developing Native 
Administrations. Indeed, partly as a result of the services which the 
educated element could render in this respect, there was an in­
creased demand for schools to be opened in the Urhobo country 
during this period.

Lntil 1927, Warri and Sapele were the centres of education for 
the Itsekiri and Urhobo. In the earlier years, the Itsekiri provided 
the majority of the pupils for the Warri and Sapele schools. As the 
years passed, however, the Urhobo began to show greater interest 
and to catch up (at least at the elementary school level) with their 
Itsckiri neighbours, until by 1936, at the Government School, 
Warri, both peoples stood nicely balanced, the Urhobo supplying 
157 and the Itsykiri 155 of the total of 389 pupils.1 The greater 
interest which the Urhobo took in education during these years 
was m itself important tor Itsekiri-Urhobo relations, as it had the 
ultimate result of removing one of the inequalities that had existed 
between the two peoples an inequality which had, to some extent, 
conditioned the British attitude to the Itsekiri on the one hand, and 
the Urhobo on the other.-
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Until 1927 the Urhobo had to travel to Sapele or Warri to receive 
education. The years after 1927 saw the establishment of schools 
in Urhoboland proper, and therefore made education more easily 
available. The Church Missionary Society ((’.M.S.) which had 
started to penetrate the Urhobo area in 1912 was the prime mover 
in this respect. Up to 1927 a dearth of teachers had made the C..M.S. 
confine its educational programme to sporadic teaching by itinerant 
teachers who scarcely ever stayed longer than one month in any 
one place. In 1928, however, a regular school was opened at Qzoro 
and in 1929 schools were opened at Uzere and U'wherun, though 
the Uzere school was closed in 1930 to enable the mission to con­
centrate more on the Ozoro and Uwherun schools. The Qzoro 
school read up to Standard IV and the Uwherun to Standard VI.1 
In 1930 the Rev. J W. Welch, the C.M.S. Supervisor of Schools, 
drew up a scheme of education for the above tw o schools, as well as 
for sixteen others reading up to Standard II. It placed emphasis not 
only on acquiring the ability to read and write, but also on gardening 
and handiwork.5 This scheme, which was approved by the govern­
ment and towards the operation of w hich the Ase sub-district nudei 
contribution of £tac in 1931, was nearly completed by 1933, 
laid the foundation of education in Isokoland. In i934theRcv. Welch 
was said to have started to extend his scheme to the other Urhobo 
clans? Other missions, like the Roman ( Jtholic Mission which al­
ready had schools at Ase, L’zere and Ozoro in 1928, and the African 
Church which had various schools in L'rhoboland in 1935,* "ere to

1 Ughelli Papers, File 118 1930 Proposed Scheme ot Education CMS Iwio 
District. Lp to today the CM S remains rise one single body that has dene 
the most to spread education in IwrLoland The disci .uon of the dcveLjp. 
ment of education in the Lsokn and Urhobo country which follows nught 
appear to be somewhat of a digression But it is vital fur a lull undetsur-dag 
of the factors that were shaping the attitudes of the t rhobo-Iw>Lo people is 
these years. 2 Ibid.

3 C.S.O. 26 File 11857 Vol XII, Annua! Report, Warn Province, 1954,p sj.
4 Vghelle Papers, File S.D. 42 19x9, Annual Report. \se Sub-District, >919. 

The Catholic Mission did not begin to operate in the Warn Provmct till 
1913 when Father George Ollier settled at Forcados to minister to the 
spiritual needs of Catholics in the sea ports of Burutu and Foreadoa. In 1914 
an out-station was opened at Warri. It was not till 1917 that Warn became 1 
principal Catholic station to which Father Louis Cavagncra, the pioneer 
Catholic rmssioner among the Urhobo and Itsckiri, was posted. See Mama 
J. Banc: Catholic Pioneers in West Africa, Dublin 1956, pp. 166-7.
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1935. These were the famous ‘N.A. schools’ that one heard so much about in 
the 1940s.

3 L'ghcllc Papers, Ughcllc Dist. 8/1/6, Handing-Over Notes, ‘Sobo’ Division 
—Chadwick (D.O.) to Miller (D.O.) 18 November 1932. The staff consisted 
of W. E. Otobo (now Otola of Uzere) as N.A. Office clerk; E. A. A. Eghujovwe, 
Treasury clerk; and F. U. Jarikre, ‘Office Boy’.

follow the example of the C.M.S. Lack of suitably qualified teachers 
was a constant problem in forwarding the various schemes of 
education. To help solve this problem, the Native Administrations 
of the Province joined in establishing a Teacher Training College at 
Warri in the closing months of 1929.1

The opening of the above training college gave impetus to the 
demand for Native Administration Schools which had been made 
earlier, and in 1931 such a school was opened at Uzere, followed by 
another at Ughelle in 1933 and two at Agbarho and Ughienvwe re­
spectively in 1934, with a plan to establish two more of such schools.2 
By 1936 the Urhobo local administrations were crying for a second­
ary school to which their children could go when they left the Native 
Administration schools. The importance of this educational up­
surge for this work is that it provided the personnel that could 
handle the native courts and work in the Native Administration 
offices. The ‘Sobo’ Division started off with a staff which was all 
Lrhobo, and it was essential that this should be maintained.3 
The need which had earlier existed for using Itsekiri, Ibo and Bini 
clerks in Urhobo courts was thus eventually removed, and the 
L rhobo could enter into a period when they could supply all the 
personnel required by their Native Administration.

In the last chapter, it was pointed out that Itsekiri clerks were 
appointed to Urhobo courts during the operation of the Native 
Court system. Re-organization and the spread of education removed 
this necessity. It was part of the new policy that court clerks and 
messengers should be seen as the servants of the courts, and since 
these courts were the same as the village and clan councils, as the 
servants of the Elders-in-council. In order to make this reorientation 
of the position of the court clerks and messengers possible, it was 
decided, on the inauguration of clan courts, to terminate after due
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1 Lghelle Papers, File 59 1930, Quarterly Reports, Warn Division, September 
Quarter, 1930, p. 4.

2 Ibid.
3 Lghclle Papers, File 119 1930, A DO., Ase U> Rrulenr, Warn Prorinsr. 

Memo No. A NA. 21 1930/5 of 5 November io;o
4 Ibid., A D O., Ave to Resident, Warn Province. Memo No AN 3 it 19; 

18 of 12 February 1931.
5 Ughelle Papers, File 69'1930, A.D.O., Ase to Resident Warn Pun ' r. 

Memo No. A N A. 16/1930 '7 of 13 January 1931
6 Lghelle Papers, Lghelle Dist 8/1/8, Handing-Over Notes—Jeiri-Sobo 

Division: Pender (D O.) to Lambert (D.O) 24 February 1936.
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notice, and compensation where necessary-, the appointments of all 
court clerks.1 The new courts were then given a free hand to appoint 
their own scribes. It was laid down as a matter of principle that clan 
courts should appoint only scribes w ho were citizens of the clans 
concerned. Hence although former court clerks could be reappointed 
if they belonged to the clans to the court of which thev were 
appointed, they could not be so reappointed if they were 
strangers. L’rhobo clans could appoint a scribe who was Lrhobo 
but not a clansman if the need arose. The court messengers were 
not eligible for reappointment in the Urhobo clans, as the councils 
were requested to use the traditional Iko for the duties of court 
messengers.2

In order to prepare for the new system, it was decided in 193- 
that the various clans should nominate ‘boys’ to be trained as clerks 
at headquarters and then sent back to work in their clans of aria:.".1 
S. O. (Jmu ot Igbide, and G. T. Bokwcre (‘Bequerv’) of Lwhcru:. 
were among the first ‘boys’ so trained.* Even effort was made t? 
get the new scribes to understand their position vr.-a-zi, the 
Ekpaku. Thus the Assistant District Officer, Ase, oppowd the 
stationing ot the clerks at headquarters and their ‘descent from 
“capital” ’ every day the court was to sit, as calculated to enl 
the prestige of the -..ri' '■ Rather, they were to lie resident in :
clansand .summonable at the wish of the council At the beginning, 
and with the low standard ot education of the scribes, the new 
policy produced badly-kept records, but as (laptain Pender (D.O 
‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division) argued, it was ‘better to have indifferently 
kept records than to have the court members completely dominated 
by more efficient clerks’.8
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1 < SO. 26 I'ile 09098 \<>l. \ III. I.icut. Governor’s Inspection Notes, Warri 
Province, 1935, |> 4
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i I slicllc Papers, Pile 50 1930. Quarterly Reports, Warri Division, June 
Quarter, 1030, p. 3.

I < SO 26 2 I ilc 11857 Vol. X, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1932, p. 19. 
In a short tribute to Dogho the Resident wrote, ‘His services were valuable 
and his loyalty conspicuous.’

5 War. Prof 3/15 I'ile 48,1932, Quarterly Report, Warri Division, June 1932.
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The reorganization of the Itsekiri took longer than their homo­
geneity would have suggested and even by 1933 it had not become 
really complete as the Olu was not installed till 1936. The main 
reason for the slow progress of reorganization was the factions which 
existed among the Itsekiri to which reference was made earlier. 
In 1929 an Olotu, the traditional high priest and regent, was 
appointed in the person of Chief Omagbemi.1 At first it was hoped 
that it would be possible to get an Olu installed soon after, but as 
has been indicated, the factions and the position of Chief Dogho 
made such an appointment extremely difficult. A spontaneous 
sinking of differences caused by the hearing of the Agbassah land 
case towards the end of 1929 proved to be merely temporary.2 In 
the absence of an Olu, the Resident had to set up an Itsekiri Native 
Council in February 1930, a body which included some of ‘the 
young intelligentsia’. At one of the meetings of this Council Chief 
Dogho was proposed as an Olu, but though the voting was said to 
be eighteen for and thirteen against, the opposition pointed to the 
fact that Dogho was only descended from the female line of the 
royal family and that this disqualified him from becoming an Olu. 
1 bigho himself apparently dissociated himself from the movement.3 
I he death of Chief Dogho on 24 September 1932* helped to create 

a situation in which it was possible for the Itsekiri to sink their 
diflerences. Between that date and 1934 the Council displayed more 
efficiency, though the collection and ‘taking in’ of the tax continued 
to be late. - At any rate, by 1934 the Itsekiri people were sufficiently 
reorganized for the *Jekri-Sobo’ Division to be approved along with 
the others.

It was unfortunate from the point of view of Itsekiri-Urhobo 
relations that the Itsykiri efforts to get an Olu installed attracted the
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2 Ibid., 19 June 1934, p. 9.
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attention of the newspapers. On 13 June 1934, there appeared a 
newspaper article which discussed ‘rumours’ that an ‘Olu of Jekri- 
land’ was about to be installed. This article contained a number of 
statements which the Urhobo, who were convinced that the article 
was inspired and probably written by an Itsekiri agency, regarded 
as objectionable and defamatory. One of these statements referred 
to Chief Dogho who was said to have been ‘the recognized Ruler of 
the Itsekiris and Sobos’. In another passage the author argued that 
within the borders of Itsekiriland ‘lived the Sobos, a hardy people, 
who served for several years in the capacity of slaves to their 
Itsekiri and Benin Masters’. The article concluded by pointing 
out that the Urhobo, ‘within a comparatively few years of their 
emancipation’, had worked so hard that they were a factor to be 
reckoned with in the affairs of the country, and had gained promin­
ence in commercial circles as w ell as affairs of Native Administration.1 
It was hinted in the article that it was the progress achieved by the 
Urhobo which had forced the Itsekiri to think of reviving the off.ee 
of Olu.

However well-meaning the newspaper correspondent might 
have been, the L rhobo resented the implications of his statements. 
A reply appeared in the same paper on 19 June. W riting under the 
name ‘Pro Patna', an Urhobo challenged the validity of the state­
ments contained in the article referred to above. W hile admitting 
that the Lrhobo sold slaves to the Itsykiri, he pointed out that it 
no time were the Urhobo as a people the slaves of the Itsykiri in 
the sense in which ‘the children of Israel’ had been slaves in Eg)pt 
Dogho was not a ruler over the Urhobo though the powers granted 
him by the British made him look like a ‘sun’ among ‘stars’.2 At 
any rate by 1924, when it appeared to the Urhobo that Dogho was 
overstepping his bounds, the former had begun a protest move 
against the latter’s powers.3 Meanwhile, in Urhoboland the five 
clans which were included in the ‘Jckri-Sobo’ Division met at 
Orerokpe on 17 July to protest against the article, and threatened 
to take action against the author and the newspaper. The Resident
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1 (SO. 2(> 1'ilc 51(142 111: Progress Report of the Jckri Sub-tribe and the 
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had an uphill task in persuading them not to go to court. From that 
date, however, the five clans continued to meet regularly as the 
Urhobo General Council, pledged to uphold the rights and pride 
of the Urhobo people.1

The newspaper article and the Urhobo reaction to it constituted 
an index of the acute sensitivity that was gradually creeping into 
Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. The ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division was therefore 
formally inaugurated under the most inauspicious circumstances. 
The Urhobo clans which were included in this division were Okpe, 
Oghara, Agbon, Uvbie, and Udu, the very clans which had, in 
various ways, already demonstrated their dislike for continued 
association with the Itsekiri. By 1932 the Okpe people were already 
having a series of land disputes with the Itsekiri over the ownership 
of Sapele land. Attempts by the Resident to settle the disputes in 
that year failed, and the District Officer thought that the matter was 
likely to lead to court action,2 as indeed was the case in 1941. As 
early as that, and even before the formal inauguration of the division, 
the District Officer, Sapele, put on record the reluctance of the 
Okpe and Oghara people to being associated with the Itsekiri 
in one Native Administration.3 In the same year, 1932, the Urhobo 
people of Udu clan were reported to be unwfiling ‘to share a common 
purse with the Jekris*. But this unwillingness was put down to 
inferiority complex on the part of the Urhobo and therefore over­
looked.* In a similar way although the Resident noted that the 
Lvbiy Clan would not agree to ‘be associated in any way with the 
Jekri subtribe’, he nevertheless included that clan in the proposed 
division.1

It is difficult to explain the administration’s complete disregard 
for Urhobo opinion over the question of the creation of a ‘Jekri- 
Sobo’ division. The administration might have argued that since the



Niger Delta Rivalry

1 C.S.O. 26/2, File 11857, Vol. XII, \nnual Report, Warri Province. 1914, 
p. 7 2 Ibid

250

only really common institution for the proposed division would be 
located in Warri and controlled by the District Officer, there was 
not much of an Itsekiri-L rhobo union or even association. To have 
argued that way would have been overlooking the emotional and 
psychological elements involved in the situation. First, Warri, 
which was to be the headquarters of the new division, was still 
associated with the Itsekiri predominance which went with the 
career of Dogho. Thus the siting of the headquarters had become, 
by 1934, an issue of great emotional content. Secondly, the admin­
istrative officers themselves had testified to an L rhobo awakening— 
an awakening which was largely the outcome of the opening up of 
the hinterland by the British. In the course of this awakening the 
Lrhobo were likely, at this stage, to be much more touchy over an 
issue such as this than they would have been earlier, and to insist 
(as in fact they did) on the establishment of a separate native admin­
istration for themselves in rec ignition of the progress thev had made. 
In this situation, the in istence of the administration on an Itsckiri- 
Lrhobo association constituted a definite source ot grievance to the 
Lrhobo. Indeed over this issue, the administration must take some 
responsibility for the conflict which developed between the lt.ekiri 
and the Lrhobo.

The very year in which the division was formally established sa • 
renewed protests from the Okpc people against this enforced as, c- 
iation. The (Jdayjn, the Clan Giuncil of the < >kpy, had impressed 
all administrative officers from the District < Officer to the Lieutenant- 
Governor, by its efficiency, ability and progressiveness In 1934 
this body demanded separation from the it.ekiri

After a series of well conducted meetin . • . • ' i ■ ■
its desire to separate its administration from that of the Jckris It 
considers that it is a sufficient!'. re .risible bod. Io i.ombi' r it. own 
affairs until such time as al! the Sob > lai . of the Province have 
progressed sufficiently far to allow federation 1

The Resident’s reaction to this was that the series of land disputes 
which existed between the < )kpe and the Itsckin would make separa­
tion difficult, as separation would involve a definition of boundaries.3
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insistent and

While this was a definite problem it was not, as the future was to 
show, insurmountable.

The Urhobo demand for separation grew more 
bitter with the years. In 1935 the Resident reported:

There has been no advance, during the year towards better relations 
between the Sobos and the Jekris. . . . The Sobos are growing more 
insistent in their requests for control of their own funds, and for the 
establishment of a native treasury on their own land.1

It was vain to point out to the Urhobo that the accounts were kept 
separately and the monies utilized for public works in the areas 
from which they were collected. There was more in it than that. 
The Urhobo saw in their continued association with the Itsekiri, 
despite repeated protests since 1930 when the plan was first mooted, an 
attempt to subject them to a people whose claims to superiority they 
had been fighting since the 1920s. The question of having their own 
headquarters actually situated on their own land was to them a vital 
issue. I'lie selection by the Itsekiri of an Olu-elect in 1935 further 
determined the Urhobo to press for separation. This determination 
was not the result of any ‘fantastic ideas of what would occur once 
the ()lu was installed’,- but rather a facing of realities. Once an Olu 
was installed, he would be the single, central rallying-point for the 
Itsekiri, and if unity and self-determination were good enough for 
the Itsekiri to have engaged their attention and to have been im­
pressed on them by the British administration since 1928, these 
same attributes could hardly be denied the Urhobo, some of whom 
were already thinking of a central authority comprising all the 
L rhobo clans.

In July 1935 the acting Lieutenant-Governor, W. E. Hunt, a 
former Resident of the Province, visited it on a tour of inspection. 
He held a meeting with the Itsekiri council and chiefs, and raised 
the issue of a separate Native Administration for the Itsekiri, 
without the live I rhobo clans associated with them in the ‘Jekri- 
Sobo' Division, \ccording to the Lieutenant-Governor, the Okpe 
people had sent him a petition demanding such a separation. But

1 (SO , j, File 11857. Vol. XIH, Annual Report, Warn Province, 1935, 
P 5 (author's italics).

2 Ughellc Papers. File to 27, Handing-Over Notes, Sobo Division—Mackenzie 
(DO.) to Matthews (DO), 22 February 1936, p. 7.
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Warn Province, 1935, p. 7.

2 Ibid., p. 10.
3 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857, Vol. XIV, Annual Report, Warn Province. 193b. 
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The objection is more sentimental than anything else as the two sub 
tribes are to nearly all intents and purposes separate already. But the 
Jekris seem still to entertain the idea that with the appointment of an 
Olu they will regain such suzerainty over the Sobo as they claim to 
have exercised and did I feel sure exercise over many of the Sobos 
on the river banks in the halcyon days of Benin supremacy some 50 
years ago.1

The Itsekiri objection to separation was decidedly more than senti­
mental. For them the matter had become one of very real practical 
politics. Various developments consequent on the British pene­
tration of the C’rhobo hinterland had already begun to undermine 
that predominance which they had enjoyed during an earlier period. 
Reorganization had brought about a considerable dwindling of their 
area of activity. The Urr. b agitation for the break up of the 
‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division threatened to further reduce their sphere of 
activity.

During the same visit, the Litutenant-Governor visited (Irerokpe 
and held a meeting with the Okpe people. Naturally, they raiwd 
the issue which he :...: : ssed with the Itsekiri The
Lieutenant-Governor told them he had ‘no objection in principle* 
to separation, but wished to .-.-e a scheme worked out which would 
be acceptable to the two sides con.en.ed II-.- .vent on to assure 
the Urhobo that their in icj m cc would 1 t iflccted by the 
installation ot an Itsekiri <j'. . : real . ant at 1 . :e, however, was
not that the Olu tu> likely t -.-.'a1 1: r . r the I 'rhobo, 
but that the insistence - ! ’ . • . ... '. .. 4 ..Hating the
Lrhobo with the Itsekiri nn.’..' :::.;r- ti: t the ' rhobo
concerned were not mature . i.’i. to I- k at'-r their own affairs.

On 7 February 1936, after an n-'-rr -gn ..- of ■■ irlv eighty-eight 
years, Emiko, great grandson of Ake gbuw.i, v. . r. .< .)! ■■! < ihi with 
the reigning title, Ginuwa 11. '■ 1 or both the liv.ktri and I rhobo
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5 1 SO 26 F ile 09098 Vol. X, Chief Commissioner's Inspection Notes, Warri 
Province, 1936.

this was a most momentous event. The installation of an Olu, after 
many years of factional strife among themselves, was a sign that 
the Itsekiri had closed the breach which had threatened to under­
mine their traditional political structure: in the Olu the Itsekiri 
found a symbol of national unity. For the Urhobo this was a 
challenge to make up their own differences since unity or centralized 
institutions were seen as evidence of ‘a higher degree of develop­
ment’.1

The installation of the Olu had the effect of worsening Itsekiri- 
Urhobo relations. First, the reinstitution of the ‘Oluship’ after 
nearly one century of interregnum would seem to have filled the 
Itsekiri with an exaggerated conception of the importance of their 
ruler. Thus it began to be claimed that the Olu had full powers of 
rule over the Urhobo and Ijo.2 The Olu himself was reported to 
have claimed that he recognized no boundaries except that with the 
Qba of Benin,3 disregarding thereby the existence of the Urhobo, 
his immediate neighbours. The Urhobo naturally resented the 
Itsekiri claims. The Resident of the Province reported that there 
"as ‘increased bitterness’ between the Itsekiri and the Urhobo, so 
much so that ‘at one time the situation looked threatening’.4 
Secondly, the Itsekiri demand that their ruler be styled Olu or 
\\ arri instead of Olu of Itsekiri as hitherto provoked bitter contro­
versy. The Urhobo argued that Warri was the name of the entire 
province and that to associate that name with the Olu’s title would 
create the impression that all the people of the province were sub­
ject to the rule of the Olu. Mr. W. E. Hunt, the Chief Commissioner, 
Southern Provinces, thought little of the Urhobo argument. He 
pointed out, for example, that the fact that Abeokuta was the name 
of a province, and that in that province there lived both Egba and 
Haro, did not prevent the Alake being styled /Make of Abeokuta.’
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But the Chief Commissioner’s argument was scarcely tenable, as 
the two cases were not really analogous. In the first place the 
powers the Alake then enjoyed were of recent creation and were 
not strictly traditional.1 Secondly, the Alake did not claim to 
exercise any original jurisdiction over the Haro in the province. 
Besides, although there are differences between the Haro and the 
Egba, both groups were Yoruba. In the case of the Warri Province, 
the Itsekiri, the L'rhobo, the Kwale and the I jo each regarded itself 
as a distinct political and ethnic group.

Thirdly, and perhaps most important of all, was the fact that the 
title Olu of Warri immediately raised the issue < if the ow nership 
of Warri land. The L'rhobo felt that the Itsekiri demand was cal­
culated to buttress their claim that Warri land belonged to them. 
For years the issue of the ownership of Warri land had been a bone 
of contention between the Itsekin and the L'rhobo. Although all the 
legal decisions up till 1936 had favoured the Itsekiri, the L'rhobo 
had not accepted the legal verdicts as just. They therefore cried 
out against any administrative and political measures which would 
confirm the legal decision in favour of the Itsekiri.-

The question of the ownership of Warri land is one 
vexed issues in Itsekiri-L'rhobo relations. It is an issue which 
deserves a full and special study in itself. 1 lere only a few comments 
can be made. Warri, the name of the modern township, is clearly a 
corruption of the name Iwere which the Itsekiri sometimes use to 
refer to themselves and their capital, Ode-Itsy-kiri, which is some 
five miles removed from the township. The name appeared for the 
first time in the records in the nineteenth century when both the 
Itsekiri capital and the trading station which later developed into 
Warri township were called Warn (sometimes Wan). An 1891 map 
shows the two places differently.1 The identity of name, therefore, 
cannot be used as conclusive argument about origins. Nor can 
geographical proximity, for Obodo is just as near to Warri as is 
Ode-Itsekiri and yet is unquestionably Lrhobo.

No detailed study has yet been made of the origins of Warn
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township. The Agbassah have always claimed that at the time they 
settled in their own section of the present township, there were no 
other occupants there, and they did not therefore have to pay rent 
to anyone. In this regard it may be mentioned that the Agbassah 
have never attempted to claim any other area of land other than 
that on which they are actually settled. In 1933 a group of Ijo 
people petitioned the Resident, claiming that the land now known as 
‘Ogbe-Ijo’ in Warri township belonged to their fathers. They 
stated that some time after the fall of Nana the then Provincial 
Commissioner, Seton James, requested the Ijo to move out of that 
land because government desired to acquire it. This the Ijo did 
and so lost all control over the land. They now demanded that that 
piece of land be returned to them or that they be enabled to benefit 
from the rents accruing therefrom. To substantiate the claim that 
the land originally belonged to the Ijo they enclosed copy of a notice 
signed by P. E. Crawford and dated 21 October 1895, which stated 
that the British had decided to take Ogbe-Ijo under their protection, 
‘the headman of Ogbe-Ejor having specially asked to be placed 
under such protection’.1 No official notice was paid to this petition, 
yet it is of historical significance as indicating how the township of 
W arri probably developed.

As for the Itsykiri, the likelihood is that they began to move into 
the area of the present township in the nineteenth century as the 
European traders moved awav from Ode-Itsekiri to the site where 
the vice-consulate was built. It seems reasonable, in the present 
state of our knowledge, to conclude that what grew into the present 
Warri township was probably in pre-British days, a collection of 
independent Ijo, L'rhobo and Itsekiri settlements, separated from 
each other by stretches of unoccupied land. The coming of the 
British and their formal acquisition of land tor government and 
other purposes raised, for the first time, the question of the title 
to the land. The fact that it was Dogho, an Itsekiri, who signed the 
legal documents which conveyed the land to government has 
remained a key factor favouring the Itsckiri claim in the celebrated 
Warn land case. But to bring the issue of the controversy over the 
1 flu’s title to an end, the British government sympathized with the

1 Ughcllc Papers, I tie S.240. Jiebidch, Yobogha and Oioye to the D.O., Warri, 
i t January 19JJ.



Niger Delta Rivalry

1 C.S.O. 26 File 09098 Vol. X, ( .liief 4 I • ■■1 Notes, Warn
Province, 1936, p. 19.

2 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857 Vul. XIV, Annual Report, VV . ■
3 C.S.O. 26 File 51642 III. Progress Report on tl e Jekri Subtnbe and the 

Sobo clans in the Jekii-Sobo Division with special reference to the separation 
of the Native Treasury.

256

Urhobo objection and refused to grant the Itsekiri demand. The 
whole controversy, however, was further evidence of that acute 
sensitivity in Itsekiri-Urhobo relations to which attention has 
already been drawn.

The controversy over the Olu’s title merely served to intensify 
Urhobo agitation for separation. Whereas before 1936 the agitation 
had been confined to the Urhobo clans in the ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division, 
from that year all the Lrhobo clans joined the crusade for complete 
separation.1 the Resident commented:

Imbued with a national spirit as strong as that of the Jekris, the Sobos 
regard separation as the outward and visible sign of complete freedom 
from Jekri influence.2

Consequently, during the Chief Commissioner’s tour of 1936, the 
Urhobo clans in the ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division addressed a petition to 
him in which they set out their case fully. They began by stating 
that their demand was but ‘the natural desire of a people to make 
themselves clear and distinct from their adjacent tribes’.3 Close 
social connexions did r.-t, in the view of the Lrhobo, constitute 
sufficient reason for a fusion of peoples. It was highly unsatisfactory 
from their point of view to associate them with the Itsekiri, who 
had not only told ‘fantastic tales’ about them but proceeded to treat 
them with contempt H >w c -!J the G ivcrnment claim that it was 
not aiding and abetting the Itsekiri claims, it it removed them, L rb>- 
bo people, from among their brothers in the ‘S >bo’ Division, and 
placed them in the same division 2 under the ime N itive Admini­
stration as a people who were essaying to establish a claim of past 
dominion over them? They recalled that it was the advent of‘the 
white man’ that had enabled the Itsc-kiri to play >me of the leading 
roles they had played in L rh .U: a..d had a!. > had the result of 
bringing the two people into closer ritact. B ’ -rearer intercourse 
had -so far produced, not increased harmonv, I ;t •rcater strife in 
certain respects. The petition challenged the Itsekiri to tunic am
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single Urhobo clan which Nana, Itsekiriland’s greatest and most 
powerful man ever, had succeeded in bringing under political sub­
jection (‘what Urhobo clan was he able to dominate ?’); it challenged 
the I tsekiri to name any Olu in their history who had set up his dom­
inion over the Urhobo.1

One of the arguments advanced by the Itsekiri for not wanting 
separation was that separation would involve litigation over land. 
In their petition the Urhobo gave a pledge that they would not dis­
turb those Itsekiri who were then settled on their land, and that if 
disputes arose over such land they could be settled by the normal 
processes of law. As for the particular case of Sapele land, the 
Urhobo stated that that land was only a little fraction of the total 
area of Urhoboland and therefore it was unfair to refuse their 
request until that dispute was settled; the whole must always be 
greater than the part.2

< >n the question of the treasury the petition stated that the Urhobo 
could not, while they shared a common treasury, be certain that 
their money was not being used for paying the Olu and financing 
Itsekiri projects. They did not want a common ledger with one side 
used tor the I tsekiri and the other for the Urhobo:‘we want a separate 
ledger a separate Native Treasury in which all the clerks and office 
boss v.ill be purely Urhobo.’3 Finally the Urhobo argued that since 
re rganization, the government had encouraged the ditlerent peoples 
in the province to unite. The Itsekiri were already united under an 
Olu. The Urhobo sought no more than to be united on their own.

1 he government, thev argued, would be failing in its duties if it 
stood in the way of this unitv out of respect for the feelings of the 
Itsekiri people.*

l aced with the I rhobo demand and the Itsekiri opposition, the 
government had to take some decision. The Chief Commissioner 
had maintained since 19;; that he had no objection in principle to 
the I rhobo demand. All he wanted as a prerequisite to their demands 
being met was a ‘concrete scheme’ which would set out lines which 
separation was to take. During this tour, he observed that despite 
much intermarriage and daily intercourse of a friendly nature between 
individuals among the two groups, ‘there had been a growing sense

1 Ibid , pp. 5, 7. 2 Ibid., p. 6.
3 Ibxd . p. 7. 4 Ibid.
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of grievance on the part of Sobos at enforced union’. The Itsekiri 
for their part were afraid of ‘losing prestige by a Sobo schism’, 
and were apparently dropping their superior airs and professing to 
look on the Urhobo as their brothers, a volte-face which had ob­
viously come rather late. The Chief Commissioner thought, there­
fore, that in the circumstances, it was better to allow separation in 
the hope that ‘such a measure would probably lead later to better 
relations, of which in existing conditions there seemed little hope’.1 
The Crhobo were therefore asked to submit their plan for separation.

This plan was worked out in 1937. The five L’rhobo clans con­
cerned asked to be given a common treasury to be sited at Orerokpe. 
Suggestions by the District Officer that to begin with it might be 
wiser for each clan to have a separate treasury were categorically 
rejected, on the grounds that the L rhobo clans desired unit}-. Each 
clan was to delegate two ‘chiefs’ to form a Financial Council which 
would discuss estimates with the District Officer. This Council 
was to have custody of part of the money in the ‘.Native Treasury’ 
and to be responsible for giving an account of such money. - The 
Itsekiri were to have their own Native Treasury’ but the District 
Officer recommended that control of the funds of this treasury be 
vested in the District Officer, not the Itsykiri Council. ’ Apparently, 
the District Officer did not consider that the Itsykiri had, since 
1928, shown enough sense of responsibility to be entrusted with 
control of part of their own revenue.

The proposals were sent up for formal approval in June 1937. 
The Chief Commissioner, .Southern Provinces, approved the scheme 
with only one modification, namely, that the Itsckiri should be 
entrusted with the same degree of financial responsibility as the 
L rhobo. ‘ It should be noted that the ‘Jckri-Sobo’ Division did 
not cease to exist as a result of this development All that happened

1 C.S.O. 26 File 09098 \ol. X, Chief (xwnmtwioner'v Inspection Notes, Wirri 
Province, 1936. pp. 14, 15.

2 C.S.O. 26 f ile 51642 XII, Progress Report on the Jekri Sub-tnbe and the 
Sobo clans in the Jckri-Sobo Division, pp. 7, 1 3

3 Ibid., p. 13
4 C.S.O 26 I de 51642 III, Secretary, Southern Provinces, to Chief Secretary
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1 (SO 26 a 11857 Vol XV, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1038, p. 5.
a This unity was in 1936 still incomplete. The Isoko for instance, would have 

preferred to hate their own appeal court. But it is significant that despite 
their reluctance they , nevertheless, agreed at least for the time being to have 
common institutions with the other Urhobo.

was that two distinct Native Administrations—the Itsekiri Native 
Administration, and the Western Urhobo Native Administration- 
existed within the old ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division as from 1 April 1938.1 
Once again there was a departure from the strict policy of making 
the divisions coincide with ethnic groups, a legal fiction of Itsekiri- 
Urhobo association was kept alive in the name of the division. 
The consequences of this act for the future fall outside the scope 
of this work, but in it one sees a certain preoccupation with the 
desire to promote Itsckiri-Urhobo co-operation, the achievement 
of which was rendered difficult by the events of the 1930s.

The introduction of taxation and the reorganization which 
followed it therefore had extremely important consequences for 
Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. Although reorganization among the 
Urhobo was based on the clan as the highest unit for political 
organization, the emphasis laid by the British administrative officers 
on the need for some central authority, even if purely advisory, to 
tackle matters of finance, and plan works of public utility which cut 
across clan boundaries and interests, helped to promote ‘national’ 
consciousness among the Urhobo. The more they met together to 
discuss various matters of common concern, the stronger the feeling 
of unity grew.2 A similar development took place among the 
Itsekiri. brom the time when it became necessary to organize an 
Itsekiri Council in 1928, as distinct from the native courts which had 
operated in the past, interest was focused on ‘national’ unity. It 
was the desire to foster and encourage this unity that had eventually 
resulted in the election and installation of an Olu in 1936, with the 
consequences already described.

Reorganization had other results. It has been pointed out that a 
feature of the period was the insistence on each Native Admin­
istration appointing to its various offices men who belonged to the 
ethnic group which made up that administration. This, in a way, 
removed a possible source of grievance : no Native Administration 
could hencef orth complain of its courts and their offices being staff ed
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by people from outside it. One avenue through which the Itsekiri 
could make an inroad into Urhobo territory was thus closed— 
thanks not only to the new policy' but the spread of education which 
provided the personnel the Urhobo needed.

As was pointed out in the last chapter, the British administration 
had recognized by about 1925 that ‘it was a mistake’ to let Its^kiri 
warrant chiefs sit on Urhobo courts. Reorganization provided the 
opportunity for rectifying this mistake. It was impossible, in a 
system which sought to leave executive and judicial powers in the 
hands of the traditional authorities, to allow Itsekiri chiefs to sit on 
Urhobo courts or vice versa. Thus as the Itsekiri court clerks were 
being removed from Urhobo courts, Itsekiri warrant chiefs were 
also losing their seats on Urhobo courts. Another source of Urhobo 
grievance was removed. However necessary or logical this policy 
was, the Itsekiri, both chiefs and clerks, must have felt that the 
administration was merely bowing to Urhobo clamour.

In addition to all that has been said, reorganization had its more 
practical side. During the years of reorganization, a great deal of 
emphasis was placed on ‘public works’ as a means of bringing home 
to the people the advantages to be derived from the new system of 
Native Administration. It was necessary to demonstrate to the 
tax-payers in clear and practical ways that their money was being 
sensibly and profitably used. The building of roads and bridges, 
wells and permanent market suits featured prominently among the 
various works undertaken by the different clan councils.* The most 
important of these were undoubtedly roads and bridges. The road­
building programme begun during the years of penetration w as more 
assiduously pursued. A network of tracks and roads sprang up and 
connected not only clan to clan within Lrhobo country, but also 
connected the Lrhobo country to the government centres at Warn 
and Sapele. By 1932 the road sy stem was sufficiently developed for 
light motor-traffic to use the Lghelli-Obctim, and (Jbetim-W'arri 
roads, as well as the Okpare-Emcvo road In the same year a be­
ginning was made in the building of the Ughelli-Warri motor road?
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Contemporaneous with and perhaps partly resulting from the 
development of road transport, was the increased interest which 
the European firms took in the trade of the Urhobo country. In the 
pre-1914 period there was a Niger Company factor}' at Ivorogbo, 
and Messrs John Holt and Co. were established at Okpare.1 
Okpare rapidly grew into the largest commercial centre in Urhobo- 
land, chiefly because of its position at the confluence of the Kiagbodo 
river and the Kakpamre creek. By 1926 both the African and 
Eastern Trading Corporation and the Niger Company were starting 
factories at Okpare; about the same time the Dekage Trading 
Company (a German firm) was establishing at Ukan in Agbarho 
clan.2 After the upheavals of the anti-tax agitation of 1927, these 
firms settled down to tap the palm produce trade of the Urhobo 
country. Long-established factories at Frukama and Ganagana 
were enabled, as a result of the road network, to serve the Urhobo 
country more effectively, while those at Ase and Patani continued 
to tap the trade of the Isoko country.

The improvement of the road transport system and the greater 
movement into the hinterland of the trading firms (by-products of 
tlte era of reorganization) had important consequences for Itsekiri- 
Urhobo relations. It was as middlemen traders that the Itsekiri 
had made their name. Their wealth and power, both during the 
slave trade period and that of‘legitimate commerce’ which followed 
it, were based on their carrying trade. The superior culture and 
higher intellect with which they were credited by Europeans were, 
partly at least, the result of their commercial activities. Until about 
the close of the first decade of this century the Itsekiri remained 
largely unchallenged as the leading traders of this part of the Delta. 
By the 1930s, however, the advantages conferred on the Itsekiri as a 
result of their geographical location were already greatly under­
mined by the building of roads in the hinterland and the elimination 
of highwaymen and pirates. Already the abolition of slavery had 
dealt a crippling blow to Itsekiri commercial organization. Now the 
dcvcl<ipment of more efficient land communication further weakened 
the commercial position of the Itsekiri as the Urhobo increasingly 
carried their produce directly not only to the branch factories

t See Chapter 4, pp. 154-5.
2 L'ghcllc Papers, File 112 26, Annual Report, Warri Division, 1926.
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within their territory, but also to the main centres where the various 
firms were established. The situation that developed in the 1930s 
was well summarized by the Resident:—

So long as the canoe remained the universal vehicle the Jekri and Ijo 
controlled the waterways, but the steamer, the launch and the lurry 
have enabled the Sobo producer to compete on level terms, and by 
virtue of the natural resources at his disposal and of his greater in­
clination to labour to begin to take the lead.1

Thus at the same time as the political reorganization was dealing 
some hard blows at Itsekiri self-esteem and undermining the pre­
eminent position which British policy had tended to create for him 
in the pre-taxation period, the developments described above were 
forcing him to lose his place as the leading trader of this part of the 
Delta. It was not easy for the Itsekiri to adapt himself to such a 
combination of adverse circumstances. Itsekiri reaction to reorgan­
ization and all its concomitants must nut be seen as the reaction of a 
proud people unwilling to look hard tacts in the face, but as the 
natural reluctance ot a people accustomed to look on themselves 
(whether rightly or wrongly is immaterial) as the leading, and 
almost privileged group, to accept with equanimity a series of 
changes which robbed them of their predominant position. Many 1 
people in their situation would have reacted in the same manner

Despite the innovations which accompanied reorganization and 
which seemed to remove sources ot I rhobo discontent, no final 
solution had, by the end ot 193b, been found to the growing tens: - 
between the Lrhobo and Its^kiri Every innovation, however 
necessary, tends to have the effect of displeasing a section of the 
community. In this case, the displaced It.-kin clerks and chiefs who 
found themselves removed from portions of influence and power 
obviously felt disgruntled. More important, however, was the fact 
that at the end of the period covered bv this work, the Itsykiri and 
the Lrhobo stood face to face in two organized blocs each extremely 
touchy about its ‘ancient’ rights, and con ; -ting with each other in 
the achievement of progress. It stood to reason that there might be 
strains in their relationship as each group worked out the new system 
and made, or failed to make, the progress by which it would he
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judged by the British administration. Yet such a clash or strained 
relationship was bound to take time to come out in the open, for in 
1936, there were many internal problems arising out of the new 
policy which had not been tackled and which demanded immediate 
attention.

At the end of the period, therefore, there was a lull in the tension 
which had arisen between the two peoples in the years 1932-6. The 
Itsckiri, having reluctantly accepted separation from their Urhobo 
counterparts in the division, settled down to their own internal 
problems. The Urhobo did likewise. The pattern of future relations 
could not, after the separation of 1938, be accurate!}' forecast. But 
there were reasons for expecting future tensions, including the 
feelings generated by the agitation which preceded the separation. 
Would the Itsekiri for ever accept the implications of the separation 
which they had done their utmost to prevent, or would they, given a 
suitable opportunity, seek to establish those claims which had been 
disallowed in 1936-7? Would the Urhobo, flushed with the victory 
of separation, be content with the new status quo, or would they 
seek to carry their self-assertion to lengths which would provoke 
their Itsekiri neighbours? These were some of the questions the 
answers to which lay in the future.
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The years immediately after 1936 were spent by both the L’rhobo 
and the Itsekiri in working the new Native Administration system. 
As this policy was separative in effect, areas of contact between the 
two groups were reduced, but not totally eliminated. In these years 
the issues which decided Itsekiri-L rhobo relations were the Sapele 
land case, the question of Itsekiri enclaves in L rhobo territory and 
vice-versa, the efforts made by the British administration to bring 
the different native authorities together at the provincial level, and 
the old issue of the title by which the Itsekiri ruler was to be known.

In 1908, as pointed out in Chapter 5, the British acquired 510 
acres of land in Sapele The lease which conveyed this piece of land 
to the Government was signed by Dogho, then British Political 
Agent. The annual rent period for the land was £100. Of this 
Dogho received £40, the remaining £60 being paid to the Sapcli; 
elders. Until the early thirties nothing happened to raise the issue 
of the legal ownership of Sap^l? land. Shortly before his death in 
1932, however, Dogho is said to have instructed the Itsy-kiri resident 
in Sapele not to pay rent to their L’rhobo landlords, arguing that 
Sapele land belonged to the Olu of Itsykiri and that he, D'ntb?, 
merely represented the Olu. The L’rhobo questioned both the claim 
that the land was Itsekiri and Dogho’s right to stop the Itsykiri 
from paying rent to their L'rhobo landlords. The issue of Sapyly 
land was fought with considerable acrimony on both sides. The 
British Administrative Officers stepped in to present a showdown 
but their success was only temporary In 1941 the I rhobo decided 
to settle the matter once and for all by recourse to the law courts.

f rom what transpired at the hearing of the case, the issue turned 
on whether when Chief Dogho signed the lease in nyok, !•- wu 
acting as an intermediary for the Lrhobo chirrs of Sapyly or a, an 
agent of the Itsykiri. The L’rhobo maintained that thev saw Do;tho 
as British Political Agent and used him in that capacity to act as the 
intermediary between them and the government. It was, they argued, 
in appreciation of the services rendered by Dogho as intermediary 
264
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that they allowed him to take £40 of the annual rent. They called 
evidence to prove their historical claim to the land, arguing that 
when the various European firms operating in Sapele first arrived 
there, it was with them and not with the Olu or Dogho or any other 
Itsekiri that they negotiated for purchase of land for buildings. 
The Urhobo stressed the personal nature of the £40 which they 
allowed Dogho to receive from the rent paid on the land every year, 
and challenged the validity of government action in transferring 
that sum of money to the Olu since the latter’s installation in 1936. 
By that action, the Urhobo argued, the Government was buttressing 
the claim by the Itsekiri that they had some right of ownership over 
Sapele land.

In his statement of defence, His Highness Ginuwa II, the then 
Olu, claimed ‘that the late Chief Dore Numa leased the Sapele 
Township land in this own authorin’ as the representative of the 
Olu of Itsekiri who has ever been the rightful owner of the land 
fur the Itsekiri people.’ The share of the rent given to the Urhobo 
people was, according to the Olu, ‘an act of grace’.

The Urhobo won the case. In his judgement the trial judge noted 
that while the Urhobo elders of Sapele were able to produce evidence 
of their dealings with European traders who sought land on which 
to build their ‘factories’, the evidence of the Itsekiri was surprisingly 
silent on the issue. He pointed out that ‘no tittle of evidence’ was 
advanced to back up ‘the bombastic claim to royal privilege and 
overlordship’. He felt satisfied that Dogho signed the lease ‘on the 
authority of the chiefs and people of Sapele’ and not as a repres­
entative of the Olu. The Itsekiri appealed to the West African court 
of Appeal but lost their appeal in 1943? The tension generated by 
the court action continued to linger even after 1943.

One of the outstanding features of reorganization was Urhobo 
unwillingness to remain in the same Native Administration with 
the Itsykiri. In recognition of this the Government had allowed 
separation in 193S. Separation did not, however, mean that the 
‘Jckiri-Sobo’ Division legally ceased to exist. The new Western 
I rhobo Native Administration existed within a ‘Jekiri-Sobo’

1 Record, of the High Court of Warri, Suit No. W/37/1941. See also Obaro 
Hume ‘Chief Dogho: The Lugardian system in Warri, 1917-1932’, in 
J.U.S. V . Vol. Ill, No. 2, December 1965, pp. 331-2.
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Division. In 1949, however, that Native Administration was 
transferred to the Urhobo Division and what was left of the ‘Jekiri- 
Sobo’ Division became known as the Warri Division, now made up 
of only the Itsekiri Native Administration. All of these developments 
did not, however, remove the question of enclaves. In the Western 
Urhobo Native Administration area were Itsekiri enclaves in Okpe 
Ogharefe and Agbon clans. In the Itsekiri Native Administration 
area the Agbassa in Warri constituted an L rhobo enclave. While 
relations at the personal level did not create any real problems for 
these enclaves, the question of taxation did. The Agbassa in Warri 
paid their tax to the Itsekiri Native Authority.1 The Itsekiri in the 
Urhobo areas, however, continued to pay their tax to the Itsekiri 
Native Authority.- The Urhobo protested in vain against this 
arrangement. In 1949 the Agbassa of Warri requested that they be 
transferred to the Western Urhobo Native Authority so they could 
pay their tax to that authority. The demand was rejected.3 Both the 
Agbassa and the Western L rhobo Native Authority resented the 
inconsistency in government action over this matter and this resent­
ment did little to improve Itsekiri-Urhobo relations. Indeed the 
year 1949, tor this and : r other reasons which will be presently 
discussed, ended with increased tension between the Itsckiri and the 
Urhobo.

Whatever the virtues of Native Administration, the need to brie : 
together all the peoples ot the province for purpo.es of consultation 
and joint planning of certain common services was felt from the 
verv beginning of the intr >d :.ttun of the Native \dministration 
system. It was not until 194s, however, that th ..stem of Provincial 
Native Authorities conference was inaugurated to meet this need. 
The details of the work undertaken b. th:. . .•:!••: -nee arc not yet 
available But in one respect the functior . of the : rente had the 
result of worsening Itsy-kiri-l r:. > relation . 1 - introduction
of the Richards constitution in 1946 necessitate »!.■■ appointment of 
a provincial member to represent the Warn Province in the 
Western House of Assemble In 194b Mukoro .M .wk, then Presi­
dent General of the Urhobo Progress Union, was appointed to

purpo.es
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represent the province.1 Whatever the personal merits of Mukoro 
Mowoe—and these were freely admitted on all sides—the Itsekiri 
felt that the Urhobo were beginning to have things too much their 
own way. Since the beginning of reorganization in 1930 the Urhobo 
seemed to have got all they wanted except with regard to the 
enclaves problem. Now an Urhobo was to represent the province 
in the regional legislature. Mukoro Mowoe died suddenly in 1948 
the year the Provincial Conference w'as inaugurated. One of the 
things that conference had to do was to fill the place left vacant 
by Mowoe’s death. The man chosen was another Urhobo, Jessa 
Ogboru from Abraka.2 If Mukoro Mowoe’s personal qualities 
took the edge off Itsekiri bitterness in 1946, there was nothing, from 
their point of view, to explain Ogboru’s appointment apart from 
Urhobo numerical strength. The resident reported that as a result 
of the appointment there was a noticeable deterioration in Itsekiri- 
Urhobo relations.

In 1949 the whole country was faced with the problem of revising 
the Richards constitution. Each province was invited to discuss 
the constitution and indicate lines along which it should be revised. 
I he Provincial Conference of Native Authorities was seen as the 
body best qualified to tackle the question of constitutional reform. 
Consequently, in May 1949, a meeting of the conference was sum­
moned. Mr. Arthur Prest, an Itsekiri lawyer who had become a 
member of the Itsekiri Native Authority Council the previous year, 
and had been reported very active in interesting educated Itsekiri 
young men in Native Administration, was elected Chairman of the 
conference. The administrative officers were not particularly im­
pressed by the deliberations of the conference.3 Apparently the 
members of the conference did not grasp the technicalities of 
constitution-making and so could contribute very little that was 
worthwhile. This need not surprise anyone, because the large 
majority of these who made up this conference were either illiterate 
or semi-literate. Even the literate members, with a few' exceptions 
like \rthur Prest himself, had had no previous experience of 
constitution-making. It was difficult for men whose participation

I ( SO. 16/a Pile 11857, 'of. XVII, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1946. 
3 Ibid., Annual Report, Warri Province, 1948.
; C S O. ab 2, Kile 11857, Vol. XVIII, Annual Report, Warri Province, 1949.
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in the political development of their country had been limited to 
clan and village affairs to apply themselves effectively to national 
issues as complex as the drawing up of a new constitution. In the 
circumstances, it is easy to understand why the lawyer, Arthur 
Prest, should have felt dissatisfied with the general report emanating 
from the conference and why he sent forward a minority report.1 
But his action w as seen, especially by the L rhobo, as an act of pride 
and was resented as such. But what made 1949 a near-crisis year 
was not so much Arthur Brest’s stand, as the election of W. E. 
Mowarin, an Lrhobo from Agbarho clan, as the second member 
for W arri Province in the Western 1 louse of .Assembly, the province 
having been granted an additional scat in 1949. - Mr. Mowarin’s 
election meant that the tw members for the province were both 
L rhobo. Apparently the fact that the L’rhobo had two Native 
Authorities which sent delegates t ■ the conference, and the fact that 
representatives at the . r fercr.ee was based on the population of the 
Native Authority areas c ncerned gave them a numerical super: ,r:tv 
which they exploited to their advantage. The Itsekiri were so in­
censed at the result of the election that they threatened to withdraw 
from all provincial bodie . e Resident reported that there . . 
frightening, ‘recrudescence of ill-feeling and bitterness between the 
Itsekiri and L'rhobo*. Thus although the Native Authority nstem 
had to some extent removed the . urcc . of conflict between the 
Itsekiri and the Lrhobo, their : rt provin
national affairs was producing new sources of inflict.

The ill-feeli rrated by the events of 1949 were surpassedia 
intensity by those of 1952 which centred round the change in the 
official title of the ruler of the Itsckin It will lie recalled that ia 
1936 the Lrhobo had successfully protested a gainst the ruler of the 
Itsekiri being styled Olu of Warri Ahi: gli the Itsekiri had 
accepted their defeat on that score at the time, they had not really 
given up the fight In 1944 the h .-k>r> reojn-ned the nutter in a 
petition to the Chief Commissioner, Western Provinces After 
examining the historical background of the title and the polm j] 
implications of a change at the time, the /rimivsioner replied to rhe 
effect that the government would be prepared t ■ liange rhe t.'le n>

fercr.ee
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j Ibid . Edema Arubi to Secretary of State for the Colonics, No. P55/32/ D28, 
a; March 1046.

4 Ibid., Secretary of State for the colonies to the Officer Administering the 
Government of Nigeria, 4 September 1946.

‘Olu of I were’ (Iwere being a name sometimes used for the Itsekiri) 
but not ‘Olu of Warri’ as the latter title was likely to lead to political 
upheaval in the province.1 The Itsekiri were deeply hurt by govern­
ment attitude on this matter. A meeting of the Itsekiri Native 
Authority Council of February’ 1945 resolved to style the Itsekiri 
ruler ‘Olu of Warri’ arguing that their ruler had been so styled 
‘from time immemorial’. The resolution challenged anyone who 
objected to the title ‘Olu of Warri’ to take legal action against the 
Itsekiri ‘nation’.2 Despite the resolution, however, the Itsekiri ruler 
did not officially style himself ‘Olu of Warri’ as from that date. 
In March 1946, Mr. Edema Arubi, the prolific letter writer whose 
influence over the Olu had irritated not only the British Admin­
istrative Officers but also his fellow Itsekiri, addressed a petition 
to the British Secretary of States for the colonies on the issue. No 
new arguments were adduced in the petition. Edema Arubi accused 
the British political officers of ‘showing favour to the Urhobo’ by 
refusing to allow the title ‘Olu of Warri’ and insisting on ‘Olu of 
Itsykiri’3 The petition was sent to the Governor in Lagos for his 
comments. The Governor recounted the history of the agitation for 
a change of the title, indicating why the government considered it 
impolitic to accede to the Itsekiri demand. The Secretary of State 
thereupon replied to the petition to the effect that the proposed 
change of title could not be sanctioned.1 The agitation for a change 
in the Olu’s title was thereupon dropped until 1952.

In 1951 the first elections under the Macpherson constitution 
were held throughout the country. The six successful Urhobo 
candidates belonged to the National Council of Nigeria and the 
Cameroons (N.C.N.C.) as it was then known. Of the two Itsekiri 
representatives one. Chief Arthur Brest, declared for the Action 
Group (A.G.) and the other Chief Festus Sam I’.dah (later known as
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Chief Festus Okotie Eboh) for the N.C.N.C.1 Eventually the Action 
Group succeeded in forming the government of the Western Region 
as it then was. The Itsekiri were thus represented in the Govern­
ment Party while the Lrhobo were not. What is more, Chief 
Arthur Prest was elected to the central legislature by the Western 
House of Assembly and became the central Minister of Com­
munications. Since 1946 the L'rhobo had, both at the provincial 
and at the regional level, appeared to be on the ascendance. Now in 
1952 although they had, as a result of their numbers, three times the 
number of Itsekiri representatives in the Western House of As­
sembly, they possessed no single minister at either the regional or 
the national level. This was, of course, merely one of the regular 
hazards of party politics. But it was nevertheless a matter of grave 
importance for Itsekiri-L rhoK > relations that now the Itsekiri had, 
in Arthur Prest, a minister of state while the Lrhobo had net 
L rhobo successes since 1936 had thus been arrested.

In 1952 came the crisis. The Itsekiri once again took up "t 
question of the title of their Olu. ‘1 he Western Regional MircaSr 
of Local Government, Chief Obai\-mi Awolowo, who was iN. 
leader of the Action Group, visited Warn some time after ee 
Itsekiri request was nude. The Lrhobo protested to the Mi.t.gs 
on the same old grounds that the title Olu of W arri ‘would am 
universal impression that the Olu was paramount chief of t3c 
province The Lrhobo did not fail to mention their view that tie 
renewed demand for a change in title was put forward beta use the 
Itsekiri felt that they had some influence in the party in power 
Despite the Lrhobo protest, however, the government of the dir 
granted the Itsckin request in .May 1952 the < )lu became known b 
Olu of Warri. -

The Lrhobo reaction to the government decision was at first net 
violent. It was apparently hoped that by pr* ceding through con­
stitutional means the government might be nude to reconsider its 
decision. I he members for L rhobo and I. >ko m the Western Hou* 
of Assembly suggested to the government that the temper ofthetr 
constituents might be placated by changing the name of the province 
from Warri the name now associated with the •>lu—to Iklta.

1 C.S.O. 26/2 File 11857, Vol XV Iff, Annual Report. Warn Provmce, 1951.
2 C.S.O. 26/2, File 11857/S.1, Annual Report, Delta Province, 1952.
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i Ibid.
3 C S O. .'(> 1 ilc 54176. Telegram Addressed to Governor, Lagos, by Mowarin 

Obahor, Okene and Sido. Also telegram to Lieut. Gov., Western Provinces 
by Ako, Agidec. Tabiowo, Otobo, Oki, Oweh, Numa (the non-Itsekiri 
members from Warri Province in the Western House of Assembly) with­
drawing their earlier proposal for a change in the name of the province.
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This was ultimately done, but by the time government took that 
step, the Urhobo were already too angry to be placated by such 
action. Matters actually came to a head in September. The central 
Minister of Communications Chief Arthur Prest, proposed to 
visit Warri on the eighth. The minister, as the only Itsekiri Action 
Group member of the Western House of Assembly, was naturally 
regarded as being largely responsible for government action in 
granting the Itsekiri request. The Urhobo therefore determined to 
prevent his entry into Warri. The Itsekiri for the same reason were 
determined to give the minister an enthusiastic welcome. The 
stage was thus set for what turned out to be a major civil disturbance 
first in the township of Warri and then in the environs. The minister 
himself was saved from getting involved in the fracas by the post­
ponement of his visit on the advice of the Resident of the province. 
But tempers had risen so high that even the postponement of the 
visit failed to prevent that clash between the Itsekiri and the 
Urhobo for which both sides seemed poised since the announce­
ment of the minister’s visit. The signal for the civil disturbance was 
an Urhobo attack on an Itsekiri procession of welcome. Very 
quickly the whole town was engulfed in one of the most severe 
riots that it has ever known. The riots spread to Sapele and a few 
other places. Itsekiri settlements in Urhobo country were sacked 
ami many Itsykiri men who had lived for many’ years in such 
.'.ttlements lost a vast amount of property. No lives were lost, 
thanks to the brisk action of the police, but there were severe 
injuries and extensive damage to property. The Urhobo boycotted 
the Warri market and forbade their people selling food to the 
Itsckiri.1 So inflamed did the Urhobo become that they forced their 
assemblymen to withdraw their proposal that the name of the 
province be changed to Delta.2 Various Urhobo groups including 
a member of the Western 1 louse of Assembly demanded a com­
mission of inquiry into the right of the Itsekiri to the title now
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accorded to their ruler.1 The government refused to set up such a 
commission and stood its grounds with regard to the title. Despite 
the withdrawal of the proposal about a new name for the province, 
the government went ahead and gazetted the new name, Delta 
Province, in October 1952. By the end of the year the police had 
succeeded in restoring law and order.- But the bitterness arising 
out of the events of 1952 continued to linger on.

The situation as it emerged at the end of 1952 was an uneasy one. 
Urhobo successes since 1936 had been virtually neutralized by the 
events of 1952. Both sides now possessed a new crop of leaders 
operating on a plane wider than that of their respective Native 
Authorin’. W here before Itsekiri-L rhobo relations had been deter­
mined by British Administrative police and bv Native Admin­
istration affairs, the future lay in the hands of party politicians who 
have not, since that date, had any scruples about feeding the tire 
of tribal strife by references to real or imagined grievances of past 
generations The emergence of the late Chief Festus Okotie Eboh 
since 1956 as a figure of great importance in Nigerian national 
politics did little to assuage Itsekiri-L rhobo tension as he was often 
seen as using his position to tight for the development of the Itsckiri 
and to prevent the emergence of responsible leadership among the 
Urhobo by ensuring that only his lackeys won elections in the 
province. It remains to be seen whether the events and experience 
of the military regime will help to ease Itsckiri-l rhobo relations tn 
the general drive to break down ethnic loyalties and forge national 
unity.

As the phenomenon of ’ethnic nationalism’ or tribalism is one of 
Nigeria’s major problems at the time of writing, one may be per­
mitted to pose the question, what has been responsible for the 
tensions and conflicts discussed in this work It is easy to sec the 
conflicts as arising from British colonial policies While this is 
largely true, it is to be stressed that British colonial policy was not 
deliberately formulated to produce tensions and conflicts The 
tensions and conflicts arose mainly out of rhe bringing together of 
different peoples who had been accustomed to an independent 
existence. In a sense, therefore, the issue can be seen as one of the

1 Ibid. Telegram to colonial Secretary by Yamu Numa.
2 C.S.O. 26/2, file 11857 S.i., Annual Report, Delta Province, 105a.
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problems of adjustment to a new political and social order imposed 
by the colonial power. It will be instructive to see how the pattern 
which emerges from this study compares with the pattern in other 
areas—both in Nigeria and outside it—where a foreign admin­
istration, seeking to create a new political order, has brought to­
gether in new ways peoples who, before the colonial period, had 
been independent of one another. The other determining factor in 
Itsekiri-Urhobo relations was clearly the conflict in interests and 
levels of development between a coastal people on the one hand and 
a hinterland people on the other. The theme of coast versus hinter­
land in Nigerian history may well furnish some explanation of the 
conflicts between different groups in the country and so deepen our 
understanding of a phenomenon which has so profoundly influenced 
Nigeria in modem times.



Appendix I
Traditional justice in Urhoboland: 
A list of some offences 
and punishments

THEFT:
Stealing, burglary and robbing were
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all classified together as one

MANSLAUGHTER:
To the Urhobo this meant murder by accident. The penalty was 
hanging or compensation. The family of the murdered man had a 
say in whether it was to be hanging or compensation. If the family 
of the ‘murderer’ were quick enough to send emissaries to the 
victim’s family to plead for the lite of their relation, they might 
get away with paying compensation in the form of giving a daughter 
of their family to the victim’s family, the idea being that this 
daughter would replenish her new family through her issue. In 
addition the family of the offender had to meet part of the burial 
expenses. If the family of the victim insisted on hanging the (amncil 
would give in if they were satisfied that there was evident careless­
ness leading to the accident.

MURDER:
Death by hanging as a general rule. There usually was a special 
tree in ‘Egboraho’ (forbidden bush) from which the hanging was 
done. Hanging took place after formal trial and was carried out by 
the Iletu or Iko. In some places the family of the murdered man 
did the hanging (cf. Udu, Ewu). This satisfied the debtor-creditor 
relationship. If the murderer was caught in the act he could be 
dispatched by the relatives of the victim provided the latter could 
call witnesses to testify to the fact of a murder having been com­
mitted. In the Agbon clan there were special executioners known as 
Ikorikpokpo who came from the more elderly ones among the 
Evrawa. Their method was to beat the murderer to death w ith sticks
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ADULTERY:
Adultery was only committed when a man had sexual relations 
with a married woman. If a married man had sexual connexions 
with an unmarried woman, this was no offence, unless the female 
concerned was under the age of puberty in which event the man 
was charged with rape, punishable by a fine and compensation to 
the girl’s father. The penalty for adultery was a fine, compensation 
to the husband, and propitiation of the ancestors of the clan against 
whom the offence was also regarded as having been committed. 
It was not alwavs that cases of adultery were reported to the elders. 
The husband of the woman involved or any of his relations could, 
soon after the offence, take vengeance by committing adultery with
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ARSON:
Arson w as regarded as a very serious offence, as it could easily lead 
to death. It was a rare crime for which the penalty was for the 
offender to pay the cost of rebuilding the house and the value of 
all property destroyed. In addition, he was liable to a fine as this, 
like theft, was an offence against the community as a whole. Where 
it could be proved that the burning of the house w as accidental, 
there was no fine. All that was needed was for the offender to assist 
the owner of the house in rebuilding it.

offence and the usual penalty was a fine which varied in amount 
according to the gravity of the offence. In some clans (e.g. Owe) 
stealing farm produce was regarded as particularly odious and such 
a thief might be sold into slavery or even killed. Persistent offenders 
were sold into slavery'. In Qzoro thieves were often blinded by 
having boiling oil poured into their eyes. In Agbon clan habitual 
rogues were killed and were lucky if sold into slavery. Of the fine 
imposed, part went to the injured party' as compensation, and part 
was retained by the Council. Where a robber injured the man whose 
property he robbed, he had to pay the doctor’s fee as well as pay a 
fine for assault in addition to whatever fine was imposed for the 
theft. On the whole theft was regarded as a particularly heinous 
offence and many families preferred that any thief in their midst 
should be sold into slavery rather than that he should for ever soil 
the name of the family.
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DEFAMATION:
The most serious manifestation of the offence was for one free man 
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INCEST:
This was a most uncommon offence and the pumdiment was a 
fine on the male and propitiation of the ancestors by both parties

-re not frequent as the 
and the matter ended 

ion against fighting,

ASSAULT:
This was punished h. a tine and cunpeiration or ■■■. a .ionally by 
allowing the offended party to damage the offender . property, If 
during the affray the offender had bitten the other man, additional 
compensation was levied. Cases of assault m 
assaulted party usually fought back at once 
there. But where the village issued a proclamati 
cases of assault came up more frequently.

a wife of the family from which the original offender came (pro­
vided he could find such a wife!). In such a situation it would appear 
that the elders w ere prepared to ignore the facts even if these came 
to their notice. Such a situation did not, however, arise frequently 
as it was difficult to find a woman who could allow herself to be the 
tool of vengeance against the family into which she was married. 
The compensation paid was heavier if the woman w as pregnant at 
the time of the offence, or as a result of it. Any child born as a 
result of a man committing adultery with a married woman belonged 
to the man. The husband could, of course, get rid of the woman 
and claim all his expenses on her marriage from the adulterer.

Adultery was further regarded as a grave personal insult to the 
husband of the woman. Indeed, before the trial, the husband’s 
family could destroy with impunity property belonging to the 
offender. Should they destroy property other than that belonging 
to the off ender, the latter was bound to pay the value of all property 
so destroyed. In some cases the Ehonvwonren would plant their 
staffs of office outside the door of the offender. This w as the signal 
for destruction of property as described above and a warning to the 
adulterer to send emissaries to the offended party to plead for an 
early settlement. Where the adulterer came from an entirely different 
clan, inter-clan war could ver. easily result.
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to call another a slave. This was a very grave offence for which the 
offender paid an extremely heavy fine and compensation. Where 
other forms of defamation occurred the victim was expected to 
indulge in cross abuse.

PERJURY:
This was extremely rare as any suspicion of it led to trial by ordeal. 
Where it was otherwise proved a fine was levied.

NOTE: Habitual offenders, whatever their offences, were usually 
sold into slavery, as they were regarded as bringing disgrace on their 
family, and ultimately on the community as a whole.

It will be clear from the above that deprivation of liberty in the 
form of imprisonment was unknown. That punishment was the 
consequence of the introduction of British rule.
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Agreement between Consul
John Beecroft and Diare (Governor) 
and other Itsekiri Chiefs
4th April, 1851

ARTICLE 2nd
That in case of any misunderstanding between the Resident Agents 
Super-cargoes and Masters of any of the vessels and the chief and 
people of the River Benin all and every such Resident, Agent, Super­
cargoes and Masters of the British Vessel shall be at full liberty to 
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At a conference held this day, the 4th of April 1851, on board Her 
Majesty’s Steamer ‘Jackal’, present John Beecroft Esqr Her Brit­
annic Majesty’s consul for the Bights of Benin and Biafra, Lieut. 
Commander Bedinfeld, Her Majesty’s Steamer, ‘Jackal’, Lieutenant 
Lombard . . ., Mr. Pendlebery, Agent for Messrs. Horsfall and 
Sons, W. Day, Harrison and Co., W. Stowe, Reuben Hemmingway 
Esqr, and Mr. Briden Demean Gibb, Jerry of Jacquu, the chief 
duly elected, with Jubuffaa and the principals of their town, Odessa 
of Yellow Town, Offalicoo of Fish Town and Tomah of Lllibah, 
the following laws and regulations were made and enacted.

ARTICLE 1st
That the Chief of the River Benin with the chiefs and people of the 
above mentioned Towns, pledge themselves that no British subject 
from this date shall be detained on shore or molested in am. was 
under any pretence whatever, and it they (the chiefs and people as 
above mentioned) do so they will incurr the displeasure of Her 
Majesty, the Queen of England, and be declared enemies of Great 
Britain, and on such a complaint being made a .Man of War will 
immediately come to Benin River and protect British Subjects and 
Property.



Appendix II

ARTICLE 3rd
That upon the arrival of any British merchant vessel off or in this 
River for the purpose of trading therein, the Agent or Super-cargoes 
of such vessels shall upon the sending of five Pawns per register 
tonnage to the Chief or person authorized to receive such custom, 
or comey, be allowed the privilege of trading without further molest­
ation, the comey or custom to consist of a fair assortment of the 
goods usually brought out for Trade viz Guns, Powder, Cloth, 
Cowries, Rum, Tobacco, Salt, Beads, Caps, Knives, Iron Bars, 
Earthenware, etc.

go on shore free of molestation, and will with the chief and Gentle­
men of the River Benin peacefully settle any dispute between the 
Parties.

\RTICLE 6th
That .iftcr the custom or comey has been paid, or tendered, to the 
( htel every Trader shall be allowed to trade in his own name, and 
neither the Chief nor any other trader is entitled to extact other 
customs, comey or pay whatever.

ARTICLE 4th
The Comey or Custom, to be tendered on the ship’s arrival, or as 
soon as convenient, and if not accepted bv the Chief such vessel 
shall be at liberty to commence trade. This however does not exempt 
such ships from paying the usual custom or comey if subsequently 
demanded.

ARTICLE 5th
That if at any time any Agents or Supercargoes of any ship or 
vessel (after having paid or tendered the usual comey or customs 
for the Privileges of Trading) can prove that the trade of his ship 
has been stopped whether directly or indirectly upon any pretence 
whatever the Chief is to be held responsible for such stoppage ami 
pay one Puncheon of Saleable Palm Oil per diem per too tons 
Register to said ship as compensation for the loss incurred, the said 
oil to be paid within 7 days, after such stoppage shall have been 
made and continue to pay the same as long as the trade of any such 
ship is stopped.
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board I IM Steamer ‘Jackal’ River

mark
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John Beecroft, Iler Britannic Majesty’*. Consul of 
Bights of Benin and Biafra.

Lt. Commander Bedinfeld, I IM Steamer ‘Jackal’
Mr. Pendlebery, Agent for Messrs I lorsfalls and Sons 
Jerry (Diare) his

ARTICLE Sth
Whereas several boats have been plundered, and lives sacrificed, it 
is deemed just and right, that all such aggressions, and depredations, 
committed upon British Subjects and Property crossing the Bar 
or otherwise within the limits of the Chief of the River Benin 
dominions shall be satisfactorily adjusted by the said Chief.

ARTICLE 9th
And further be it enacted that any breach of any article of this 
Treaty shall be punished by the party or parties being guilty of the 
same, paying ten puncheons of saleable Palm Oil.

ARTICLE 7th
That the Chief shall not, nor shall he permit any of his principals 
or chiefs or rather Tribes of the different towns or villages to 
demand or enforce any trust from any of the Resident Agents or 
Supercargoes of any ship or ships upon any pretence w hatever.

ARTICLE 10th
Should any person take any trust from any Resident .Agent or Super­
cargo of any vessel and be unable to pay his debt his house and 
propertv to he forfeited and sold by orders of the ( hiefof the River 
Benin. The proceeds of the sale to go to the liquidation of the debt 
and that he be no longer allowed to trade. The Agent or Super­
cargo of any vessel trading with him liter his name has been pub­
lished by the Crier to be liable to the penalty o! l ive Puncheons of 
Palm ()il. After the debtor has paid his debt he .hall azain be allowed 
to trade.

Given under our hands on
Benin 4th day of April, 1851.
(Signed)
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Jubuffaa (Idibofun)

Alluma (Olomu)
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his
x
mark

his
x
mark

(and 31 other Itsekiri traders)
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Treaty with Chiefs of
Itsekiriland, 1884

artkj.e in
It is agreed that full and exclusive jurisdiction, civil and criminal, 
over British subjects and their property in the territory ot Jakri is 
reserved to Her Britannic Majesty,: > b- exercised by such ( 'insular 
or other officers as 1 Jer Majesty shall appoint for that purpose

The same jurisdiction is likewise reserved to I ler Majesty in the 
said territory of Jakri over foreign subjects enjoying British pn>- 
tection, who shall be deemed to lie included in the expression 
‘British Subject’ throughout this Treaty
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.ARTICLE II
The Chiefs of Jakri agree and promise to refrain from entering into 
any correspondence, Agreement, or Treaty with any foreign 
nation or Power, except with the knowledge and sanction of Her 
Britannic Majesty’s Government

ARTICLE I
Her Majesty the Queen ot Great Britain and Ireland, & c, ia 
compliance with the request of the C hiefs, and people of Jakri, 
hereby undertakes to extend to them, and to the territory under their 
authority and jurisdiction, Her gracious favour and protection

Her Majesty the Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Ireland, Empress of India, & c., and the Chiefs of Jakri being 
desirous of maintaining and strengthening the relations of peace 
and friendship which have for so long existed between them;

Her Britannic Majesty has named and appointed E. H. Hewett, 
Esq., Her Consul for the Bights of Benin and Biafra, to conclude a 
Treaty for this purpose.

The said E. H. Hewett, Esq., and the said Chiefs of Jakri have 
agreed upon and concluded the following Articles:—
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ARTICLE V
The Chiefs of Jakri hereby engage to assist the British Consular or 
other officers in the execution of such duties as may be assigned to 
them; and, further, to act upon their advice in matters relating to 
the administration of justice, the development of the resources of 
the country, the interests of commerce, or in any other matter in 
relation to peace, order, and good government, and the general 
progress of civilization.

ARTICLE VI
The subjects and citizens of all countries may freely carry on trade 
in every part of the territories of the Kings and Chiefs parties hereto, 
and may have houses and factories therein.

\RT1CLE Mil
If anv vessels should be wrecked within the Jakri territories, the Chiefs 
will '.'.ive them all the assistance in their power, will secure them 
from plunder, and also recover and deliver to the owners or agents 
all the propertv which can be saved.

Il there are no such owners or agents on the spot, then the said 
propertv shall be delivered to the British Consular or other officer.

The ( bids further engage to do all in their power to protect the
283

ARTICLE MI
All ministers of the Christian religion shall be permitted to reside 
and exercise their calling within the territories of the aforesaid 
Kings and Chiefs, who hereby guarantee to them full protection.

All forms of religious worship and religious ordinances may be 
exercised within the territories of the aforesaid Kings and Chiefs, 
and im hindrance shall be offered thereto.

ARTICLE IV
All disputes between the Chiefs of Jakri, or between them and 
British or foreign traders, or between the aforesaid Kings and Chiefs 
anil neighbouring tribes, which cannot be settled amicably between 
the two parties, shall be submitted to the British Consular or other 
officers appointed by 1 ler Britannic Majesty to exercise jurisdiction 
in Jakri territories for arbitration and decision, or for arrangement.
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Xana Chanomie his

mark

Dudu his Xu ma his

mark mark

his Iragonie hisOgree

marl mark

Nafomie his Etchie Ins

mark mark

Mudwa his Brr.’h;. his

mark mark

Pei’.'-. hisAwalla

mark
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mark
Governor

persons and property of the officers, crew, and others on board such 
wrecked vessels.

All claims for salvage dues in such cases shall, if disputed, be 
referred to the British Consular or other officer for arbitration and 
decision.

his
x
mark

Witness to above signatures
(Signed) Theo Hilliard

(. hairman of Court of Equity.

ARTICLE IX
This Treaty shall come into operation, so far as may be practicable, 
from the date of its signature, except as regards Articles VI and VII 
which are to be left for negotiation on a future occasion.

Done in duplicate on board H.B. M.S. ‘Flirt’ anchored in Benin 
River this sixteenth day of July, 1884.

(Signed) Edward Hvde Hewett.
His
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In order to avoid the confusion sometimes posed by breaking up 
the sources into primary and secondary, it has been decided to 
divide this bibliography into two parts—Contemporary Sources, 
and Later Works. While the second part is in fact almost exclusively 
secondary sources, the first part cannot be said to be completely 
primary.

I. CONTEMPORARY SOURCES
A. ARCHIVAL MATERIAL

1. Nigerian National Archives, Ibadan
Cal. Prof. Papers'. These are the records of the Oil Rivers, later 
Niger Coast, Protectorate with headquarters at Calabar. They 
include dispatches from the consuls to the British Foreign Office 
for the period 1885-99. More important than the dispatches, how­
ever, are reports dealing with specific districts or subjects. The 
particular heads to which reference has been made in this work are 
(j|. Prof. (> to Cal. Prof. 10. Each of these is made up of a number 
ot volumes.
C.S.O. Papers: These are records which have been collected from 
what used to be the office of the Chief Secretary to the Nigeria 
Government, Lagos and Enugu, and cover a large number of sub­
jects. The bulk of the material is in files, not bound volumes. As 
can be seen from the body of the work a great deal of reference 
has been made to ( S.l I. 26, a head which includes Annual Reports, 
Intelligence Reports, Tour Reports, Inspection Notes, Petitions and 
a host ol other subjects Reference has also been made to C.S.O.
1 and C.S <). i’.
Kwai; Papers: Records collected from the District Office, Kwale
I Jivision.
II am Papers (II ar. Prof): Records of the provincial administration 
with headquarters in Warn. The unfortunate destruction by fire in 
1044 of the offices of the Resident of W arri has reduced very much 
both the size and the utility of this group of papers.
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B. PRINTED B(X)KS
ADAMS, (t.Af'l.) JOHN. Remarks on the Country / xlen dtn\ from Cape 

Palmas to the Congo, London 1823.
BARBOl, jean. A Description of the Coast o/ North and South Guinea, 

London 1732.
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3. C. If.5. Ar.lines
(Salisbury Square, London) Only the Niger Mission Papers were 
consulted.

Ughelle Papers'. These are records of the District Office, Ughelle. 
This group consists of hundreds of files numbered as they were 
opened each year. Included in this group are Annual Reports on the 
Warn Division, Ase sub-district, ‘Jekri-Sobo’ Division, ‘Soho’ 
Division; Administrative officers’ Handing Over Notes, Memoranda 
from District Officers to the Resident and other senior officers 
and vice-versa. This group constitutes an indispensable source 
of material for a study of the history of the Delta Province, es­
pecially since 1914.

2. Public Re rds Office, London
F.O. 84: Slave Trade (Vols 1002-2195): Correspondence to and 
from consular officials of the Oil Rivers Protectorate in the period 
1856-92.
F.O. 2: General Corresp aide’:. Ifri.an: Niger Coast Protectorate 
Drafts and Dispatches for the years 1893-99.
F.O. 93: Protocols of Treaties, West Africa.
F.O. 403: Confidential Prints.
C.O. 520: Southern Nigeria Dispatches.
C.O. 588: Proclamations and Ordinances.
C.O. 591: Government Gazettes
C.O. 592: Sessional Papers.

4 "John Holt Papers
Records of the firm of John Holt and (a> Ltd , housed at the firms 
headquarters in Liverpool. Material on the Western section of the 
Niger Delta is extemely scanty I fie files arc arranged in Boxes’ 
Box 1 6 and Box 7 iqaretheoniv ones I found useful for this work
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by S. J. S. Cookey, Department of History, The University,

Nsukka
Beginning from the emergence of the Congo Free State under the 

private rule of Leopold II of Belgium, this book examines Belgian 
interests and the consequences for the Congolese. The origins, motives 
and organisation of the Congo Reform movement in Britain are revealed 
for the first time, and its influence on British and Belgian diplomacy.

Contents: Early Evidence on Congo Maladministration; Origins 
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1 study in depth of European relationships with a West African 
kingdom, to which, in the course of four hundred years, most of the 
commercial and colonial powers of Europe turned their attention. The 
author's research has embraced oral tradition, art and artifacts as well 
as documentary material in Portuguese, Italian, Dutch and British 
archives'
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A pioneer work in its field. The author has studied, from field-work, 
oral tradition and primary documentary sources the types of indigenous 
frontiers—not necessarily stable—which existed before European 
boundary intervention, and objectively assesses the results of that 
intervention and its consequences for nt: dem \'igeria.

Contents: Introduction; The Atlantic Littoral and the Problems 
of the Hinterland; The Eastern Boundary—I; The Eastern Boun­
dary—II; The Western Boundary—I; The W estern Boundary—II; 
The Northern Boundary; Conclusion. Bibliography. Index.

Demy 8vo xi — 300 pages Maps Cased Probable price 45s net
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