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INTRODUCTION

With political independence, Nigerian history became a compulsory subject for all 
students of history in Nigerian universities. Those of us who taught the subject 
depended for source material on accounts written by travellers-, missionaries and 
colonial administrators and a growing number of monographs by Nigerian and other 
scholars. We often found that the best way to proceed was to call on a team of experts 
on various aspects of Nigerian history—and the number of such experts was growing in 
each Nigerian University—to join hands in the teaching. This was because no single 
teacher thought he had the kind of breadth of knowledge needed to teach the entire 
subject by himself. It was obvious that one main reason for this state of affairs was the 
absence of a satisfactory text on the history of the diverse peoples of Nigeria. If the 
teachers got round the problem of the absence of an adequate text by getting various 
experts to teach their specializations, the students did not. As the number of works on 
Nigerian, history grew each year, our students were faced with the problem of getting 
an overview of that history.

It was against this background that the Historical Society of Nigeria conceived of 
the idea of the Groundwork of Nigerian History. The aim was to provide a work of 
synthesis which would serve as a basic university textbook for university teachers and 
students, as well as an informative reference work for teachers in secondary schools 
and teacher training colleges, and all interested in Nigerian studies. Given the growing 
number of scholars working on the history of Nigeria, the Historical Society planned to 
bring out a book that would be as comprehensive in its coverage of the country, as it 
was.scholarly and authoritative. To understand why the work as it now appears does 
not fully meet the Society’s aim requires that we give a little history of the Groundwork 
itself.

It was clear from the very beginning that Groundwork had to be a collection of 
essays by experts on various aspects of Nigerian history. While it did not prove too 
difficult to identify who was to contribute what essay, we found, as is usually the case 
with such collaborative efforts, that the response was not uniformly enthusiastic. At a 
workshop held in Kano in December 1971 to discuss the papers that had been 
commissioned, it was not altogether surprising that there were a number of defaulters. 
The Society had to re assign such papers as had not been written as at that date. This 
meant considerable delay. Our problems were compounded by the fact that just 
around that time a number of our colleagues were appointed to positions of res­
ponsibility in our university system as well as in government, with the result that one or 
two were unable to complete their assignments for the Groundwork. It took some four 
years after the Kano Workshop before the editors were able to go to press.

We went to press realising that the Groundwork is not as comprehensive in its 
coverage as the Society had planned. Anumber of chapters have remained unwritten’.
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net one of th "° Cbapter on Hausa States before 1800, despite repeated efforts to 
chanter on e’an0,“ authorities on the subject to produce it. We also faded to get a 
dance ar K Devel°Pments which would have covered subjects like art, music, 
betwl iT- and the Uke- Our readers wil1 notice a resuting imbalance as 
other th™ h 7 °n the °ne hand’ and 506:11 and economic history on the

“ ™h P°“,i‘al h“tOry haVe ”°,en ““
a historv nf •» pr°duct*on the Groundwork through the press has also built up quite 
that th7lb d °7t e Wi“ nOt b°re °Ur readers the details‘ R « enou?h to state 
difficult!* 311 luvers*ty Pt655 that was to publish it ran into financial and other 
delay of m reCe‘Ved the manuscriPt in 1975. This resulted in a further
Hence the Gr * 7* * * years before the Society decided to seek another publisher, 
be in nr» °-in W0Tk’s coming out at a time when a revised version really ought to 
Pe in preparation, grven the time lag since the 1971 Kano Workshop.
of the nn“OrShlP °rf thlS WOrk alS0 has quite a history| T° bePn with Dr. R. A. Adeleye 
Ediro 7 dan and Dn S 0- Osoba of the University of Ife were appointed 
Prnf nu” Dr' Adeleye left Ibadan t0 serve the Military Regime as Commissioner. 
worldn°r • k n° °f the University of ibadan then took his pl ace and continued 
also A tt ' Osoba who later dropped out and was replaced by Dr. Kola Folayan 
lanuarv 1 Ife When Professor Obaro Ikime went on study leave in

Edito ' I R r° essor Afigbo, who had all along been a member of the 
leave ■ t0°k over as one of the Editors. Professor Ikime returned from study 
Military aT"” 6 te^m’ wbde Ur. Kola Folayan left to serve as Commissioner in the 
work th “^ration of Ondo State. It thus devolved on Professor Ikime to see the 
those whoT 1 6 f*na' Sta®‘eS’ *s Oldy fa’r t0 put on record the valuable services of all 
clear th i.aVe bad.a band *n editing this work. Having said that, it must be also 
delays h ang^ng Personnel of the editorial team must also partly explain the 
.l ( ’ e ai ures t0 follow up correspondence to ensure return of manuscripts and 
he for^rding of much needed illustrative material.

disciX T°U*d™rk “ in four Parts. The first part (Chapters 1 and 2) is a general 
the N' °n ° 6 arcbae°fo8ical evidence as this relates to historical development in 
Nitrerian^^ ^^Pb*03^ area, and the influence of the geographical environment on 
1800 ’ StOry’ e rest tbe work is divided into three sections —Nigeria Before 
aon *n N’neteenth Ceptury and Nigeria in the Twentieth Century. The
dossTI u been Chronol°8ical “d ‘regional’. Undoubtedly, other approaches are 
pla d °wever, given the state of knowledge in the 1960s when this work was 
tL- ’1 eaPProach adopted appeared then the most feasible. One consequence of

® aPPr°ach is that, inevitably, some ideas are repeated in various regional chapters.
n e a of the Editors and the Society, I apologize to the authors for the long 

aelay in publishing their material. To the readers also I apologize for the gaps and 
ri h ’ °rtCOrn*n^s *n tb*s ®rst edition of the Groundwork. These would surely be put 

g t in uture editions. Even with its inadequacies, we believe that it represents the 
forth COmPrebens’ve w°rk on Nigerian history yet to appear. We hope it will stimulate 
scholarsreSearCh enC0urage works of synthesis and interpretation by individual

Socie^n'T f°r me °n beba^ tbe goc*etyto thank all those who have stood by the 
y all these years and have helped in various ways to make the publication of this
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Obaro Ikime 
University of Ibadan 
July 1980.

work possible. We thank the then Rector and Staff of Abdullahi Bayero College, Kano 
who generously hosted the Workshop in 1971; the authors who carried out their 
assignments, especially those who responded at short notice to fill gaps left by others; 

and various Governments for financial support to the project: the Federal Government 
88,000, Bendel State 81,000, Kano State 82,000, and the then North-Eastern State 
81,000. I must also thank the clerical staff of the History Departments of the 
Universities of Ibadan and Ife for bearing the heavy burden of typing at various stages 
of the production.

The last stages of the production of this book involved an extremely heavy burden of 
work on all concerned. The staff of Heinemann Educational Books (Nigeria) Limited 
really did excel themselves at this stage. The Historical Society of Nigeria is extremely 
grateful to them for their effort. I had to draft some of my colleagues to assist with 
proof reading in order to meet the deadlines of the Publishers. I am grateful to all such 
colleagues for their willing co-operation.
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1

Reuben K. Udo

ENVIRONMENTS AND PEOPLES OF NIGERIA
A Geographical Introduction to the History of Nigeria

The Land and the Climate
Nigeria lies between latitudes 4°N and 14°N. It is bounded in the north by the Sahara 
Desert and in the south by the Gulf of Guinea, an arm of the Atlantic Ocean. The 
history of the country has featured many waves of human movements from across the 
Sahara, which has never been a complete barrier between the lands lying to the north 
and south of that great desert. In the course of these colonization type migrations, 
there have been displacement and intermingling of peoples, some groups have been 
pv.shed into new and often more difficult environments and the people, given the 
technology at their disposal, have had to adapt their ways of life to make the best use 
of their new environment. What natural routes have migrating peoples followed in 
Nigeria and what other aspects of the physical environment feature prominently in the 
process of settlement in the country?

It is hardly necessary to say that the economy of groups such as the Ijo of the Niger 
Delta has been closely related to and very much limited in scope by the conditions of 
their physical environment. In this vast low-lying region of swamps and innumerable 
waterways and creeks, the traditional economy has been largely limited to fishing and

The disastrous drought which affected the sahelian zone of Africa south of the Sahara 
in 1973 is now a historical fact. It occasioned large-scale migrations of people and 
livestock southwards, resulting in the dislocation of the economy and society of the 
affected areas. In Nigeria the situation has been largely contained, thanks to the 
generous aid provided by the Federal Government and private donors. A similar 
disaster in the pre-colonial period may have resulted in a forcible encroachment on the 
food resources of people further south by hunger-stricken sahelian refugees. Indeed, 
history is replete with wars and conquest by migrants fleeing from a desiccating 
environment to areas which are better endowed with food resources. The sahelian 
drought has confirmed'that pre-industrial societies still live on the sufferance of an all- 
powerful nature which they have little power to modify or exploit. It underscores the 
great need to appreciate the part that geographical factors of location, climate and 
distribution of resources play in the making of history. In this introductory chapter we 
shall consider the relevance of the Nigerian environment to the interpretation of the 
course of human history in the country.
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salt-making from sea water. Transportation has been largely restricted to the use of 
canoes and, lately, powered riverine boats. The main routes of early migrations as well 
as of trade followed navigable waterways which were not silted up. The Niger Delta 
has always been a region of difficulty which hardly attracts population, and its short­
lived period of prosperity during the slave trade and later the palm oil trade was made 
possible by its geographical location, not as a result of the natural wealth of the area. 
The economic decline of the region followed the loss of its middleman position in the 
commerce between European traders and the hinterland people. The fact that the 
Niger enters the sea through these myriads of inter-connected creeks also delayed the 
commercial penetration of this part of the world. Today the Niger Delta which 
McGregor Laird described as having a soil too poor to produce a ton of palm oil is 
Nigeria’s mineral oil-rich region. The difficult terrain which had limited its 
traditional economy to fishing and salt-making has, however, not changed, and it 
appears that the oil boom is not likely to bring about lasting changes in the economy 
and cultural landscape of this region.

Outside the Niger Delta and the coastal swamps and creeks, the Nigerian landmass 
consists essentially of a low plateau of about 600 metres (2,000 feet) above sea level. 
Except in the rugged range of hills along the Nigerian-Cameroun borders, there is no 
major physical barrier to the easy movement of people. Pre-colonial movements of 
population across the Cameroun-Adamawa ranges were very restricted, and both the 
people of Oron and the Ekoi groups of the Cross River basin, who claim to have come 
from the Camerouns, appear to have entered Nigeria from the sea and from the Cross 
River gap respectively,^By contrast, the western and northern borderlands of Nigeria 
which consist of open plains have presented no obstacles to large-scale movements of 
people and armies. Rather, like the open spaces of Central Asia, these plains have 
permitted easy passage on foot and horseback. The ready movement of troops in such 
environments certainly assisted the prosecution of inter-group wars between the 
Abomeys of Dahomey and the Egba Yoruba of Nigeria as well as the numerous 
inter-group conflicts in the region of Lake Chad and the Niger-Niger borderlands. 
It is largely as a result of the absence of major physiographic barriers and the 
consequent ready spread of people that the political boundaries of Nigeria (as indeed 
of most African countries) have come to be regarded as ‘artificial .

Extensive plains dotted with numerous hills characterize the plateau surfaces of 
Nigeria. In most areas of the western and northern states where old hard rocks of the 
Basement Complex outcrop, the hills usually occur singly, but may also occur in 
groups as at Idanre and Oke-Iho in Ondo and Oyo States respectively. In the Ishan 
Plateau and the Udi-Nsukka Plateau, both of which were developed on sedimentary 
rocks, similar hill forms are common. The historical significance of these hills lies in 
the fact that in many areas like Idanre, Oke-Iho, Aku, Abuja, Igarra, Kabba, Okene 
and Mubi, they provided defensive outposts for refugees fleeing from more powerful 
invaders. Although many of these hill settlements were starved into submission after a 
long siege, many others were able to hold out against various invaders. Hence the 
survival of many hill settlements during the colonial period when some of them were 
forced to relocate on more accessible sites on the plains. The ability of many of the so 
called pagan groups to resist the Fulani mounted warriors owed much to the 
protection offered by these natural defence outposts. In many localities, including the
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AMADI (freeborn) and OHU (slave) villages of NIKE

1. R. K. Udo, Geographical Regions of Nigeria, London, 1970.

Jos Plateau foothills, Nsukka and Adamawa, the slopes of these hills were terraced and 
intensively cultivated with food crops.

The use which the people of Nike made of the escarpment extending from Awgu 
through Enugu to Orokan in Idoma area as'a defence device deserves mention in this 
section dealing with the physical landscape of Nigeria. The escarpment, which faces 
the Cross River plains is one of the most prominent landforms in Nigeria and in the 
Enugu area it rises abruptly like a wall for over 180 metres (600 feet) above the plains. 
At a period when local warfare was common, the people of Nike on whose territory 
Enugu is built, located their settlement quite close to the foot of the escarpment which 
served as a defence wall. Being themselves a warlike group, the Nike people ravaged 
the district east of the escarpment and acquired large territories which they had to 
defend. This they did hy establishing picket villages settled by slaves at the periphery 
of Nike territory while the escarpment served as a natural defence wall in the west1 
(see Fig. 1).
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In view of the open nature of the Nigerian landscape, particularly in t^^outeg of 
areas of the north, it is not difficult to explain the absence of nota e natur 
human migrations in the country. Mountain passes and river valleys constitu e 
routes, as distinct from roads which have been created by man. oveme , 
the peoples of the northern and western borderlands of Nigeria has been re a 
and regular, largely because of the absence of physical barriers, ut from 
because the people inhabiting both sides of the colonial boundaries were of of 
the same ethnic groups. The role of cultural ties in the inter-temton a
peoples should be stressed at this point, since this is a major factor w c e 
situation in which contacts and movements between the Hausa of igena • go 
may be greater than contacts between Hausa of Nigeria and the Jukun of Nige 
strong was the factor of cultural ties that long after the establishment o nuej to 
German rule, many chiefs in the German-controlled areas of Adamawa co 
pay tribute and do homage to the Fulani Emir of Yola, the former ruler ot pr -

The climatic factor is significant, not only in relation to its effect on the 
the vegetation, but also because climate has, by and large, played a omin 
the ways of life, including the pattern of economic activities of the various P ant 
Nigeria. In Nigeria, as in other parts of the tropics, rainfall is the .g
element of climate in so far as agriculture, the main occupation o t e pe 
concerned. The rhythm of economic activity which is revealed in the farming'cai 
of the various parts of the country js controlled by the incidence and tn u 
rainfall as well as by the length of the rainy season, which decreases from south m 
and is a critical factor in agriculture in a country where most farmers do not pr  
irrigation. The crops produced in various parts of the country differ co 
largely as a result of the difference in the length of the growing season.
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Cocoa belt

Oil palm belt

Beniseed Groundnuts

FEATURES OF THE AGRICULTURAL ECONOMY

I I Irrigated agriculture 

______N. limit of south root economy
Vi Terraced agriculture Plantation

___ S limit of north grain economy

Southern Nigeria is under the influence of the rain-bearing south-west monsoon 
winds for most of the year and has a long rainy season of not less than seven months. 
The south-west, which is drier, has a double maxima rainfall regime with a short dry 
season in August, the rainiest months being July and September. In consequence it is 
possible to raise two crops of maize, and vegetables per annum, unlike in the wetter 
southeast where only one crop is possible. The pattern of economic activities in the 
southwest is therefore different, from that of the southeast. By contrast, the far north 
which is under the influence of the dry north-east trade winds from the Sahara Desert is 
hot and dry for most of the year, and unlike the forested south, it supports an open 
savanna vegetation. It is as a result of this difference in climate that the peoples of the 
north cultivate grains such as millet, guinea com and acha, while the forest peoples 
cultivate root crops such as yams, cassava and cocoyams. The Middle Belt which has 
a transitional climate between north and south stands as a zone of mixed culture in 
which the food crops of the south are cultivated side by side with those of the far north. 
The main agricultural exports from the far north consists of annual crops such as 
groundnuts and cotton which have a relatively short growing season, while the main 
export crops of the wetter south with a long rainy season consists of perennial tree 
crops such as cocoa, oil palms and rubber. It is also the conditions of the physical 
environment—the abundance of grass and the relatively low incidence (and absence in 
the far north) of the tsetse fly that restrict cattle rearing to the grassland areas. The 
long dry season when water and grazing for cattle is scarce has, however, made it 
necessary for the Fulani cattlemen to adopt a nomadic mode of existence. Thus during 
the wet season, the cattle Fulani settle in their traditional homes in the far north, but 
migrate towards the Lake Chad basin and the Niger-Benue valleys during rhe dry 
season months.

V /I Mam cattle areas 

III! Cotton
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peoples into forest environments. In each case the newcomers a nritrinallv a
themselves to their new environments. Thus, the Yoruba w o wer to a
grassland people, living in mud houses with grass roofs, had to a ap mud
forest environment by cultivating root crops in the forest e t an ar.v a
houses with mat roofs. In the same way the Shuwa Arabs, w ° wer^ aimost all 
nomadic pastoral people, settled down to cultivate the land when t ey ° onment 
their cattle during a major cattle disease epidemic in t eir oj
Numerous other examples of adaptation to environments would inc u e t River
Ijo fishing people of the Niger Delta, the various fishing peoples o t J lived as 
estuary who migrated there from inland forest environments w ere Adamawa
settled cultivators, and of the hill peoples of the Jos Plateau an nor 
Highlands who were obliged to adopt terrace cultivation along the slopes o

which they built their villages. . . .L.-nnv
However, in the process of settlement, man has become the major agent in 

the natural environment of Nigeria. As may be expected the groups t at ave 
about the greatest changes are the settled cultivators of the grasslands and or 
of the country. Evidence of these changes are most obvious in the vegetation an 
micro-climate of some areas, as well as in the serious cases of soil impoverishment an 
soil erosion in parts of the country. The relief of the land and physica struct 

country have suffered little or no change. . .
Starting first with the climate, there has been a long-standing e ate on

12 Groundwork of Nigerian History
It is relevant to observe at this point that the climatic factor contributed to 

that no permanent white settlements similar to those in Kenya an im a w 
established in Nigeria. Hence the problem of the European settler population has not 
featured in the history of modem Nigeria. The mistaken belief that insalu n y • 
climate was the cause of the very high mortality rate of European trave ers ma e 
Africa (including Nigeria) rather unattractive for white settlement. Be ore t e m 
of the 20th century, however, West Africa was no longer the white n1111 s 81 
thanks to the discovery that the main cause of death of Europeans was m ana, ca 

by mosquitoes, and not‘insalubrity of climate’. .
Almost every Nigerian still suffers from malaria which is endemic m t e co 

However, the role of climate in the causation of disease in Nigeria is in ct, a 
through the high temperature and high humidity conditions which provide very 
favourable conditions for the spread of insect vectors of human diseases ° va 
kinds. The high incidence of cerebrospinal meningitis which is a serious epi 
disease restricted largely to the drier savanna lands of the far north is muc m 
closely associated with climate. The epidemic usually starts during the cool dry 
when the harmattan blows and, although the disease is not caused by the climate, 
cold and dust storms of the season are factors which favour its rapid sprea 
season when people are crowded into dark and poorly ventilated mud huts to escape 
from dust and cold, hence the rapid spread of the disease and the associate g 

mortality rate.
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question of climate change in the far north of Nigeria. The devastating droughts 
which affected northern Nigeria, along with the rest of sahelian Africa in 1973 has 
once again raised the spectre of the encroaching Sahara. Geological and archeological 
evidence abound to support the view that the Sahara Desert and the region of Lake 
Chad had a much more humid climate in pre-historic times, that is, about the end of 
the last Ice Age. There is, however, no conclusive evidence to support the idea first 
postulated in 1935 by Stebbing* that the climate of the area 
Sahara was becoming drier, and that desert conditions were

i immediately south of the 
spreading southwards. In 

rejecting this postulate which was made after a rather hurried tour of parts of the 
southern Sahara, Brynmore Jones (1938)* argued that evidence of dessication such as 
signs of sand encroachment, declining rainfall, a lowering of the water-table and 
southward retreat of the frontier of settlement were not visible in the field. On the 
other hand, recent hydrological investigations in the region of Lake Chad have shown 
that there has been a phenomenal rise in the level of the water-table resulting in the 
appearance of many new streams, springs and lakes (Carter and Barber, 1956).4

A forestry commission, set up jointly by the French and British Governments in 1937 
to investigate this problem, also rejected the postulate of the encroaching Sahara. The 
commission, however, noted that there was an increasing deterioration of the environ­
ment by wind and running water and that this was caused by man, through the 
extensive deforestation and cultivation of vast areas. Carter’s work on the rise in the 
water-table in parts of Borno State also attributes the phenomenon to deforestation 
through cultivation and overgrazing. The reported increases in flood heights along the 
Rima valley in Sokoto State since the beginning of this century has also been attributed 
to the destruction of vegetation of the headwaters, resulting in increasing runoff and 
greater sedimentation of the river bed which is the cause of the increases in flood 
heights (Ledger, 1961).5 One consequence of the changing hydrological situation in 
the Rima valley is that "the inhabitants of the towns situated on the-edge of the plain 
where formerly they grew excellent crops of guinea com, have been forced by 
increasing floods to leave their farms and to migrate to less fertile land on the plateau” 
(Provincial Forestry Office, Sokoto, 1937).*

The environment of the far north of Nigeria has therefore suffered considerable 
deterioration through extensive interference with the vegetation by man. It does not 
appear, -however, that the present condition of the local environment can be 
attributed to climatic change, although the continued diminishing of Lake Chad would 
tend to support the occurrence of drier conditions. There is a greater need to adopt 
conservation measures for protecting the headwaters and watersheds as well as for 
preservation of forests. In this way it would be possible to prevent a total destruction of 
the sahelian environment resulting in desert conditions such as now prevail in the

2. E.P. Stebbing, “The Encroaching Sahara”, Geographical Journal, Vol. 85,1935, pp. 506-24.
3. B. Jones, “Dessication and the West African colonies”, Geographical Journal, Vol. 91, 1938, pp.

4. J.D. Carter, and W. Barber, “The Rise in the Water-table in parts of Potiskum Division, Bornu 
Province,” Records of the Geographical Survey of Nigeria, 1956, pp. 5-13.

5. D.C. Ledger, “Recent Hydrological Changes in the Rima Basin of Northern Nigeria”, Geographical 
Journal, Vol. 127,1961, pp. 477-86.

6. Provincial Forestry Office, Sokoto,'“Report on Sylvan conditions in Northern Sokoto”. Unpub­
lished report, 1937.
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heart of ancient Ghana, the dessication of which was caused by a deterioration of the 
environment similar to what is being observed in parts of northern Nigeria.

It is obvious from the above that the role of man in changing the natural environ­
ment is most easily shown through his alteration of the original vegetation. As a result 
of the dominant influence of rainfall on vegetative life in the tropics, the natural 
vegetation of Nigeria is arranged in zones which replicate the climatic (rainfall) belts 
of the country. The drier north which has a shorter growing season supports savanna 
vegetation of grass and scattered trees, while the wetter south supports dense forest 
vegetation. There are, however, only a few sparsely settled areas in the country with a 
vegetation that can be described as natural. Rather, as a result of the long period of 
human occupation and exploitative use of the land, the vegetation of the country has 
been greatly modified. In the Sudan savanna zone which is the main cattle area of the 
country, overgrazing and intensive cultivation of the land around the Sokoto and 
Kano regions have resulted in soil deterioration and the southward extension of the 
sahel region of thorn shrubs. In these areas where the bush is regularly set on fire 
either for hunting purposes or cultivation as well as for quickening the regeneration of 
succulent grass for cattle, the vegetation consists of open grasslands, characterized 
by very short grasses with scattered and stunted fire-resistant trees. Remnants of the 
original vegetation of this zone, however, survive along water courses as fringe 
woodlands as well as on inaccessible hill hopes.

A large part of the southern Guinea savanna zone is usually described as derive 
savanna , because it is primarily a biotic climax resulting from continuous cultivation 
of the original forest woodland and not as climatic climax like the Sudan savanna. 
Annual bush fires are also common in this zone. It is populated by tall grasses and a 
denser stand of fire-resistant forest trees. The complete destruction of the rain forest in 
parts of Owerri, Ikot Ekpene and Abak show the extent to which the natural 
vegetation has been altered by man. Over large parts of these areas present day 
vegetation consists of open palm bush. In other parts of the forest belt, the original 
vegetation has also been largely altered as a result of continuous farming. Thus in 
parts of Benin, Ondo; Ibadan, Calabar, Ikom, and Ijebu areas, man-made forests of 
rubber, oil palms and cocoa have replaced the original rain forest vegetation. It is 
mainly in the forest reserves created during the early years of colonial rule that a 
semblance of the original rain forest may be found.

y The Copies and their Cultures
Archaeological evidence from various parts of Nigeria suggest that parts of the country 
have been settled by man since the Paleolithic or Old Stone Age period 500,000- 
9000 B.C.). According to the 1952/55 census, there are more than 200 distinct ethnic 
groups in Nigeria, most of whom have distinct customs, traditions, and languages. The 
larger and politically dominant groups include the Yoruba (10 million), the Igbo (7 
million), theHausa(16 million) and the Fulani (5 million). Other prominent but less 
numerous groups include the Edo, the Ibibio of the Cross River State, the Tiv of the 
Benue valley, the Nupe of the middle Niger valley, and the Kanuri of the Lake Chad 
basin. The large concentration of the smallest ethnic groups in the Middle Belt where 
there are more than 180 different groups is a significant feature of the distribution of 
ethnic groups in Nigeria. The hostility existing between neighbouring groups and the
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small size of their fighting forces exposed them to the mercy of the larger and more 
powerful groups from the north and the south. The result was that the Middle Belt 
became a major source region for slaves traded both across the Sahara as well as across 
the Atlantic.

Each ethnic group occupies a distinct and continuous territory and most of the 
smaller groups had very little contact with other groups before the spread of Islam and 
the imposition of colonial rule. There was, however, considerable trade and cultural 
contacts between the major grassland groups featuring the Hausa, Fulani, Nupe and 
northern Yoruba. In the forest belt a long-standing historical link existed between the 
Edo of Benin with the Yoruba of Ife and Lagos. The delta people whose territory is too 
swampy for cultivation and who, in consequence, produced mainly fish and salt, 
carried on a sizeable trade with the forest peoples who supplied them basic foodstuffs 
in exchange for fish and salt. During the 18th and 19th centuries the delta peoples 
accumulated much wealth because of their middleman position in the trade between 
the hinterland peoples and European traders on the coast.

It was during the colonial period when the various groups inhabiting Nigeria came 
under one government and when roads and railways were built that trade and cultural 
contacts among the different ethnic groups increased substantially. At the same time,
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similar contacts between people of the same linguistic groups living in diff 
colonial territories suffered a considerable decline.

During the last three hundred years, the peoples of Nigeria have been 
various influence from across the Sahara as well as from Europe. e geogr 
location of each group has been a major factor in the type and source of d° . 
influence that.it has experienced. Partly as a result of this fact, but 38 a 
considerable differences in the environments occupied by the various grou * 
necessary to consider the peoples of Nigeria under two major geograp c 
namely the forest peoples and the grassland peoples.

Peoples of the Forest Belt
The oldest surviving groups in Nigeria are to be found in the forests of the 
including the mangrove swamp forests of the Niger Delta and coast .
have provided protection for refugee cultures. Considering their level of tecnn jsr 
and, in particular, theif farm implements, the most suitable envfronmen 
Negro is the grassland areas which can be cultivated without much ort mostly 
in clearing the land. It is not surprising therefore that the forests at“^ct rQtectjon 
people seeking refuge from southward pressing groups from the north. e P ___|ors
offered by the forests is obvious from the experience of the mount aIU 
who had great difficulty in penetrating and fighting in a forest environment.

The largest known peoples of the forest belt are the Yoruba and o P®°P 
live in the southwest or western states of Nigeria and the Igbo, Ibibio an 01
of the southeast or eastern states of Nigeria. Marked contrasts exist 
political and social organization of the Yoruba and Edo-spealang P*0 nTT|(!nt 
successfully established and maintained vast kingdoms within the forest gouth­
and the so-called stateless societies of the Igbo, Ibibio and Ekoi peop es ° yve 
east of Nigeria. The contrasts are the more remarkable, since both sets o ^owever, 
in a similar environment and cultivate the same type of crops. It is re evan , 
to observe that the empire-buildivg Yoruba and Edo peoples of the western or 
greater contacts with the empire-building groups of the far north, t an was 
with the politically fragmented peoples of the eastern forests. The traditional re j 
of the forest peoples remained almost completely insulated from the i . uence 
up till the early years of the colonial period, when Christianity was intr uc 
readily adopted in many districts. Since the Christian missionaries were t e inn 
and agents of the diffusion of Western type education, the coastal and P*013'
the south have since produced the largest number of educated and g Y 
people in the country’s labour force. Ondo

The Yoruba-speaking peoples of Nigeria are concentrated in die Ogun, Oy°  
Kwara and Lagos States. In addition to linguistic homogeneity, e °™ w^o 
common traditions and trace descent from a common ancestor call u ’ 
is believed to have established the Ife dynasty. It is significant that the °ru a 
never united under a common government. Rather, Yorubaland consist t ° 
powerful monarchical states such as Ife, Oyo, Egba and Ijebu. Certain ers w , 
however, recognized throughout the whole of Yorubaland, the most importan o 
these being the Oni of Ife, who was regarded as the spiritual ruler of all oru a an 
the Alafin of Oyo who was the political leader of the Yoruba people.

that.it
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Although the Yoruba are predominantly an agricultural people, they have a unique 
and long-standing tradition of living in large towns, the largest of which include 
Ibadan (627,380 in 1963) Ogbomosho (319,880), Oshogbo (210,380), Ilorin (218,550), 
Abeokuta (187,290), Ilesha (165,880) and Ede (134,550). The Yoruba are the most 
urbanized group not only in Nigeria but throughout the African continent. The 
growth of these large urban centres derived in part from the need for defence, but also 
largely as a result of the highly centralized political organization of the people. Among 
other things, urbanization facilitated the growth of trade among the Yoruba as well as 
between them and other Nigerian peoples, notably the Nupe and Hausa*.

As with most Nigerian peoples, the extended family is the basic social unit of the 
Yoruba. And since the family lives together, each extended family has a territorial 
existence (the large traditional compound) within the town as well as a distinct area of 
farmland in the rural areas. The main occupation of the men is farming, while the 
women engage primarily in trading. There is also a considerable number of 
professional artists and craftsmen who excel in wood carving and other crafts. The 
famous terracotta and bronze heads of Ife, which are reputed to be up to 800 years old 
testify to the high quality of traditional Yoruba craftsmanship.

The Yoruba stand out as a deeply religious group as well as for their great respect 
for superiors and elderly people. Yet the Yoruba is extremely independent, diplomatic 
and resentful of despotic leadership, qualities which have been clearly expressed not 
only during the pre-colonial Yoruba civil wars but also in the politics of Yorubaland 
since Nigerian independence.

The Edo-speaking people who are best known for their once powerful and famous 
Kingdom and Empire of Benin, occupy the territory immediately east of Yorubaland. 
Several close traditional links exist betweem these two ethnic groups, whose political 
systems are also similar. The Yoruba town of Eko (Lagos) is reputed to have been 
founded by the Edo of Benin, while the first historic Oba of Benin is believed to have 
been of Yoruba descent. The famous bronze heads of Benin are thought to have been 
made by the same process earlier used by Yoruba artists and craftsmen at Ife. It is also 
striking that, like the major Yoruba sub-groups, the Edo were organized into a state in 
which the focus of political and cultural activities was Benin City, the seat of the all- 
powerful Oba of Benin. Compared with the Yoruba, the Edo have a stronger sense of 
political unity, although the relatively smaller size of the Edo population appears to 
have been an important factor in the ability of the Oba to keep the Edo people under 
one central authority.

At the height of its power in the late 15th century, Benin influence extended from 
the banks of the lower Niger valley to Dahomey (modern Republic of Benin). The 
Benin Empire therefore embraced a large number of ethnic groups including the Edo 
themselves, the western Igbo, and some Yoruba groups. Today, several Igbo towns like 
Onitsha, Atam, and Ossomari, all located on the east bank of the lower Niger claim to 
have been founded by migrants from Benin.

East of the lower Niger valley, the two major ethnic groups inhabiting the forest belt 
are the Igbo and the Ibibio, each of whom is divided into several sub-groups. Neither 
of these two groups was ever organized into a large state or kingdom similar to those of 
the Yoruba and Edo. Rather the largest political unit was the village group which had 
a population of only a few thousand people. Even within the village group authority 
was never concentrated in the hands of any individual or family and although there
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r oT-ietnrracv which wielded were chiefs, usually elderly men, there was no mg village-group was
authority as a specialized full-time occupation. Rather thThere 
ruled by a council of elders, usually the heads of the maj widely acCepted
was never an Igbo state or Ibibio state with a po me ea rormed in the late 
religious leader.,The political impact of the Ibibio State U was
thirties was minimal,'and the apparent success oft e go p feelings in a
formed a few years later was based on the exploitation o nization of the 
multi-national federation. It was the highly decentralize P societies,
eastern forest peoples that has earned them the description of state * agri-

Like the Yoruba and the Edo of the west, the Igbo and the i dve |n small 
cultural people. But unlike the western peoples, the Igbo an cojonial period in 
villages, and not in towns, urbanization being a phenomenon o t (or Efik) of
the eastern states, except amongst the Onitsha Igbo and the nvenne ritory is one 
Calabar. The complete dispersal of family compounds over the villag Owerri,
of the most prominent features of the cultural landscape of parts o village
Nsukka, Abak, and Ikot Ekpene areas of the eastern states of Nigeria. ^reas of ikom, 
settlements have, however, survived in the sparsely settled orest
Calabar, Obubra and Bende areas as well as in the Niger Delta. eastern

The Aro Igbo of Arochuku stand out as a unique group in t e s oracle,
forest peoples. Largely as a result of the mythical powers attribute feared as the 
the Longfuju, based at Arochuku, the Aro came to be respecte eastern states of 
children of the god throughout the area now constituted into t e ou area at a
Nigeria. Aro people were therefore free to travel unmolested t roug jt was this 
time when other groups did not feel safe to venture out of d1611 te controlling the 
privilege that helped the Aro to play a major role in organizing an commerciai and 
flow of slaves in parts of the eastern states. In the process o t eir^^ as we|i as 
religious sojourns the Aro established numerous ‘colonies on conquere .jqdizorgu >
on land given to them by the host communities. One of these co onl^S.’ned parent Aro 
now has a population which is much larger than that of the com
villages at Arochuku.

The Grassland Peoples . ^oups,
The grassland or savanna peoples of Nigeria fall into two distinct Middle Belt is
namely, the Middle Belt peoples and the peoples of the far north. e dwelling 
noted for the large number of very Small ethnic groups, inc u mg jyjost of these 
peoples of the Jos Plateau region and the eastern highlands of A amaw^' mot0rized 
land locked groups still occupy districts which are not readily access minimal, 
transport. Trade and cultural contacts between some of them are saie
although an increasing number now produce considerable surp us oo 
to itinerant agents of urban-based food contractors and traders. r>les are the

The two largest and most prominent of the Middle Belt grassland peop
Tiv of the Benue valley in the east and the Nupe of the middle Niger valley 
Considerable literature exist on the Tiv who are probably the most e^J_e and 
so-called stateless societies of Nigeria. Tiv political structure is g y ra must be
according to Bohannan, the only Tiv group of which one coul say e 
some one responsible’ was the compound, which was essentially a omes ic
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7. P. Bohannan, and L. Bohannan, The Tiv of Central Nigeria, London, 1962.
8. K.D.S. Baldwin, The Niger Agricultural Project, London, 1957.
9. K.IVL Buchanan, and J.C. Pugh, Land and People in Nigeria, London, 1955, p. 58.

a political unit. The early British colbnial administrators were embarrassed by the 
virtual absence of political organization amongst the Tiv, whose lack of political units 
came to earn them the title of 'a people divided against itself. The difficulty of finding 
anyone with executive powers of any kind amongst the Tiv constituted a serious 
problem to the establishment of ‘Indirect Rule’ amongst them. But although the Tiv 
lacked political organization, they were not lacking in political leadership, since men 
of great affluence and impecable personal qualities were readily recognized as 
political leaders.7

It is relevant to observe at this point that the so-called stateless societies of Nigeria 
consist of those groups whose ethnic territory is so crowded that the people experience 
acute shortage of farmland. Evidence from Tivland, Igboland and Ibibioland shows 
that in every overcrowded district the heavy demand for farmland made it impossible 
for any one central authority to prevent individual land ownership as was the practice 
in the Yoruba, Benin and those Igbo and Ibibio areas where farmland was in 
abundance. And it is precisely in those areas where the ownership and control of land 
is dispersed that authority in general social and political affairs is also dispersed. The 
importance of land as the basic resource of the people cannot be overemphasized and, 
according to the Bohannans, any Tiv compound head who could not provide 
sufficient farmland for his dependants would find himself ‘sitting alone’, while his 
people migrated to establish their own compounds.

The Nupe, unlike the Tiv, have a rather integrated political organization which is 
similar in some ways to the Yoruba system. Like the Yoruba, they live in large 
nucleated villages, most of which have daughter settlements which consist of small 
farm hamlets called tunga. But'while the Tiv compound, a much smaller unit than 
the tunga often exists independent of the parent settlement, the Nupe tunga has no 
social life of its own and celebrates its feasts and ceremonies with the mother village. 
(Baldwin, 1957, p. 32)8 .The relationship between the tunga and the parent village of 
the Nupe is very similar to that between town and farm in the Yoruba cocoa belt.

In the more open grassland areas of the Nigerian Sudan, the most numerous and 
politically dominant groups are the Hausa, the Fulani and the Kanuri. Hausa is the' 
most widely spoken language in Nigeria, and is generally understood in most parts of 
the northern states. The Hausa peoples of Nigeria are, however, concentrated in 
Sokoto, Karlo and Kaduna States. The Hausa political scene featured a number of 
city-states which were never unified until the Fulani conquest in the early part of the 
19th century. It was after the Fulani conquest that Islam became more widely 
adopted, even though it had been introduced as far back as the 14th century. Today, 
most Hausa profess the Muslim faith and both their political and social life, including 
the land tenure and legal systems are very much influenced by Islamic principles.

Hausa economy has always featured the intensive cultivation of guinea com, millet, 
maize and beans, and most Hausa live in small agricultural villages, although there 
are also large traditional Hausa towns, including Kano, Katsina, Zaria and Sokoto. 
Although many Hausa own cattle, the care of these animals is usually entrusted to the 
Cattle Fulani, while the pastoral activities of the Hausa are largely limited to keeping
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goats and chickens. The Hausa are one of the few grassland groups who practise 
traditional forms of irrigation in the country, and all over Hausaland river flood 
plains, usually called fadama, are put under intensive cultivation during the dry 
season months.

The Hausa are well known as skilled craftsmen and are probably the most travelled 
traders in West Africa. Popular craft products include leather goods, wood carvings, 
blankets of camel hair, and perfumes. These products constitute the main trade goods 
distributed by the ubiquitous itinerant Hausa trader. In Nigeria, the Hausa are largely 
responsible for organizing the trade in cattle and kolanuts between western Nigeria 
and the northern states of Nigeria. Often the cash receipts from cattle sales are used in 
purchasing kolanuts which are then shipped for sale in the main consuming areas of 
the Sudan and Sahelian zones. The Hausa cattle and kolanut brokers and transporters 
usually live in the larger Yoruba towns of Ibadan, Ijebu-Ode and Shagamu, but many 
Hausa kola buyers and seasonal agricultural labourers may be found in small villages 
all over the cocoa and kolanut growing areas of southwestern Nigeria.

Hausa architecture displays a remarkable adaptation to the physical environment. 
In the drier areas of Kano, Katsina and Sokoto with plenty of good building earth, 
the houses consist of square or round mudwalled structures with flat roofs of mud 
supported by a framework of timber. In the wetter parts of Hausaland, the houses 
may also be square or round. Although the walls are also made of mud, the roofs 
consist of sloping grass thatch similar to those in the rainier central districts of Nigeria. 
Hausa houses are usually arranged in closed family compounds which are enclosed by 
walls of mud or grass mat, to ensure adequate privacy for the family.

Hausaland is also the home of the Fulani of Nigeria who are probably the only 
ethnic group in Africa with no distinct territory. Rather, the Fulani are to be found in 
almost every country of the Sudan zone, extending from Senegal in the West to the 
upper Nile in the east. They migrated into Nigeria from the west and settled amongst 
the Hausa and subsequently conquered them during the Fulani jihad led by Uthman 
dan Fodio in the early 19th century.

Two main types of Fulani are usually recognized. They are the Cattle Fulani and the 
Settled or Town Fulani. The Cattle Fulani is essentially a nomadic cattle rearer who 
migrates regularly with his cattle in search of water and good grazing, particularly 
during the dry season. He leads a simple life and lives in a camp of tents or grass 
shelters which is deserted as soon as a death-occurs. Since the Cattle Fulani rarely 
marry outside their tribe, they have been able to maintain their identity in spite of 
generations of sojourning amongst pure Negro peoples. Also unlike the I own tulani, 
the Cattle Fulani is not always a devout Muslim, but often practises many customs of 
traditional religion.

The Town or Settled Fulani live in the conquered towns of Hausaland, where he is 
essentially an administrator or a hoe cultivator. Many of them own large herds of 
cattle which they entrust into the care of their nomadic brethren. They are devout 
Muslims and have been largely responsible for the spread of Islam throughout Hausa­
land and parts of the Middle Belt.

1 he Kanuri of Borno State are the last of the major grassland peoples considered 
in this chapter. Like the Hausa, the Kanuri are Muslims, but Islam was already well- 
established in Borno before the Fulani jihad in Hausaland and, although the Fulani
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made several efforts to conquer Borno, they never succeeded In doing so. Most Kanuri, 
like the Hausa, are settled cultivators and traders. Many of them also own large herds 
of cattle which are under the care of Shuwa Arabs or the Cattle Fulani.

Distribution and Movements of Population
With a population of 56 million in 1963, increasing to about 70 million in 1973, 
Nigeria is by far the most populous country in Africa. This population is distributed 
most unevenly over its area of 922,280 sq. km. (356,000 square miles) such that a few 
districts have more than 308 persons per sq. km. (800 persons per sq. mile) while vast 
areas are virtually uninhabited, having less than 4 persons per sq. km. (10 per sq. 
mile). Writing about the population of Nigeria in 1955, Buchanan and Pugh 
described the patent of distribution as ‘immature’ arguing that the close adjustment of 
population densities to environmental conditions which is typical of long-settled areas 
is lacking in the country and that the process of land occupation and settlement is 
incomplete over much of Nigeria. In spite of the large and increasing movements of 
people into the cities and rural areas of the western states (Oyo, Ogun, Ondo, Lagos 
and Bendel States) since the early 1950s, the general pattern of the distribution of 
population in the country in 1974 is basically the same as in 1953. It is also of 
particular significance for our discussion in this chapter that this general pattern of 
population distribution has remained unchanged since about 1900.

What then are the factors which have made some areas so attractive to settlement 
for so long and have tended to work against a redistribution of population from the 
land-hungry, congested districts to the vast sparsely settled parts of the country? 
Physical factors of the environment have been important but historical factors 
including the fixation of ethnic group boundaries during the early years pf the colonial 
period have also been very important but historical factors including the fixation of 
ethnic group boundaries during the early years of the colonial period have also been 
very irqportant, not only in explaining the present-day distribution of population in 
the country but also in perpetuating, so far, the broad pattern as it was in 1900. But 
before examining these factors it is necessary to present a brief description of the 
population map of the country.

The population density map (Fig. 5) which is based on a dot map of the 1952/53 
census shows clearly the major concentrations of population in the country and is very 
similar to the population density map of 1963 published by the Federal Surveys, 
Lagos. The very densely populated areas have a minimum rural density of 192 persons 
per sq. km. (500 per sq. miles) rising to over 384 per sq. km. (1,000 per sq. mile) in 
parts of the Cross River, Imo, Anambra, Oyo, Ogun, Ondo and Lagos States. There 
are three major areas in the south and three in the far north. The southern and more 
extensive areas of very high density are (i) the Central Igbo districts of Orlu, Udi, 
Okigwe, eastern Onitsha and eastern Owerri areas, (ii) the Annang-Ibibio districts of 
Ikot Ekpene, Abak and Western Uyo areas and (iii) parts of Ijebu, Abeokuta and Ikeja 
districts. In the far north, the three most densely populated areas are (iv) the Kano- 
closed settled zone, (v) the Sokoto ‘Home’ districts and (vi) the Katsina ‘Home’ districts.

A few pockets of high population density occur within the Middle Belt in the region 
of the Jos Plateau, southern Tivland and Okenne districts. Outside these areas, the 
vast Middle Belt is characterized by very extensive areas of very low population



:-a

RURAL POPULATION DENSITY

0 
0

LAKE CHAD

3

J 
1

> / 
e / 64 T28 

80

lUKm
TJo***

is per square 

Over 800 I 

400-600 t 
100-400 t 
10-100 f 

Under 10 [

Ptrsarts per lulometre
Over 300 
150-300 
35-150 
3 -» 
Under 3

10.H. Barth, Travels and Discoveries in North and Central Africa 1849-1855, New York, VoL I and 
VoL HI, 1857.

densities. Other areas which are very sparsely settled include the Cross River district, 
the Niger Delta and the Lake Chad basin. Almost all the forest reserves in the country 
are located in these sparsely settled areas, many of which also attract migrant fanners 
from the land-hungry, densely populated areas.

The fact that historical factors have been largely responsible for the present pattern 
of distribution of population in Nigeria deserves special emphasis in this chapter which 
cohsiders the relevance of the Nigerian environment to the interpretation of the course 
of Nigerian history. Although the major concentrations of population in the Yoruba 
cocoa belt, the Kano groundnut belt and the Jos Plateau are partly a result of 
economic development during the colonial period, these areas happen to have been 
already densely settled before 1900, largely as a result of the civil wars and slave raids 
of the pre-colonial period. The large concentrations of rural population in the Kano, 
Katsina and Sokoto districts survived because for many generations the Hausa and 
later the Fulani rulers of these city-states were able to provide protection and stable 
government for the people thereby attracting more people from the war-ravaged 
borderland districts. The Hausa-Bomo borderlands which Barth10 described as
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flourishing and populous in 1851 are, on the other hand, very sparsely settled today 
largely because, by 1854, the area had been reduced to a state of ruins and misery as a 
result of the destruction and devastation perpetrated by civil wars. The successful 
introduction and expansion of groundnut cultivation and the development of factory 
industry has now reinforced the concentration of people in the rich agricultural 
districts of Kano, while the relatively stagnant economic regions of Sokoto and 
Katsina now export large numbers of able-bodied young men to the growing agricul-

„ tural and industrial areas of Lagos and the western states.
The smaller concentrations of population in the Middle Belt districts of the Jos 

Plateau and Okenne are also largely a product of the civil unrests of the pre-colonial 
period. In these areas, hill sites provided adequate refugee outposts for people fleeing 
from the onslaught of mounted Fulani warriors, and have since remained islands of 
dense concentration of population in a largely sparsely settled Middle Belt zone. Tin 
mining has since attracted more people to the Jos Plateau, while the economically 
stranded Okenne district is now a major source of migrant labour into the Yoruba 
cocoa belt and the Benin rubber belt.

Inter-group warfare and slave raids were also largely responsible for the large- 
scale depopulation of vast areas of the Middle Belt which today supports only 20 per 
cent of the population of Nigeria on more than 40 per cent of the land area of the 
country. One of the districts which suffered most from slave raids by the Fulani and 
the people of Dahomey is the grassland area of Oyo and Egbado in Yorubaland. Eye­
witness accounts of the devastation caused by the Fulani have been left behind by early 
European explorers like Lander and Clapperton.11 The area around Kontagora, like 
the rest of the Middle Belt, also suffered from extensive slave raids by the powerful 
Hausa city-states of the far north. The open savanna landscape of the Middle Belt and 
the fact that the area is inhabited by numerous small ethnic groups contributed much 
to their inability to resist invasions from the more numerous and better organized 
larger ethnic groups from the far north and south of the country.

The large concentrations of people in parts of Imo, Anambra and Cross River States 
are more difficult to explain, particularly since these areas have the most leached and 
impoverished soils in the country. Slave raids, were rare in these parts of the country, 
since most of the slaves were obtained both through the medium of the bogus Aro 
deity, the Long Juju of Arochuku, and through the sale of social undesirables, 
including thieves, stubborn children and adulterers. The relative absence of regular 
warfare, with its attendant destruction of life and property, helps to explain both the 
concentration of people in the area and the fact that the people live in dispersed 
compounds and not in large nucleated settlements.

There are, however, many parts of the country which have always been sparsely 
populated because of difficult environmental conditions. The swamps of the Niger 
Delta, for example, have always been sparsely populated and it appears that this 
situation will remain unchanged for a long time. The seasonally flooded lowlands of 
the Great Muri Plain of the middle Benue valley have also never been densely 
populated because settlement is restricted as a result of swampy conditions during the 
rainy season and by lack of water during the dry season. Finally, the extensive hilly and 
heavily forested districts lying between the Cross River and the Cameroon border,

11. H. Clappcrton, Journal of a Second Expedition into the Interior of Africa, London, 1829.
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12.H.H. Johnston, "The Bantu Borderland in Western Africa”, Proceedings of the Royal Geographical 
Society, VoL 10, 1888, p. 635.

Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to present the basic facts about the Nigerian environment 
and to show the relevance of these facts to the ways of life and the course of human 
history in the country. It is not suggested that these facts have by themselves deter­
mined the trend of historical development in the country; rather, what is stressed is the 
fact that in the process of settlement, man has become the major agent in changing 
the natural environment of Nigeria. This process of change will continue just as the 
volume of inter-regional migrations of pople which have been largely encouraged by 
regional inequalities in the allocation of development capital and basic infrastructure. 
The conclusion, therefore, is that in Nigeria, as in other countries, irrespective of the 
stage reached in the social and technological ladder by any part of the country, 
geographical factors have merely influenced but have not determined the course of 
human history.

Groundwork of Nigerian History

which was described by Johnston in 1888 as “an utter Wilderness Of forest, un­
inhabited by man”12 has always been sparsely populated, and today much of it 
remains under forest reserves.

The establishment of British rule and the fixing of boundaries between the various 
ethnic groups as well as between clans and villages brought to an end the practice 
whereby land-hungry groups which were powerful enough could forcibly encroach 
Upon the land of neighbouring groups. One result of this historical accident has been 
to reinforce the uneven distribution of population in the country as of 1900. 
Consequently, some villages now suffer from acute shortage of farmland, while other 
villages have much more land than they require. This is the background to the 
increasing migrations of the Igbo, Sokoto Hausa and Ebira into the cocoa and rubber 
growing districts of southwestern Nigeria. An increasing number of people now 
migrate into the industrial port towns of the south and the administrative and 
industrial capitals of the new states. However, the majority of migrants (about 6ff per 
cent) originating from rural areas still go to other rural areas.
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Early Stone Tools
Although early tools were made of bone and wood as well as of stone, wood is rarely 
preserved, and soil conditions militate against the survival of bone in many parts of

Early Man
Nigeria has not so far produced remains of early forms of man or man-like creatures 
such as were living between one and three million years ago in eastern and southern 
Africa, nor indeed has West Africa as a whole. Is our present lack of data due to the 
fact that such creatures were not living at the time in West Africa, or is it simply 
because the evidence has not yet been found? Not enough work has been done to 
answer this question with assurance, but the balance of probability is that there were 
early hominids living in parts of West Africa. As far as one can see, there must have 
been ecological conditions in certain parts of West Africa very similar to those which 
supported the early man-like creatures of East Africa. But, of course, this does not 
mean that these areas did, in fact, support them. In spite of some similarity of 
conditions, precisely the same range of animal species does not occur in the West 
African savannas as in East Africa, nor in the same density; and, whereas there are 
many areas of tropical rain forest which could support gorillas today, they are in fact 
only found in two separate, circumscribed areas, both to the east of Nigeria’s borders.

There is one positive piece of evidence for thinking that early hominids might have 
lived in suitable areas of Nigeria in the Early Pleistocene, and that is the finding of the 
craniofacial portion of a skull in Villa-franchian deposits 200 km. west-south-west of 
Largeau, in the Republic of Tchad. Recent examination of this fossil suggests that it 
may have been evolving towards the type of man belonging to the Middle Pleistocene, 
known as Homo erectus. Specimens of this type have been found not only in East 
Africa but also in Algeria. Bones of an extinct type of hippotamus, Hippopotamus 
imaguncula, were found at a depth of 58 m. in a well in Borno, and this indicates that 
deposits of the Chad basin contain palaeontological material of Pleistocene age —and 
as likely as not, archaeological material as well. Unfortunately, there has been no 
subsequent violent change in drainage pattern such as produced Olduvai George to 
cut through and expose these thick Pleistocene deposits, and in Borno the thick mantle 
of later drift hides what may be there.
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Nigeria. Apart from utilized and roughly-trimmed flakes, the earliest and simpliest 
types of stone tools consist of pebbles or lumps flanked by percussion to form crude 
chopping and cutting tools with edges anything from 3 cm. to 12 cm. long; they are 
known as Oldowan type tools, after Olduvai Gorge, in Tanzania. Such tools are found 
in many places in Africa, and the early men who made them may well have spread 
over most of the savanna and bushy grasslands of Africa. Examples of such tools are 
known from a number of places in Nigeria, but it is not at the moment possible to be 
sure if any of them genuinely date to the same period as the Oldowan industry in East 
Africa. The difficulty is that although there are many examples which conform in . 
shape and style to the earliest kinds of stone tools, pebble tools of this kind had a long 
history and are also found as a component of later industrial complexes. So we can 
only be sure that pebble tools belong to an early period if they are independently dated 
by being found in situ in deposits which can be dated, either relatively or by physical 
methods. Geological evidence for an early date has been adduced at Beli, on the 
R. Taraba in the south of the North-East State (now Borno), but this has not been 
confirmed.

Acheulian

In northern .eastern and southern Africa, the Oldowan industrial complex was 
succeeded by that known as the Acheulian, named after the site of St. Acheul in 
northern France, where the characteristics ‘hand-axes' of ‘bifaces’ were first found in 
quantity. These are tools of oval or pointed oval shape with a cutting edge all round 
carefully trimmed from both sides; one variety, known as a ‘cleaver’, has a straight 
transverse cutting edge. We do not know exactly what these bifaces were used for; 
probably they were general purpose tools, useful among other things for cutting up 
and skinning game animals killed in the hunt. For by now, although women and 
children probably still provided at least half the food intake by means of collecting wild 
fruit, nuts and roots, men banded together in cooperative activities to hunt large game 
animalsj^The use of fire was known, at any rate by the end of Acheulian times. The 

( type of man responsible for making Acheulian implements, wherever this is known, 
•1 was that called Homo erectus, with a brain size considerably less than the average for 
^modern man but in other ways well on the way of having similar body form.
The Acheulian is prolific in the Sahara north of about Latitude 16°N. Perhaps this 
distribution is to be correlated with the last but one glacial period in Europe—or 
possibly with the earliest maximum of the last; at such a time there would have been 
more rainfall in the northern Sahara, and the desertic zone would have moved south­
wards and been unattractive for human occupation. An exception to this was the high 
ground of the Jos Plateau, where the climate would not have been so arid and would 
have provided the open or lightly wooded grasslands of the type favoured by Acheulian 
man; it therefore formed a kind of promontory of habitable land projecting south­
wards from the Air massif and the main Saharan Acheulian area north of 16°N. 
Acheulian hunters may well have found this area as a result of following the seasonal 
movement of game. The most prolific site known on the Jos Plateau is at Mai Idon 
Toro, where two layers of gravel, separated by a clay layer, produced industries in 
which cleavers far outnumbered other tools; the gravels are some 11 m. above present 
river level and represent terraces of the river dating to a time before it had cut down to
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The Sangoan
There are difficulties of definition over the Sangoan industrial complex, first recog­
nized at and named after Sango Bay on the western shores of Lake Victoria, and it has 
been disputed whether there is a true Sangoan in West Africa at all. It does seem, 
however, that in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa a complex of industries came into 
being, following the Acheulian, which retained some of the tool-kit of the latter-, 
such as pick and biface forms; the cleaver disappeared and spheroids become rare, 
while there was a much greater emphasis on the picks, often of a heavy and massive 
form; choppers, often made of flanked pebbles, also occur.

In Nigeria, Sangoan type material has a different distribution from the Acheulian, 
suggesting a new pattern of settlement. It is found particularly in the Upper Sokoto 
valley and in the stretch of country south of the Jos Plateau and north of the tropical 
rain forest, occurring in gravels at heights of 10 to 20 m. above modern river level. An 
industry from the Niger valley above Bussa consisting mostly of worked pebbles 
without picks is regarded on geological grounds as nevertheless being contemporary 
with the Sangoan lower down the pver; such a local variation may have been dictated 
by the character of the raw material, which consists of quartz pebbles. Elsewhere in 
Africa the Sangoan is allocated to dates after 50,000 B.C. and is associated with arid 
conditions preceding the last major wet period and into the earlier part of this. The 
characteristic tool-kits are found in more wooded areas than the open savannas 
favoured by Acheulian man but not in the high rain forest itself. It has been suggested 
that the Sangoan industrial complex may represent a need to adapt to more wooded 
country in an increasingly arid climate.

In Nigeria there are no radiocarbon dates for a Sangoan industry. If the gravels 
10m. —20m. above the Niger were laid down when the river was graded to the high sea 
level (the ‘Upper Inchirian’) which has been radiocarbon dated at the mouth of the 
Senegal River to around 30,000 B.C. then the presence in them of unrolled Sangoan 
artifacts suggests a comparable date, while the rolled specimens would be contem­
poraneous or older. It is possible that the distribution of the Sangoan in West Africa 
represents a way of life adapted to respond to dry conditions before 40,000 B.C., after

its present level. On the other hand, in the gravels of an old buried river channel at 
Pingell, near the northern edge of the plateau, there were nearly three times as many 
bifaces as cleavers. Acheulian material is also found off the plateau to the west, in the 
Nok valley, where gravels in the oldest infill of the buried channel produced ten times 
as many bifaces as cleavers. A radiocarbon date of more than 39,000 years before the 
present’ was obtained for carbonized wood from these gravels. Such a radiocarbon 
date could, of course, theoretically indicate that the tools were incorporated in the 
gravels any number of years before 41,000 B.C. but the likelihood is that they do not 
date before 150,000 B.C. and could well pertain to about 65,000 B.C. The different 
proportions of bifaces to cleavers at the different sites may represent differences of 
date or differences of function - that bifaces and cleavers were used for different 
activities and that different activities were being carried on at the different sites. East 
of the Jos Plateau area Acheulian materials have come from the surface of gravels 
exposed some 15 m. above present river level near Ngalda, at the bend of the Gongola 
River.



28 Groundwork of Nigerian History

keep near the perennial rivers and adapt their diet to an increase in ve8 pqoecjally in 
obtained from the gallery forests. This may be reflected in t e too . j
the emphasis on picks which may have served both to dig up roots an Much
dig pit-traps for animals which could no longer be so easily hunte in t e o wbich 
of this is speculation, and we need to learn much more about t e in us was
the name Sangoan has been given in Nigeria. We do not know what um’ n found 
responsible for making Sangoan implements as no human remains a a form
associated with them, but it would not be unreasonable to suppose t at recius and 
closely approaching Homo sapiens, perhaps intermediate between Homo e
Homo sapiens rhodesiensis (see below).

The Middle Stone Age to
The term 'Middle Stone Age’, first of all evolved tor southern Africa, qqq 
described a group of industrial complexes covering roughly the time sp . tjjan 
B.C.-12.000 B.C. These industries show greater localization and specia iza 
before, and there are more regional variants. It seems possible that som wOodiand 
industries, in particular that called the Lupemban and located in t e mor deveioped 
areas surrounding the equatorial forest, may have evolved out of a ate an even an
Sangoan. Some of the Sangoan forms survive in the shape of pic cs a a more
occasional biface, but the tendency is for tools to become smaller am t ^ue
skilfully made by a better bifacial technique. In the area south of t e air parent 
axes appear for the first time, made by detaching flakes from both sides o^ 
core, and therefore sometimes called core-axes; other forms of sma axe , anceolate 
were also made suggesting a development of wood-working technique, these
points of very fine workmanship appear and it is difficult to resist t e c became 
were hafted and used as spears. Another new technique of stone-wor mg Africa, 
current at this time, which had begun earlier in Europe and nort eas 
whereby the core was carefully prepared to shape, ready to receive one 
blow inorder to detach a flake or blade of predetermined form or charac t • . jentjfied 

In West Africa, industries belonging to the Middle Stone Age have > ,dmcd fOr 
with much less certainty. Rare specimens of Lupemban type have een belong 
Ghana and some found on the surface near Afikpo in eastern Nig' ria appea bical 
to this category, but none have been found which give satisfactory stra g . 
indication of their date. On the Jos Plateau and in the Lirue Hi i • to ' , tbe
considerable collections of material characterized by the facetted ve been 
prepared core technique have been found in gravels worked for tin an valley
classified as belonging to the Middle Stone Age. In the tin-workings o t e —avels
to the west of the Jos Plateau such artifacts are stratified between the asa 
containing Acheulian tools and the later deposits containing Nok style terrac 
This group of artifacts does not have affinities with the Lupemban industna comp 
but rather with ‘Middle Palaeolithic’ industries of northern Africa of ge.-era 
‘Mousteroid’ type, and probably belonging to a more open-savanna way of i e.
is a radiocarbon date from a piece of wood from the deposits at Zenebi in^nort -rn 
Nigeria, one of the alluvial sites producing Mousteroid material, of 3485
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but the precise position of this piece of wood in relation to the stone artifacts is 
unrecorded, and the date is a good deal younger than would be expected for an 
industry of this type.

Whereas we do not know anything about the physical characteristics of Sangoan 
man, Middle Stone Age man either qualified as Homo sapiens or was not far off it. 
The subspecies known as Homo sapiens rhodensiesis from Broken Hill, in Zambia, was 
associated with a Middle Stone Age industry, but there are no skeletal remains dated 
to this period from West Africa.

The Late Stone Age
Over most of Africa, the Late Stone Age is characterized by the development of very 
small stone tools, called for that reason ‘microliths’. These are tiny pieces carefully 
trimmed to be slotted into arrowshafts to form points and barbs, and to make other 
kinds of composite implements. They demonstrate that their makers were possessors of 
the bow and that hunting formed an important part of the economy. Compared with 
the earlier parts of the Stone Age, the pace of cultural change was now quickening, 
although it remained very slow compared to modem times. There are more regional 
variations, as the continent's population increased, and as increasing control over 
environment resulted in even more specific adaptations to different ecological niches.

In large parts of West Africa a microlithic continuum underlies and precedes the 
techniques of making pottery and ground stone axes, which appear to be grafted onto 
the microlithic tradition rather than to replace it. The rock shelters at Rop, on the Jos 
Plateau, and at Iwo Eleru in the Ondo State, have provided microlithic levels without 
pottery and ground stone axes stratified below microlithic levels which do have them. 
In Iwo Eleru a radiocarbon date of 9250 B.C. ± 200 has been obtained from near the 
base of the lower level, and the transition to the upper seems to be a little after 3000 
B.C. At Mejiro Cave, Old Oyo, a microlithic industry was recovered which had no 
associated pottery or ground stone axes, but the sample was small and it is undated. 
The long-lasting microlithic continuum doubtless represents a stable adaptation to a 
hunting and gathering type of existence in the savanna, and the later additions of 
pottery and ground stone axes are witnesses to the influence of pastoralists moving 
southwards out of the Sahara, as it became increasingly desiccated; they were 
probably responsible for introducing the Ndama and West African Dwarf Shorthorn 
cattle into West Africa; these were humpless cattle which acquired some immunity to 
trypanosomiasis.

Along the northern margins of West Africa, in the sahel zone immediately south of 
the Sahara Desert, there was a somewhat different situation in the later part of the 
Late Stone Age, with ecological adaptations evidenced in the material culture. North 
of Gao, cattle pastoralists lived on mounds above the level of the seasonal streams 
between 2000 B.C. and 15,000 B.C. and had pottery and a lithic equipment which 
included ground stone axes, Sahara type arrowheads and an occasional microlith; 
fishing contributed importantly to the economy. A somewhat similar situation 
obtained at Kursakata by 1000 B.C., and a little later at Daima, both in north-eastern 
Nigeria; here cattle-keepers were probably also growing guinea com (sorghum) on the 
fertile clay lands left behind the shrunken Lake Chad. They had pottery but they lived 
in a stoneless area and had to travel over 50 km. in opposite directions to find the stone
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suitable respectively for ground stone axes and grinding stones for food preparation; 
they had a prolific bone industry, including beautifully made barbed projectile points, 

ut no small stone implements of any kind. They made small fired clay models of 
animals, some of which depict humpless cattle. They buried their dead in and around 

the settlement in a crouched position.
On the edge of the forest area in south-eastern Nigeria, at Afikpo, a stratified 

eposit excavated from a rock-shelter contained pottery, ground stone axes and a 
one industry without microliths; a series of radiocarbon dates gives the occupation as 
eginning about 3000 B.c. and lasting three thousand years. In Fernando Po four 

in stages of a Late Stone Age complex have been recognized, with pottery and 
Rt un stone axes but no microliths; a radiocarbon date in the 6th century A.D. was 

ained for the earliest stage, which, if correct, puts the sequence very late; the 
te form of the axes shows affinities with similar ones from south-eastern Nigeria,

Cameroun and the Republic of Chad.

The Lale Stone Age Population
racial ch ema*ns have to be reasonably well preserved, in order to determine their 
ethnic aractenstlcs, and because of the range of variation that occurs within any 
soecim5r°UP U ? desirable to have a series of skeletons rather than an isolated 
Late St UP°n * *cb t0 ma^e judgements. The remains of 58 individuals from 30 
Nieeri C| SlteS *n 8abara’ where bone tends to be better preserved than in
prono. a 8 sufflciently wel1 Preserved for their racial characteristics to be
It does Ce UP°n' Were n^tnds, 1 was of ‘mediterranean’ type, 2 were mixed type. 
neKro rl^wI.11131 Cattle pastoralists of the southern Sahara were predominantly 
onward k en 1 ey moveb southwards, from some time in the 3rd millennium B.C. 
one skel’r eyfen"untered ‘microlithic’ hunters in the savanna lands. We only have 
beirinn’ 'r °i 1 B 8TOup’ from Iwo Eleru in Ondo State, and it is dated to the 
showing °fthe?h millennium B.C. It is definitely negroid in character, although 
from th^T <hffe^ences from modem negro groups. It seems that the newcomers 
arrow n<>rt m°Ve out °f an an area where flint was available into an area where 
which had ,rad'“”“b b“" m«1' °’ 9-artz or some other stone in
for the more ifficult to make the Saharan type of bifacially flaked arrowhead. So 
for ti JTSt Par ?eem t0 haVe ad°Pted the microlithic technique of the indigenes
mdicate*11 k akbarblng arrOWS’ as the? saw « was just as effective. Perhaps this 
livimr in M• lnCOming P°Pulation was usually absorbed among those already 
became m *Sena’ ®emg botb negroid stocks, in a few generations they probably

- me more and more indistinguishable.
their oricri nc’ther stone tools nor skeletons tell us what language was spoken by 
Pre-literat °'™ers- This is one of the difficulties of Archaeology when dealing with 
«ocks and 1— a-IOnS: “ Can be dangerous to jump to conclusions about racial 
language k “C gr°UPS °n basis °f material ^mains alone, or to identify 
'^texcavTd k 81011155 Certain assembla8es °f artifacts. If a future archaeo- 
‘o ten a Ni8erian “ might be very hard
white skin? ,S k 7S Wk “ had been °CCUpied by people with black skins or 
* be easter m Hl" h V'T?' Er” 'ansuage had be“ Y“™ba »r “■

" to tell whether they had been Muslim „r Christian. It looks as if the
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Food production

The change from dependence on hunting, fishing and gathering the fruits of the wild, 
to crop-raising and stock-keeping, is the most important step which man has taken in

Late Stone Age (Neolithic) populations of the Sahara and the Nile valley spoke 
languages either of the Afro-Asiatic group (which includes ancient Egyptian, Berber 
and Chadic languages such as Hausa, Angas and Tera) or of the Nilo-Saharan group 
(which includes Songhai, Kanuri, Nubian and the Nilotic languages), while the 
‘microlithic’ hunter /gatherers of the Nigerian savanna spoke languages of the Niger- 
Congo group (which includes the majority of Nigerian languages). If this is a correct 
picture, then we have to suppose that small groups of the immigrant pastoralists may 
have lost their own languages and adopted the prevailing Niger-Congo language of the 
indigenous population. Only large groups such as the ancestors of the Songhai would 
have retained their own language. Oral traditions do not have sufficient time-depth to 
help us much with this question. Another possibility is that the area of Niger-Congo 
languages extended much further north in Late Stone Age (Neolithic) times and that 
the ancestors of speakers of Benue-Congo (which includes Kambari, Dakakari, Jaba, 
Biron, Jukun, Tiv, Efik, Ibibio, Mambila) and Adamawa-Eastern (which includes 
Chamba, Vere, Mumuye) may have originally moved south into Nigeria from further 
north. The origin of the Fulani is instructive: they were in the first instance a fairly 
typical negroid people in the valley of the middle Senegal practising agriculture. They 
were infiltrated from the north by cattle-keeping Berber groups whose ancestors have 
been identified by some authorities with pastoralists shown on rock paintings in the 
Sahara. The infiltration process was probably a gradual one lasting many centuries, as 
a result of which the pastoralists established a valuable exchange relationship with the 
politically more advanced Fulani whose language (belonging to the West Atlantic 
section of Niger-Congo) they in the end adopted. Over the centuries the Cattle Fulani 
spread along the whole of the savanna strip of West Africa occupying as nomadic 
pastoralists a special ecological niche complementary to that of the agriculturists.

They fact that the Niger-Congo languages of West Africa have some affinity with 
the group of Kordofanian languages that at some distant point in the past—perhaps at 
the beginning of the Late Stone Age—means that there was an intercommunicating 
population of hunters and gatherers in the savanna between the Senegal and the Nile. 
The Kordofanians became separated from the Niger-Congo peoples by speakers of 
Nilo-Saharan, and perhaps later, by Afro-Asiatic speakers. As population increased in 
West Africa, so the Niger-Congo languages crystallized out roughly into their present 
geographical distributions, only modified by later ethnic movements (such as that of 
that of the Fulani, mentioned above). The coming of agriculture, with its increasing 
sedentism, would have intensified the separation of the language groups we know 
today. These, with some exceptions, have probably occupied approximately their 
present areas for the last two thousand years, and in some cases longer. A little more 
than two thousand years ago there seems to have been an explosive movement of 
Bantoid peoples from Cameroun and the eastern savanna area of Nigeria into the 
present Bantu-speaking areas of Africa. The movement of the Tiv in the opposite 
direction into their present territory may be a last ripple of this great movement, 
which was still going on in southern Afrifca well into the nineteenth century.
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The natural habitat of yams and oil palms is neither the open savanna nor 
orest. Neither yams nor oil palms can grow under a dense canopy oi s a g 

Jams cannot stand too strong sun when young, yet, being vines, need sma t 
cI1Inb up; oil palms need plenty of moisture at their roots. Thus the natural bablta”0 
yams and oil palms is in gallery forests and the northern forest margins. It is i e y

were first domesticated in these areas but that later population pressure caused 
People t0 move into the forest, where man-made clearings provided optimum growing
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theless a revdutil^ WSS Spread over a lonS Period of time but it was never­
and brought wirhT7SteP’m 35 mUCh “ “ fundamentally changed man’s way of life 
capacity for controlli^T61110^ COnsequences- k no‘ only radically advanced man’s 
emergence of wh g S envlronment. but it set up the conditions necessary for the 
the storage of fo d "T ‘dviliza‘ion'- It made sedentary life possible as never before, 
to division of I h ' 6 aCCUmulation of wealth, and an increase in population; it led 
revolution did 3 SoclaIstra‘lficatlon and new forms of social control. This 
world but th * t,6 P'aCe *n a s*n^e location and spread thence to the rest of the

«e"'"Z" ?'fol evolved was limited. For
country’of AnT 1 n°rth’east Africa- ‘he focus of importance was in the hill 
wheat and b I nor‘hern Iraq. Here were developed the cultivation of
techniques of j domes‘ication of sheep, goats and cattle. Later, the 
Euphrates Nl ° a™ UCt*°” were aPPhed to the great river valleys of the Tigris/ 
‘he fifth mille 6 InduS’ W’tB tbe added techniques of drainage and irrigation. By 
cereals were ,nniUm there were domesticated sheep and cattle in Egypt and 
Saharan Afri ®r°Wn’ ’^le difficulty of starting up cereal agriculture in sub­
grown there V* 3 reSU^ °f example from the Nile valley is that the crops anciently 
with difficult eat and barley, are winter rainfall’ crops which can only be grown 
was necessarv'h°Ut Inter‘Tropical Front in the ‘summer rainfall’ area. What
gave rise to th ^f •V3S domes‘*ca‘*on °f suitable indigenous wild grasses, which
corn (Sorghu h nCan cuB*vated millets; the most important of these was Guinea 
millenium fl'c’ ‘ iC?l°T^' whlcb ,was domesticated by the middle of the second 
Nile and Lake Ch” 4 C Between tbe Sahara Desert and the savanna, between the 
finger millet Af ®‘ber wild grasses were domesticated to become pearl millet and 
Niger. In the rlcan r*ce was domesticated in the area of the inland delta of the 
chalcedony i ° Stratified Late St°ne Age site of Iwo Eleru in Ondo State certain 
B.C. These ™P i n'S °f trapeZ0id form firs‘ make their appearance around 2000 
of the Near E e & Oss on ‘heir edges, making them resemble closely the ‘sickle flints’ 
knife used in h’ were slotted into a bone or wooden handle to make a reaping 
had a similar f arvestin? of wheat and barley. Whether the Iwo Eleru trapezoids 
certain; and ifUfiCtl°n Were used *n cereal agriculture, it is impossible to say for 
Africa the im ' Were so used. what was the crop? In the moister zones of West 
domesticatedP I ^nt Stap^e was tbe I'arn’ °f which more than one African variety was 

' not hav 1 °U^ may bave taken place as long as five thousand years ago, 
" yam aCt>Ua' arcb^eological or botanical evidence for this time-depth. A long 

cu tivation, combined with the benefit of the complementary food 
uts obtained from protected or tended oil palms (together, of course, 
n fish), would help to account for the density of population in
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Map of Nigeria, showing vegetation belts, the areas of distribution of 
the Nok Culture and the Cross River monoliths, and a selection of 
places of archaeological significance.
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The Coming off Meia!

In Africa archaeologists are accustomed to divide the Stone Age from the Iron Age 
because the appearance of iron in their assemblages of artificats makes an obvious 
change in the technology, and this makes a convenient basis for a division of their 
material. Yet it is likely that a convenient basis for a division of their material. Yet it is 
likely that the coming of iron at first made little difference to the people of Nigeria, 
since we at present have no evidence that it implies a large-scale movement of people; 
the way of life, combining hunting and fishing with agriculture and the keeping of 
livestock, was little affected at first by the possession of a few iron tools or weapons. 
Only as a knowledge of iron-melting became more widespread and iron cheaper and 
commoner did it really have an appreciable effect, most importantly in a greater 
capacity for bush and forest clearing for agriculture. At the one scientifically exca­
vated site in Nigeria where, on the same spot, it is possible to see the Iron Age succeed­
ing the Stone Age, the introduction of iron does not seem to mark a radical change in 
the total culture, since many elements show continuity.

In making divisions in the Iron Age in West Africa, archaeologists and historians 
sometimes speak of "the mediaeval period’ (i.e., the period synchronous with the 
Middle Ages of Europe), 'the protohistoric period’ and ‘the historic period.’ These 
terms are unsatisfactory: West Africa had no ‘Middle Ages’, and ‘mediaeval’ is not 
only an inappropriate application to a totally different area of a term derived from the 
peculiar history of another, but also imposes on West Africa a misleading picture of 
her cultural development. It is convenient to have divisions in the West African Iron 
Age, but names for these should be meaningful. One needs to distinguish (i) the period

conditions. Botanists say that, whatever oil palms are found in the forest zone, it 
indicates former activity. Large parts of the forest in south-eastern Nigeria have been 
converted into ‘oil palm bush*.

The introduction into West Africa of the ancestors of the Ndama and West African 
Shorthorn breeds of cattle by Late Stone Age pastoralists moving southwards out of 
the Sahara has already been mentioned; the ‘humped’ cattle arrived later, but dwarf 
goats, and possibly sheep, were probably introduced to West Africa about the same 
time as the first cattle; pigs may have been a later introduction. We have no evidence 
for the domestication of any indigenous creature in West Africa except the guinea 
fowl.

The development of food production by itself, while a prerequisite for urbanization, 
does not automatically lead to the growth of towns and cities. It seems that certain 
other circumstances have to be present such as a build-up to a certain level of 
population pressure and a shortage of agricultural land. In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
incidence of malaria increased and spread as^a result of agricultural clearing and the 
presence of larger settled communities, so that the increase in population following the 
adoption of agriculture was slower than it otherwise might have been; and in most 
areas of sub-Sahara Africa there was not at the time a shortage of agricultural land. 
Nevertheless, a sufficient agricultural base had been established by the first millenium 
A.D. to support such ancient states as the kingdoms of Ghana, Mali, Songhai, the 
Hausa states, Old Oyo, Benin, Asante and Kanem-Borno. The importance of this 
well-established agricultural foundation for state formation cannot be overemphasized.
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before the impact of the Islamic world (u) the period P^^olsta?European 
contact along the nothem part of West Afn ( ? Therefore the following
contact (iv) the period of European inland penetratio .
divisions of the Iron Age in Nigeria are proposed:

1. Early Contact Period: c. 400 B.C. - A.D. 7°0
2. Northern Contact Period: c. A.D. 700 — • •
3. Southern Contact Period: c. A.D. 1475 —
4. Inland Contact Period: after A.D. 1850 tools and weapons
In south-west Asia, Egypt and Europe, the first metals , jn these areas the

were copper, and copper alloyed with tm, which is ronze. -Iron Age’; the
interposition of a 'Bronze Age’ between the Nigeria was not touched by
civilization of Dynastic Egypt belonged to the Bronze ge. . civilization not affect
the Bronze Age. Why was this, and why did ancient gyptia third milen-
Nigeria more? The reasons are partly to do with t e act ^^^a| building in 
nium B’.C., which was the time when metallurgy, writing, m  established in 
stone, the use of the wheel, and centralized government became peopie were
Egypt, was also the millennium of the final desiccation o t e jn(^jrect link
accordingly moving out of the Sahara and it could no longer se ^as achieved with 
between Egypt and Nigeria; the link was not re-establishe untiQther reasons for the 
the help of the camel some three thousand years ’ter. Ancient Egypt are 
comparative lack of influence from the Bronze Age civi izatio economy ,n Nigeria- 
connected with the later and slower build-up of an agricu tura upstart Rome by 

Just as the Roman poet, Virgil, tried to give lustre to the ongln^°s morc prestigious 
fictitiously tracing it to the ancient kingdom of Troy, since t on yyest Africa
than being content with an indigenous origin, so a number of writ lo
have sought to give dignity and lustre to the cultural history0 dca to bask in the 
show connections with ancient Egypt, thus enabling est sense of chro-
reflected glory of that civilization. Such writers have usua y a connccljons between 
nology and have gaily skipped over the difficulties of positing metais and
ancient Egyptian civilization and communities lacking a o established. The 
whose agricultural economy, if it existed at all. was only rccen^^vc been linguistic, 
arguments put forward for close cultural connections with Egy pt a penetrate
anthropological and in the realm of religious ideas; oral tra ititor connections
such a time depth, and a sound body of archaeological evidence tor sue..
simply does not exist. Linguists have now demolished the etymo ogK lhat thc sjmila- 
experts in the realms of anthropology and of religious ideas ave s 1 substratum,
rities which exist can be explain on the basis of convergence or a co evidence
and they can point to such similarities in other parts of the wor_ ’ Ancient Egypt- 

1 support the idea that Nigeria was in any sense 'colonize rom demonstrating 
Furthermore, there is no *» reflected

prestigious connections with ancient Egypt. The desire 8 ancient Nigerian 
from the splendour of ancient Egypt is almost a tacit admission t ^as a gj.eat
culture is lacking. It is not true that Nigerian culture is lacking: ixig for
deal of artists and scholars in all parts of the world; fabu ous, pn e[Ories and 
Nigerian works of art in the Western world. Nigeria possesses her g 
needs no borrowed light from other cultures.
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V
Early Contact Period: c. 400 — A.D. 700
Throughout this period there would have been many parts of Nigeria which had no 
contacts with the outside world, and in most cases such contacts as there were between 
West Africa and the classical world of the Mediterranean were slender, sporadic and 
indirect. Much has been made of Hanno’s supposed voyage but the account is 
probably a forgery. On the other hand, Herodotus’ account of the Carthaginians 
‘silent trade’ for West African gold is almost certainly based on fact. At any rate there 
must have been some reason for contact with the outside world, since it was at the 
beginning of this period that a knowledge of iron reached Nigeria. This was not just an 
importation of iron objects but a knowledge of iron manufacture which, since there 
was no previous metallurgy at all is most unlikely to have been an independent 
invention. At Taruga, about 35 km. south-east of Abuja in central Nigeria, a number 
of iron-smelting furnaces have been excavated which have produced radiocarbon 
dates from the fifth to the third centuries B.C. Excavations in occupation mounds 
carried out as part of the rescue archaeology conducted in the area now flooded by the 
Kainji Dam on the River Niger, indicated the presence of iron in this area by the 
second century B.C.

It has frequently been suggested that a knowledge of iron metallurgy reached 
Nigeria from Meroe in the Republic of Sudan. Meroe was the later capital of the 
ancient negro kingdom of Kush, and it came to an end in the middle of the fourth 
century A.D., reputedly destroyed by the rising power of Axum. Moroe was clearly an 
important industrial centre for the manufacture of iron, as great piles of slag are still 
visible there today.

It had been supposed that after the destruction of Meroe, refugees from there had 
drifted westwards along the sahel strip south of the desert, bringing with them a 
knowledge of metallurgy. In view of the dates now obtained for the Taruga iron- 
smelting furnaces, this obviously no longer fits, and if Meroe was the point of origin of 
a knowledge of iron working for West Africa, the connection must have been much 
nearer the beginning of Meroe’s own iron-smelting' activities. However, there is 
another route by which iron technology could have reached Nigeria consistent with the 
Taruga dates and which now seems the more likely.

Carthage was founded towards the end of the ninth century B.C. by Phoenicians, 
among whom the use of iron was common earlier than in Egypt or at Meroe. Carthagi­
nian influence became strong on the north African coast, especially along the Gulf of 
Gabes. Inland from here there was a powerful tribe called the Garamantes, whom 
Herodotus describes as drivers of horse-drawn chariots. There is a series of rock­
engravings which stretches in a south-westerly direction from tLe Garamantian 
homeland in the Fezzan across the Sahara Desert to a point within 200 km. from the 
River Niger at Gao. From Gao the river forms a natural route southwards into Nigeria.

The iron-smelting sites of Taruga were associated with terracotta figurines of the 
distinctive artistic style named after the Nigerian village of Nok where they were first 
discovered. Nok culture was first known as a result of the recovery of archaeological 
remains from the tin-bearing gravels west of the Jos Plateau in the course of mining 
operations. These remains consisted of ground stone axes and smaller stone tools, iron 
axes and other iron tools, the baked clay draught pipe used in iron-smelting, quartz 
lip-plugs and other ornaments, and above all the striking terracottas. These most
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in West Africa. The pottery included the enormous storage jars known locally as ‘Sao 
pots’, which were sometimes -used for burials, but not at Daima, where the burial 
tradition remained as it had been during the Stone Age occupation. According to oral 
tradition, the ‘Sao’ were an indigenous race of giants, but it is possible that this is really 
a generalized title to describe the non-Muslim peoples of Borno, as it was applied to 
the pre-Kanuri people of the Yobe valley also, but who have been found by excavation 
of their settlement mounds to have a different culture from the people of Daima and 
Kursakata and the other numerous people living on the fertile clay lands south of Lake 
Chad. Both survived until the Muslim Kanuri began to move west from Kanem in the 
fourteenth/fifteenth century A.D.

The legend of Kisra, the magician king who is supposed to have come to. Nigeria 
from Persia or Arabia, has been interpreted as indicating a great migration 'of peoples 
from east to west across the Sudan during the seventh century A.D. At present there is 
no archaeological evidence confirming such a migration, and the stories are much 
more likely to be the work of Muslim propaganda, or at best an indication of an immi­
grant ruling family only.

Northern Contact Period: c. A.D. 700-1475

Now for the first time we move into a period of Nigerian history when long-distance 
trade, however indirect, begins to play an increasingly important role in powerfully 
influencing not only economic but social and political patterns as well. Trade brought 
wealth to certain parts of West Africa, and this helped to provide the basis for social 
stratification and state formation. Now also we are no longer entirely dependent on 
archaeological information but begin in addition to get Arab historical records. These 
give us accounts of the importance of Ghana ‘the land of gold’, grown rich and 
powerful as the middleman between the gold-producing areas of West Africa and the 
Islamic world; to be succeeded in this role by the kingdom of Mali. Archaeologists 
have excavated at Koumbi Saleh, in southern Mauritania, which may have been the 
commercial rather than the royal capital of Ghana. The nearby trading city of 
Auodaghost has almost certainly been identified at Tegdaoust, and archaeologists 
have been excavating at Niani, in the extreme north of the Republic of Guinea near 
the border with the Republic of Mali, and believe this was the capital of ancient Mali.

Further to the east in West Africa, there was nowhere so directly engaged in trading 
into the Islamic world as the towns and states of the western sahel zone, sitting athwart 
the gold routes. In northern Nigeria the beginnings of the commercial connections 
and importance of such cities as Katsina, Kano and Zaria, as well as the origins of the 
Hausa states, are yet to have the light of archaeological investigation thrown upon 
them. This is an area of archaeological research in which nothing has been done, and 
one in urgent need of attention.

More work also needs to be done at the ‘fire-brick’ sites in the Lake Chad area, the 
most important of which in Nigeria is Bimin Gazargamu. In the centre of this now 
deserted walled town, once the Kanuri capital, are the remains of a brick palace built 
about the time of Mai Idris Alooma who reigned during the latter part of the sixteenth 
century. A refuse mound outside the palace walls has been excavated and from a point 
half-way through its formation there is a radiocarbon date of A.D. 1620 ± 105.

The vigour of indigenous African cultures can be seen during this period from the 
upper layers of the mound at Daima in north-eastern Borno. Here we can see new
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materials and new imports being added  ; ’ I to the traditional culture; this applies 
particularly to objects of copper and bronze and the techniques of making them- The 
ramifications of trading reached even further south, for which the most striking 
evidence so far comes from Igbo-Ukwu in the Anambra State, some 40 km. south-east 
of Onitsha. Here an accidental discovery unearthed a number of bronze objects which 
remained somewhat mysterious until excavations were conducted at the find-spot, and 

at two adjacent sites which were also discovered.

Igbo-Ukwu
At the original site further bronzes were found, and it was possible 
been laid out in a rectangular area. There was evidence that some 
been wrapped in cloth. In addition to the bronzes there were a number of complete 
pots decorated in a highly ornamented style characterized by deep channelling and the 
use of projecting bosses. There was a large number of beads, mostly of coloured glass, 
but some of carnelian; many were still lying in rows in the ground as originally strung, 
although the strings on which they had been threaded had perished.

The nature of the bronzes was strongly suggestive of sacred vessels used for some 
ceremonial or ritual purpose and of ornaments and regalia for some important person 
or persons connected with this. The way these objects were disposed in the ground did 
not suggest a hurried burial in a pit; they were spread out in a concentration over a 
level rectangular area, and at a remarkably shallow depth below the surface of the 
ground. They were probably housed in a small shrine-storehouse with a light roof of 
thatch, similar to the modem Igbo obu or obi. Its abandonment might indicate a raid 
or some disaster in warfare, or just a decision of the community to move elsewhere for 

whatever reason, intentionally leaving these objects behind.
Not far away a burial chamber was discovered whose floor was below the

present surface of the ground. In it some important personage had been buried. 
Propped up on a copper-studded stool in one comer of the wooden-lined chamber, its 
arms supported on copper brackets; it had been dressed in coronation finery, with a 
copper crown, a bead-covered headdress, a copper pectoral plate on its chest, fourteen 
anklets, four wristlets and a pair of bead-inlaid copper armlets, and in one hand fly 
switch with a beautifully cast handle portraying a horse and its rider; there was a long­
handled fan with feathers mounted in a copper holder, and three elephant tusks. After 
the burial chamber had been roofed in with planks, the bodies of at least five 
individuals were placed on top of it-perhaps slaves despatched to accompany their 
l°rd in the next world.

At a third site nearby there was a pit two metres in diameter and three metres deep 
into which had been deposited on a single occasion alternating layers of red sand, 
fubbish and burnt materials. At the top of the undisturbed part of the pit excavated 
was a delicate double chain of 200 finelyworked copper wire links. Other objects of ■ 
copper or bronze included thirty-five wristlets, two small bells, six cylindrical staff 
ornaments, a long pointed rod, a large jingle ornament and various other 
miscellaneous pieces. A great quantity of broken pottery had been thrown into the pit, 
as well as a number of complete vessels, the largest of which was a remarkable example 
oi ceramic art. In form with the characteristic ancient Igbo-Ukwu style, of deep chan­
nelling and projecting bosses; it has five large strap-like handles extending from the rim 
t0 the shoulder decorated in imitation of basketwork, and between each of these the 
shoulder of the pot is decorated with models in relief of a snake, a ram’s head, another
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Bronze altar showing one of the solid panels decorated with conventionalized spiders 
overlying a geometric pattern (height 27.5 cm.).



Samples of Igbo-Ukwu pottery.
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snake, a chameleon, and a mysterious looking rectangular hatched object, humped in 
the middle, which might be meant to represent a tortoise. There were traces of burnt 
and decayed bone, none of which on examination proved to be human, but of which 
the majority were of duiker of antelope. Probably the best explanation for the contents 
of this pit is that they represent the intentional disposal of a collection of ritual and 
ceremonial objects, possibly following the burning down of a shrine-house. This could 
have been for a number of reasons, such as a ‘bad death’ or the routine disposal of 
goods which were the insignia of a man's personal titles and which no one else would 
be justified in using after his death.

The finds at Igbo-Ukwu are an indication of the concentration of considerable 
social wealth in terms of the economy of the time. The bronzes are the products of a 
special craftsman class, using imported raw materials which would have to be paid for 
by the products of the region, as would also the large number of imported beads. The 
three elephant tusks in the burial chamber must obviously have been objects of value, 
as well as having symbolic significance. The finds are probably to be associated with 
the institution of the Eze Nri, the priest king of the Umueri clan of the Igbo. Especially 
is this so since the sites are quite close to Oreri, which is the only other place besides 
Aguku, also not far off, to have an Eze Nri. The Eze Nri is not now a political overlord 
like, for example, the Oba of Benin but is rather a spiritual ruler whose authority is 
nevertheless recognized in moral and religious matters, and in connection with the 
title-taking system, throughout much of Igboland. The material remains found at 
Igbo-Ukwu appear to have certain things in common with what is known about the 
practices associated with the Eze Nri, but there are also certain noticeable differences 
which are perhaps to be accounted for as changes which have come about in the insti­
tution during the passage of many centuries. Although apparently without all the 
apparatus of a ‘state’, it may formerly have disposed of more political power than it 
has recently, although Igbo social structure never seems to have led to urbanization 
and the creation of cities.

Some of the wood from the stool in the burial chamber yielded a radiocarbon date 
of A.D. 850 ± 120; three samples of charcoal from the disposal pit gave radiocarbon 
dates of A.D. 840 ± 110, A.D. 840 ± 145 and A.D. 1445 ± 70; charcoal from 
another nearby pit containing ancient Igbo-Ukwu style pottery gave a date of A.D. 
875 ± 130. There is thus a striking congruence of four of these dates in the ninth 
century A.D., and one ‘odd man out’ in the fifteenth. In view of the nature of radio­
carbon dating, it would seem reasonable to discontenance the last date and place 
considerable reliance on the other four. Even if one supposes that the wood in the stool 
was already 200 years old when it was buried, we still arrive at a date two hundred 
years before European voyagers arrived on the coast of Nigeria. The lost wax method 
of casting is elegant in the basic simplicity of the idea that demanding a high level of 
skill in the actual details of the technique if a perfect casting is to result. The principle 
is to make a model in wax of the object you require in bronze, cover it with a clay 
‘investment’, heat it to make the wax run out and bake the clay into a mould which has 
taken the imprint of the wax model, pour the molten metal into the space left by the 
wax, let it cool, break off the clay mould. It will be seen that in this process every 
casting must be unique, as a fresh mould is made each time. The above description 
requires little modification for the casting of solid objects, mostly confined to small
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Bronze-Casting yet is
The style of the Igbo-Ukwu bronzes is unlike that of either Ife o maje on the 
essentially African in character. There is no doubt that if not actua / wh'ich they 
spot, they were made not very far away from Igbo-Ukwu. \ et t e m Nigeria; and 
are made must have been imported, since copper does not occ styie, the
although the Igbo-Ukwu bronzes are in a developed and in *gen° method of
technique by which they were made was the are perdue, or ost worid. As
casting, and this technique is likely to have been imported rom t ;nc]uded brass
the long-range trade across the Sahara developed, v.hi h --ou . commercial 
and copper bowls, pans and utensils, so it is likely that in the ce mmunities of 
exchange in the northern parts of West Africa, just as t ere we ]earnt 
northern merchants,, so there may have been craftsmen • ■ o or gi . tjic ^etal 
trade north of the Sahara; one of their functions may have ee r ^Vest Africans, 
parts of camel harness. From such artisans the craft was soon earr r of objects
and the technique of 'lost wax’ casting was applied in making a castings
previously made in other, more perishable, materials. Some of the « alabash. The
are clearly in imitation of objects before made in wood, leat er an vjjed the 
marriage of an imported technique to indigenous artistic genius an s' 
breeding ground of Nigeria's ancient treasures in bronze. the

Archaeological testimony to this trade in copper and copper a oys c
wreck of a caravan discovered in the Mauritanian desert carrying o• er Hence from 
and radiocarbon dated to the twelfth century. Thus there is ampe eV' distance 
both historical and archaeological sources, to account for the kind o s of 
trade which must have supplied the material for the sophisticate - o . jons 
Igbo-Ukwu at the kind of early date indicated by the radiocar on age e

Of considerable interest are the analyses of the objects from Ig o "u_ 
^own that the lost wax castings are made of a leaded bronze, that is, of an y 
C0Pper and tin with a considerable quantity of lead; this is a different co P
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from that of the Benin 'bronzes’ which in fact are nearly all made of brass, being an 
alloy of copper and zinc. Of further interest is the fact that the objects from Igbo- 
Ukwu made by smitthing, chasing and hammering were made of almost pure copper, 
while leaded bronze was used for cast objects. Now copper is easier to work by smithing 
and chasing than is bronze, whereas leaded bronze is much easier to cast. This suggests 
a much greater knowledge of metallurgy on the part of the ancient craftsmen than 
they have hitherto been credited with, it being said that they melted down whatever 
‘yellow metal’ came to hand. 'Although tin, lead and zinc occur in Nigeria, there is 
reason to believe that the alloying was not done locally, but that casting alloys were 
imported as well as pure copper.

Copper was undoubtedly not the only import into Nigeria in this period, although 
the one which provides the best archaeological evidence; salt was another import, as 
well as textiles, horses and glass beads of which there was also evidence at Igbo-Ukwu 
Gold was the original stimulus for all this trade between North and West Africa, and 
the principal export in return; but gold only comes from the western part of West 
Africa, and other exports are likely to have been ivory, kolanuts and slaves. The 
earliest route from Egypt to obtain West African gold went past Wanyanga and Lake 
Chad; after the end of the ninth century A.D. a more westerly route from North, 
Africa was developed.

Ife
The forest area of south-western Nigeria also had the economic potential to gain 
wealth from its exports, with the result that it developed centralized institutions which 
concentrated social wealth; it was thus able to afford luxury goods made out of the 
expensive imported metals of copper and brass.

It is assumed that before the middle of the first millennium A.D. the forest area of 
western Nigeria was inhabited by a fairly extensive Yorubaspeaking population living 
in agricultural settlements, using and manufacturing their own iron. There are five 
radiocarbon date^ covering the period of the sixth to the tenth centuries for charcoal 
from humanly-dug pits at Orun Oba Ado. The early importance of Ife may have been 
that it was a centre of ironworking for its area, and it may have become a centre of 
craft specialization. With the demand of the Islamic world for forest products, the 
'pull' of trade towards the north may have been especially felt in the great northward 
bulge of the forest between the Lower Niger and the Dahomey Gap. In the centre of 
this bulge lies Ife, well situated to take advantage of this trade, especially if it had some 
centralized institution, such as that of the Ont to levy tolls on the trade and con­
centrate wealth in the process. This northward bulge of the forest is that nearest to the 
River Niger, around Jebba, whence the natural route of the river valley led north­
westwards to the ancient trading states of the western Sudan. Later there was an 
important trade route which crossed this stretch of the river and led northwards to the 
entrepot cities of the Hausa states. Some such circumstances as these must have led to 
the early wealth and importance of Ife. Even if there were no oral traditions about Ife, 
the archaeological evidence clearly demonstrates that there was something unique and 
special about it. A fair amount of excavation has been carried out in Ife, but far more 
needs to be done if a real knowledge of the beginnings and development of the town 
are to be recovered. In view of the archaeological importance of Ife and of Yoruba
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pride in it, it is astonishing that the local authorities are permitting building develop 
ment without prior archaeological investigation. manipulated

Yoruba traditions of origin ate complex, and have been cha » e of
for political purposes. On the one hand, there is the tradition that Ke is t
.he world and .ha. k was a. Ke .ha. the e.r.h was Onof
Yoruba originated from Arabia; this tradition is not traceab in
the Yoruba historian Johnson; he seems to have taken it from C aPP R may
1820s reported the information as voiced by Sultan Bello of So o traditions. The 
have been a piece of Muslim propaganda; there are ot er mlJr nrtie-enous and
'creation' and 'migration' versions may have reference to istin . ■ Ce yet t0 
immigrant populations. There is nothing like enough arc aeo ogi js no more
throw much light on Yoruba origins; in the present state o owe g Arahia than
reason to believe that the Yorubaspeaking people as a whole came ro rpceived a 
that the world was created at Ife. The kingdom of Old Oyo mig
ruling dynasty from outside, but from no farther away than Borgn. northern

Perhaps because of its strategic economic situation at t e centre north, and 
forest bulge, on account of the advantages this gave it in tra e to direction,
perhaps also because of ideas about kingship which travelled in the reve Uural
Ife may have been the first place among the scattered \ oru This seems
villages of southwestern Nigeria where the institution of kingship emerg ■ - na)
the best explanation for the undoubted archaeological nc ness an . lhe
importance of Ife. Other Yoruba-speaking communities an cnin, ntied by 
institution of kingship — and validated it by traditions of their having
sons of Oduduwa, the mythical founder of Ife- . of which

Ife is best known for its ife-size brass heads executed in a naturalistic sty <.
there are a dozen and a half extant examples. None are archaeological!)r f
most were discovered by accident. One dug up by the German c 1 . use
Frobenius disappeared and a forgery was substituted. lAe do not n •> i .I to serve 
of these life-like brass heads, but holes in the neck look as if they wer in beads
to fix them to some wooden structure; the most plausible suggestion isthat 
were the most important and life-like part of funerary images of < i bronze
procession at ‘second burial’ or comparable ceremonies. Just as at Ig w "U 
replaced earlier materials, the metal versions may have replaced earlit r imag s 
in wood. Certain it is that there are heads in terracotta, often bearing the same ty 
vertical facial scarifications, which have been found in lie in great* r num djo. 
their metal counterparts, and which to some eyes are even more bt aut 
carbon dates in the twelfth century A.D. have been obtained for archaco 
excavated levels in which terracottas have occurred. In addition to human ea • 
animal and other forms occur, but until recently it was difficult to have any idea about 
their function, since they had not been recovered in a certainly primary context. 
appears to have been the custom at Ife to bury in the ground brass and terraco 
sculptures used for rituals and ceremonies and only to resurrect them when require 
for the appropriate festival or performance. In this way, doubtless, sometimes trace 
was lost of individual pieces. When accidentally discovered in farming, road-making 
°r house-building, such objects even today become attached to a cult and are 
incorporated into existing shrines. Thus it was something of a break-through to find
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terracotta sculptures at Ife in their original setting instead of in one of those secondary 
contexts. An excavation at the reputed burial site of a former Oni, Lafogido, revealed 
a kind of mortuary chapel, in which it appeared that a rectangular potsherd pavement 
had been laid over the grave and a lightly roofed structure raised over the pavement. 
Set into the pavement near its edges were a dozen clay waterpots whose lids were 
surmounted by terracotta sculptures of various animal heads bearing royal emblems, 
all facing inwards. A radiocarbon date of the twelfth century was associated with this 
site.

Further light has been thrown on the Ife terracottas by the results of an excavation 
at Obalara’s Land, where a site with potsherd pavements dated to the early fourteenth 
century not only yielded terracotta heads of ‘classical’ (i.e., like the brass heads) and 
other styles, but also a pot decorated in relief with a representation of a shrine, 
showing both types of heads placed upon it.

Potsherd pavements are a feature of many sites in and around Ife, all of the ‘edge- 
laid’ variety like that found in faraway Daima mentioned above; at Ife white quartz 
stones are also sometimes used with the potsherds to make charming patterns. At the 
site of Ita Yemoo in Ife a potsherd pavement was overlain with charcoal radiocarbon 
dated to A.D. 1060 ± 130 and A.D. 1150 ± 200, indicating that such pavements were 
being made in the period of the eleventh/twelfth centuries. In has been suggested that 
the inspiration for these potsherd pavements derived ultimately from the tesselated 
pavements of North Africa and the Meditterranean world. This is a possibility to be 
borne in mind in relation to long-distance trading contacts across the Sahara as, well 
as the similar suggestion that the same Mediterranean world, had something to do 
with the traditional type of Ife and Benin house-plan, in which internal verandahs 
face inwards onto a small courtyard which receives rain from the roofs but is provided 
with an underground drain to enable the water to escape. On the other hand, these 
mud-built ‘impluvium’ houses of south-western Nigeria may represent a similar but 
independent solution to the problems of protection from heat and glare in a hot 
climate.

A hint concerning the importance of the northward trade may lie in the location of 
the 'Tsocde bronzes'. These are a number of large bronze figures kept at Jebba-, Tada 
and Jiraga —villages on the stretch of the Niger immediately north of the forest bulge. 
One of these bronzes, a seated figure, is so exactly in the style of the Ife heads that it 
has been declared to be by the same hand, or at any rate out of the same workshop. No 
one really knows how these bronzes came to be where they are, but their situation is 
suggestive of connections to Ife in relation to the points where the northward trade 
crossed the River Niger. These villages are Nupe and the latter claim that the bronzes 
were brought up the river from Idah by their founding hero Tsoede, although this 
tradition has been denied by the Emir of Pategi. If these bronzes were left behind by 
Yoruba when driven out of the area by the Nupe, what is more natural than that the 
latter should claim them for their own? Another suggestion is that these bronzes were 
cast in Old Oyo and were removed by the Nupe after their capture of Old Oyo in the 
sixteenth century, but in that case one would have expected them to have been taken 
back to the Nupe capital. At Esie, half-way between Ife and the River Niger, is a 
remarkable collection of stone figures whose date is quite unknown, but whose 
location might also be significant in relation to the northern trade.
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In addition to the various Yoruba states, Benin also appears to have derived the insti­
tution of kingship from Ife—if that is the correct interpretation of its tradition of 
origin —and developed it along its own particular lines. Once again, Benin may have 
initially drawn some of its wealth from being a collecting and toll point for trade in 
product* from a wide area of that part of the forest which ultimately went up the Niger

** e»ri appeal to have hmu si!'t,,"Ugf’.obv,ously having linguistic connections, do 
- . »rb did ahtiost . • . . . ,t,cal entity. Being at the centre of a com-

•• -’*c. to of (he siirro 'T'' ' le ldea of ^ngship to be elaborated at Ife and 
••"..V. Itv , ettoKs (o imnlv . dTea; but the other Yoruba kingdoms have

* ' < W. .be .....|, suPremacy. The Yo™b. living in .he saeanns
' "wn the forests and the MiTti 7 7 CVen stronSer position to gain from the trade 

t'owrnng of culture in Ife ■ • ** ,gCF klngdoms- Thus it was that, while the great 
fourteenth centuries after thT"5 belong to the period from the eleventh to the
political strength. It was in ” t,m.C.^d Gyo had more commercial advantage and 
Algeria and the Islamic w " Id P°S,tlOn to he a middleman between south-western 
*rstern Sudan owed their 7 aWay to the nonh, rather like the kingdoms of the 

of Wes. Afnc “ b"“' een the Islamic world and
in length. There is as baS an eartb surrounding it more than 30 km.
founding of Old Ovo nnr'i. ”° drthaeological dating for it, but historians place the 
Old Oyo another means 1 fourteench century. Its savanna situation gave
obtained from the north ° eXert,ng Political power: horses. These were originally 
areas, probably continued lo d,fficuJties of breeding in tsetse infested
supremacy Cavalrvar rr an ,mportant anicle of import throughout its 

extend Old Ovo’s inn ’ ” U c™ pr°bahly the possession of cavalry which helped to 
country of the Fulani h7T. in‘° the Dahomey Gap, as well as the superior 
century, its refuse n ‘° about the end of OId Oyo in thc 19th
edge. Old Ovo w * teWg south unt,l theY found protection at the northern forest's 
rise and in its fallaoidSOd na k,ngd°m; cava,ry played an important part both in its 
embarking nn ’ Strategica,,y “fuated to control the river crossings and

it was situated "hT, OFS^S woidd probably have been decimated by trypanosomiasis; 
IL™ “ °" l"Sher' infe‘'d y« only half a day. ride from

peoples controlled by BeL°n.'nkJthUba [dnsc,onls' contiguous with the Edo-speaking 
founded from Ife bur it h i C Ot erS K sflarcs tlle tradition of having been 
Benin. This "shown in th i° 7^ the and -fluence of
there is a potsherd Pave • 7 d °?XCaVati°ns a' the Igbo Alaja site in Owo, where 
associated with others of Ben inPtyle Th" te"aC°“aS °f ‘c,3ssical' ^e style were found 
«te is in the first half of thZfifte th ‘ radiocarbon da^ obtained from the
-memor. closely the ImLlo^ ^’tury. More work is needed at Owo to deter- 
Ife and Benin respectively before it 'c at‘°nsh,ps of artlstic expressions in the styles of 
ship. can throw much light on the Ife-Benin relation-
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northwards; this at any rate would seem to be the evidence of the fact that Benin used 
small white shells as currency before the Europeans arrived on the coast, which 
Professor Ryder has asserted were cowries and nothing else.

The kind of cowries referred to do not occur on the Guinea coast, but only on the 
shores of the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf. There are Arabic records of their use 
on the Middle Niger from the tenth century A.D., although they are not recorded for 
the Hausa states and Borno until very much later. It looks, then, as if Benin s trading 
links were directly up the Niger to Gao and Timbucktoo. The fashion for pink coral in 
Benin also suggests connections which led, finally, to the mediterranean.

At Benin also it may be that we have an interesting record on the ground of a 
process of nucleation and state formation. According to oral tradition it was the 
fifteenth century Oba Ewuare who built the innermost ‘city wall’ — a dump rampart of 
earth with a ditch outside, clearly a work of urban defence; from the bottom of the 
ditch to the top of the rampart is a height of some twenty metres; a calculation has 
estimated that it would have taken a labour force of 500 men, working ten hours a day 
for seven days a week, to complete this gigantic task in a single dry season. A much 
smaller labour force could have completed it over a number of years, but in either case 
it is indicative of a strongly centralized directive authority. A radiocarbon date of 
A.D. 1340 ±105 from charcoal on the old land surface below the rampart gives some 
confirmation to the traditional date of construction.

However, of perhaps greater interest are the other earthworks around Benin. Since 
these were noticed crossing the radial roads out of Benin at a number of points, it was 
formerly assumed that they formed concentric rings of defence around the city, more 
likely the earthworks around Ife. Two years of careful and laborious tracing through 
the dense forest undergrowth by a five-man team showed that this was not the case; 
instead it was found that they formed a complex network of cells, and are more likely 
to represent the boundaries of the land belonging to different communities; there may 
have been a process of nucleation and it is to be hoped that further work may date 
them and throw light on the formation and growth of the Benin State.

Benin is better provided with historical documents of some time depth, both oral 
and written, than many other parts of Nigeria. It is for historians to argue about these 
and the vexed question of the connexion, if any, with Ife. Part of the argument is art- 
historical, depending upon the supposed sequence of art styles in the Benin brasses, 
and in part on a 19th century tradition that Benin learnt the art of brasscasting from 
Ife in the 13th or 14th century, as well as the founding story—which are somewhat at 
variance with the earliest Portuguese accounts. However this matter is eventually 
settled, it needs to be remembered that there is no archaeological dating for the 
various styles of Benin bronzes, although we can be confident about the 19th century 
heads. The only archaeologically dated bronzes of any account from Benin are 49 
manillas and bracelets associated with the skeletons of over forty young women thrown 
into an abandoned well-shaft in the middle of the 13th century; hinged bracelets from 
a hoard excavated on the Ogba Road cannot be earlier than the 19th century.
t It is interesting to compare the metal content of various groups of ‘bronzes’ in 

Nigeria. As already mentioned, those from Igbo-Ukwu are of leaded bronze (copper 
+ tin) or of copper; twelve of the Ife heads are heavily leaded brasses (copper + zinc), 
five are of copper, and one is copper + 1.2% lead and 6.2% tin; the seated figure 
from Tada is of copper, but five others of the Tsoede group are unleaded bronzes; the
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Southern Contact Period: c. A.D. 1475—1850
Although we have characterized the period 1475 to 1850 as the ‘Southern Contact 
Period’, it should not therefore be imagined that northern contact ceased, or was 
diminished suddenly; in some areas, indeed, it increased, and it never completely 
disappeared. At the beginning of the period northern contacts remained much more 
important, and it was the period when the Songhai empire took over from Mali the 
role of middleman between West Africa and the Islamic world. This brought the 
middleman rather closer to Nigeria, and the rise in importance during this period of 
Old Oyo is not unconnected with this fact. It is perhaps significant that European 
voyagers on the coast heard more about Old Oyo and Benin than they did about He. 
Archaeological work in Ghana has revealed much about the new trading pattern., to 
the coast, but comparatively little work on this period has been done in Nigeria. There 
*s one interesting confirmation, however, of the introduction to Nigeria of maize by 
Europeans, after they themselves had discovered it in the New World. In the making 
of pots today, maize husks are still used as rollers, or ‘roulettes', to roll over the surface 
of the unfired clay, to consolidate it and make a characteristic pattern. At Ife this 
pattern is found on pots of sixteenth century date and later, but not before.

Inland Contact Period: A.D. 1850 — Present
After 1850, historical documents, both oral and written, become more and more 
plentiful and reliable, and only occasionally will archaeological methods have much 
to contribute.
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thirteenth century objects from Benin are of bronze but the 19th century excavated 
o jects and the majority of collected objects from Benin which have been analysed are 
o brass. These differences may relate more to geographical areas and particular trade 
routes by which raw material for casting was obtained than to particular periods of 
tune. Efforts to identify sources of copper by means of the trace elements have so far 
been unsuccessful.

The only examples of an edge-set potsherd pavement from Benin appears to date 
not later than the 13th century. It looks as if at Benin such pavements belong only to 
t f s early period, when they were popular at Ife, but subsequently to have gone out
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PEOPLES OF THE CROSS RIVER VALLEY AND 
THE EASTERN NIGER DELTA

E. J. Alagoa

> -s- *,*
Languages," Journal of African History, Vol. 3, <>• • equatorial f°rc
Proto-Bantu in Central Africa "in the bush country to the south of the eq 
midway between the two coasts’ ’.

The Cross River Valley: Cultural Watershed tershed

The geographical area of the Benue-Cross valley may have haveJ3 r
in the history of Africa. The languages spoken by the peop . Qongo fam> Y 
classified in the Benue-Congo, a sub-family of t e ar?e ‘ gCOgraP^lCa.
African languages.1 Thus the languages of the Benue ross the exten5
between the bulk of Sudanic languages on the West . ncan rn and S°ut e 
Bantu languages spoken from the Cameroons through Centra , - en°Ugj\
Africa. Linguistically too, the languages of the Benue- -ross aS t
common with those to the west of them to have been c ass • earn the H3*?. 
Sudanic, and yet also are so similar to Bantu to the east languageS 1 
semi-Bantu. These languages, therefore, form a bridge etween BenueCr<’SS
Guinea coast, and the Bantu to the east This specia nature coast and 1 C 
languages as a bridge thus confirms the classification of the uu of the
Congo basin as forming a single culture area. And it was a . area m
linguistic evidence that the middle Benue region has been sugg *
which the Bantu languages originated.3 , ,,)Uth-eastv,’ar S

In historical terms, this means that the speakers of Bantu spread so the
from the area in which the Benue-Cross languages of Nigeria are spo < • jinguist>c 
Congo valley to the rest of Central, East and Southern Africa. / Bantu than to
evidence therefore, the peoples of the Cross River basin are c oscr 1 neighl?°ur*ng
their Nigerian neighbours to the west. Thus, though the •mrnt ’ languag05, 
Igbo peoples to the west also belong to the Niger-Congo fami y o
Igbo is classified within the Kwa sub-family of it. > rclations

However, even the linguistic data contain evidence of the c ose
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Cross River People

and cultural contacts that have existed between the Efik, Ibibio and other Cross River 
peoples and their Kwa neighbours to the west. There is evidence of movements of 
groups of people west and east across the boundaries of the Kwa and Benue-Congo- 
speaking areas. Thus, to the south-west, the Benue-Congo speakers extend beyond the 
Ibibio area in a bulge into the delta. The Andoni of Opobo areas of the Rivers State 
form such a bulge of Benue-Congo speakers into the Niger Delta occupied mainly by 
the Ijo. The Ogoni of the Rivers State are a further extension of Benue-Congo speakers 
westwards bordering on both Igbo and Ijo. Clearer evidence of the westward 
expansion of Benue-Congo speakers is, perhaps, the presence of outposts of small 
groups wholly within areas of Kwa speakers. That is the case with a number of small 
groups within the Rivers State such as the Abua, Ogbia, Mini, Kugbo, Odual, 
Ogbogolo, Bukuma and Abuloma.

On the other hand, there are pockets of Kwa-speaking groups that obviously moved 
eastwards into the Benue-Congo area. This is the case with the lyala (Yalla) and Nkum
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thought to have 
of the Bantu

P A. Talbot, Tribes of the Niger Delta: their Religions and Customs, 
-i..s a Kalahari chief, G.A. Yellow, “and several lbo“ as saying, 

people, as the first ever made by Chi’ ’.
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of Ogoja Province; and the Nkoro and Opobo (Ibani)-Ijo groups of Opobo
Rivers State.4

Within Nigeria, however, the Efik, Ibibio and Cross River peoples are closest 
linguistically to groups to the north of them in the central Benue valley. Such groups 
as those of the Jos Plateau, thejukun, and Tiv belong in the same Benue-Congo sub­
family with the Efik, Ibibio, and themajority of Cross River languages.

In the Benue-Congo sub-family, the member languages have been classified into 
Plateau, Jukunoid, Cross River, and Bantoid groups. Within the Cross River group, 
Greenberg classified the languages into three subgroups as follows:

1. Boki, Gayi (Uge), Yakoro.
2. Ibibio, Efik, Ogoni (Kana), Andoni, Akoiyang, Ododop. Koro.

descended • 1"““'8”Up alon« Ti« .nd Ban.n, bu. are '

bribe Crossed OuIfin>n'(nSlJ8ST 'hat the peop,es inhabiting the territory watered 
central Benue valle A IVerS Pormed a cuhural continuum with the peoples of the 
watershed in ancie / ' ” • Purtber’ t'1at [h's area may have formed a cultural 
peoples of Central a d h*story °f Africa, as the cradle of the great Bantu
directions of migration 7” Afnca' language map also provides leads to the 
contacts between peoples'* PC°P M °r °P tbe exchange of ideas and of various forms of

Migrations and Contacts
the Cross Rive^basH recorded for the Ibibio. the largest group in
over them in the past \'h 3 \because the absence of a unitary political authority 
the absence of tradti ° sch°lars to work among the Ibibio concluded that 
antiquity” whorm.iu °f origin meant that the Ibibio were “a people of hoar
--------- LZ COUld n° ‘onger remember an earlier home/

Cambridge, 1965 Crabb, B.koid Bantu Languages of Ogoja Part I,
I)o 4n Jack Perry (ed 1 r um. Kay Williamson, “The Benue-Congo Languages and 
Yalta apparent]y moved ">[U,Stlcs ,n sub-Saharan Africa, Iraque. 1971. pp. 245-306. The

5 Greenberg, op pit pD s 0 eastwards from original homes in Idoma country
N‘>«ia“. Geographical 77? '° PA' Ta,bot’ “The land of the Ekoi, Southern 
subgroup 2) by the Efik a Tpo’- ^°' '910, 646. The people named Ododop (at 
identifies the groups listed b "T" thcmSC,VCS Korawp <same as Korop). Mr. E.O. Bassey 
Kakoro = Bekwarra, Ako'ivanp “ follows: Ga>d ^8^ = Otugwang-Ukpe,
Ukelle, Ekuri = Yak0 8 Okoyong (Kiong), Okoro-Mteze = Okpodon-Meze =

6- Crabb, op
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J-ondon 1915, \mW'™s of a primitive people: the Ibibio of Southern Nigeria,

■■WeregaldlbiWo130^



Peoples of the Cross River Valley and The Eastern Niger Delta 59

according to Aye, op. cit., p. 24, the Efik “refused to conform 
their, hosts”.

Among the smaller Ekoi groups to the north and north-east of the Ibibio, however, 
Talbot got a general impression that they had come from homes further north, “for 
the site of each new town is to the south of the former one”.8 This general impression 
agrees conveniently with the linguistic relation to groups in the Benue value, and the 
suggestion that south-eastward movements from that area may have led to the spread 
of the Bantu languages into Central and Southern Africa. In fact, a scholar of local 
extraction has stated that most of the peoples of the Cross River valley “relate how they 
migrated from somewhere north of the Cross River as a result of pressure from the 
Ankpa”, and that “the Efik-Ibibio, Aro’s, Ejagham, Yakur, must have come from an 
area somewhere in the valley of the Benue”.9 Talbot however, reported other 
migrations from the Bantu areas to the east, such as the Ododop or Korawp.10 These 
migrations from the east; mainly from the Cameroons, Talbot thought to be recent, in 
the last century. A similar impression of comparatively recent migration from the east 
has been given concerning the Yako (Yakurr) who are said to have come from the 
Oban forest to the east "perhaps rather more than a hundred years ago”.11

In recent years local historians have tended to trace the origins of peoples of the 
Cross River basin to “the orient”.12 This trend is manifested in an official publica­
tion of the government of the former South-Eastern State of Nigeria, which derived all 
the peoples of the state from “Central and East. Africa”.19

Traditions of origin have been most faithfully recorded for the group that developed 
central state forms of political control. Efik traditions of origin also give a north to j 
south direction of migration. The first location identifiable on the ground is Ibom, a 
town in Arochukwu in Imo State.14 Other traditions recorded from Arochukwu 
sources state that one of their rulers “whose father was named Aro”, had obtained 
Akpa (Jukun) mercenaries to drive away from Ibom, people identified as Ibibio.15 
The group driven away could have been the Efik. Efik traditions do not detail the 
circumstances in which they left Ibom. But the traditions seek to make the point that 
the Efik were a people apart from the Ibibio by stating that they were driven from 
their next stopping place, Uruan, by their Ibibio,hosts because they refused to worship 
the Ibibio god, Atakpo Uruan.16 From Uruan the Efik apparently migrated to Ikpa 
Ene and to Creek Town. From Creek Town they expanded to Old Town, Duke Town

8. P.A. Talbot, “The land of the’Ekoi. . .” p. 648.
9. OkoiArikpo, "Who are the Nigerians?” 1957, Lugard Lectures, Lagos, 1958, p. 18.

10. Talbot, “The Land of the Ekoi”, p. 646.
11. Daryll Forde, Yako Studies, London, 1964, p. 167. Field work was done in 1935 and 1939.
12. E.U. Aye, Old Calabar through the centuries, Calabar, 1967, p. 22.
13. Ministry of Information and Cultural Affairs, Nigeria's South-Eastern State; an introduction, 

Calabar, n.d., p. 4.
14. A.E. Afigbo, “Efik origin and migrations reconsidered”, Nig. Mag. No. 87, 1965, p. 269; 

Aye, op. cit., p. 23 names three settlements: “Itu Mbauzo, Ibom and Ututu in the vicinity 
of Arochuku”. Jeffreys, Efik origin”, Nigeria Magazine, No. 91, 1966, pp. 297-99 con­
tests the Ibom tradition.

15. D.C. Simmons, “Notes on the Aro”, Mgerwn Vol. 23, No. 1, 1958, p. 27. The Akpa 
amercenaries are said to have settled at Ibom.

16. Afigbo, op. cit., p. 269 testimony of Chief Thomas A. Efion, 60 years, of Duke Town; 
according to Aye, op. cit., p. 24, the Efik “refused to conform to the religious demands of
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stability social controls from various forms of societies, or associations and age-grade 
organizations. The Ibibio have had four main men’s associations—Ekpo, Idiong, 
Ekong and Ekpe (or Egbd)—the last thought to have been derived from the Ekoi east 
of the Cross River.21 The Efik had the Ekpe (Egbo) or. Leopard Society, Obong, 
Ekpiri Akata, Ukwa, Enana Eka, and Ekang men’s societies.22 There were also 
associations exclusive to women in many of these communities. Thus the Ibibio had 
the Ebre and the Njama Society; the Efik had the Ibang Isong; and the Ekoi had the 
Numm whose priestess could discipline men who maltreated women.2’

The Yako system, for example, has been described as one where “governmental 
powers—including both political action and judicial decisions—[are] widely distri­
buted among a number of overlapping agencies. Wide political relations then largely 
resolve themselves into modes of co-operation with and competition between such 
associations.”24 The Yako thus had an. Association of Leaders (Yakambri) composed 
of the ritual heads of patricians, which exercised general authority. The leader of this 
organization, in turn, depended for the execution of decisions and punishment of 
offenders on the Ebiabu, a graded ritual, executive and recreational association. He 
could also use the associations of fighters, and of hunters. However, the Leopard 
Society stood outside the authority of the Leaders as a “tolerated opposition”. In the 
final analysis the real seat of moral authority rested in the Council of Priests or the 
Heads (Yabot), in each village. Again, even the heads had to rely on other associations 
for physical enforcement of their orders.

There was, accordingly, no hierarchy of authority in these communities. But order 
was maintained by a balance of understanding among the associations, overlapping 
membership of them, and respect for the rules of public conduct generally recognized 
in the community.

I he Egbo, Ekpe (Ibibio, Efik,) or Ngbe (Ekoi) Society related to the spirit of the 
Leopard is widespread throughout the Cross River region. It is said to have been 
started by the Ekoi from whose country it spread through Ododop, Iffianga, Akwa and 
Efut to the Efik at Calabar.25 Among the Efik the people of Obutong (Old Town) are 
thought to have obtained it first from a man and his wife from the Cameroons.26

Among the Ekoi, Ekpe was the most important society, and its building the most 
prominent structure in every village. So important and central was this institution that 
a migrating Ekoi village would make no farms or perform any other tasks at its new

21. Daryll Forde & G.l. Jones, The Ibo and Ibibh-speaking Peoples of South-eastern Nigeria 
London, 1950, p. 73.

22. D.C. Simmons, “Analysis of cultural reflection in Efik folklore”, Journal of American 
Folklore, Vol. 74, No. 292, 1961, p. 134. J.C. Cotton, "The people of Old Calabar”, 
Journal of African Society, Vol. 4, No. 15, 1905, p. 306 lists also Efirekpq, Iquat, Uba, 
and Anko.

23. Forde & Jones, op. cit., p. 73 for Ebre; Jeffreys, review of Forde & Jones, African Studies, 
Vol. 11, No. 1, 1952, p. 42 for Njama; Simmons, op. cit., 1961, p. 134 for Ibang Isong; 
Talbot, op. cit., 1910, p. 644, forNimm.

24. Forde, op. cit., 1964, p. 166ff.
25. P. A. Talbot, In the Shadow of the bush, London, 1912, p. 37.
26. Ado N'ldu, “Ekpe: Cross River Cult”, West African Review, 1950, p. 749. The couple are 

state to have been killed "immediately after".
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Ibibio. An early investigator had, in apparent error, stated that nsibidi originated 
among the Igbo, from the miming and scribblings of idiok monkeys.” Talbot was 
unable to obtain the tradition among the Uyanga, but had been assured by the Ekoi 
that nsibidi was an Ekoi invention.34

The way nsibidi operated among insiders was as follows: “The sign having first been 
drawn, one member points at it with the index finger of his right hand, but does not 
speak. The other member then points at the sign with the first and second fingers of 
his right hand, remaining in that position with his arm out for a few seconds, he then 
proceeds to make different motions with his hands, etc., explaining the meaning of the 
sign to the other member. This goes on for a short time in silence until the inter­
pretation is complete. The first member who pointed at the sign then translates the 
meanings”.35

Normally, nsibidi signs were tatooed on the faces and bodies of women, on 
calabashes, marked on walls, placed on roads as warnings or to convey the instructions 
of a chief. Such common signs were generally known in the communities, and were 
also apparently uniform over wide areas. But the greater body of nsibidi lore was the 
secret preserve of members of the societies that used it. In such societies, long conver­
sations were conducted in nsibidi signs. There is a recorded story written in nsibidi and 
the proceedings of a court taken in nsibidi and accounts of letters written in it.36 As for 
the signs themselves, over five hundred have been recorded.37

It was probably the secrecy attached to nsibidi that prevented its growth into a 
proper script. People who knew it could not experiment with it or use it in many 
spheres of activity, such as tallying trade goods and keeping accounts. It was thought 
to be dangerous in some way, and the secrecy was explained in mysterious terms. 
Macgregor, for example, explained that Efik refused to show knowledge of nsibidi 
because “nsibidi is used almost only to express love" among them.38 However, among 
the Ibibio, it seems to have been used, in a restricted way, to keep records of the past: 
“There existed drawings or paintings and designs together with relics at the ancestral 
shrines, for the purpose of history interpretation by the sacred custodian of the shrines, 
who was always the priest-king of the particular lineage’’.39

33. J.K. Macgregor, “Some notes on Nsibidi”,/. Roy. Anth. Inst., Vol. 39, 1009, p. 211. His 
two main informants were Abiriba Igbo. Onuaba and Ize Ikpe. Macgregor also derived the 
word nsibidi from “an Ibo word sbidi, meaning to play” from the play of the idiok. He 
rejects H. Goldie's Efik Dictionary’s derivation of the word from Efik sibi, to cut from the 
incision of the signs on calabashes, etc.

34. Talbot, op. cit., 1910, p. 650. Ugwuakuma appears under Biase in Vol. I, 1963 Census, 
p. 107. T.L. Cook, Benue-Congo News Letter 6 (1969) lists Gwune (AgwaGwunE. Akuna- 
kuna) along with Umon as sections of Biase, as a Cross River language.

35. Dayrell, op. cit., pp. 521-22.
36. Macgregor, op. cit., p. 219 has the case record in nsibidi signs.
37. E. Dayrell, “Some nsibidi sings", Man., vol. 10, 1910, pp. 113-14, records 55: Dayrell. 

op. cit., 1911, 363; Macgregor, op. cit., 1909, 98; Talbot, op. cit., 1910, p. 650 recorded 
“several hundred characters.”

38. Macgregor, op. cit., p. 210.
39. Obio-Offiong, op. cit., p. 3.
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43. Cotton, op. cit., p. 302. According to Simmons in Forde (ed.), Efik traders of Old Calabar, 
London, 1956, p. 3, the Efik were driven from “Idua a town near the Oron area”, and that 
“some of the Efiks settled in the Enyong area, where they became known as the Enyong”.

44. Simmons, Forde (ed.), op. cit., p. 71; A.K. Hart, Enquiry into the dispute over the obong- 
ship of Calabar, Enugu, 1964, p. 129.

45. Hart, op. cit., p. 129 names the pirate leaders as Uko Mbiakom; Simmons in Forde (ed.), 
op. cit., pp. 67 says Eyo “decapitated the chiefs of Old Town, Enyong, and Itu”.

46. Hart, op. cit., p. 55. According to Simmons, op. cit., 1961, p. 138, “doth for clothing” 
various Leopard Society customes and grades” entered Efik culture after 1650.

47. Hart, op. cit., p. 129. The founder was Akabom Ene. Thus Akabom Town became Cobham 
Town.

The Efik State of Calabar
The Efik seem to have separated into units soon after they were driven off Ibibio 
territory eastwards onto the lower Cross River. One group went up the river to Mbiabo 
and another to Adiabo, the major group settled at Creek Town.43 The resources at 
Creek Town proved insufficient for everybody, and there were faction fights. The 
Obutong lineage moved out onto the main Cross River estuary at Old Town.

Creek Town continued to suffer from internal problems, as well as external. The 
settlement was subject to attacks from the neighbouring Ibibio and Ekoi groups, 
as well as from pirates from Mbiakom on the river. In addition, the people of 
Old Town attempted to prevent their rivals, the Efik Iboku at Creek Town, from 
participating in the new trade in slaves developing on the Cross River with Euro­
pean ships coming up the estuary. In an attempt to stem this threat and to escape 
from internal problems in Creek Town, a section of its population again branched off. 
It settled on the estuary of the Cross River a few miles south of Old Town, thus gaining 
an advantage over it in access to the slave ships. This settlement of Atakpa or Duke 
Town was thus well placed to play the leadership role it came to achieve over all Efik 
communities on the Cross River.

Thus the development of the Efik communities on the Cross River was achieved 
through adjustment to internal and external pressures. At Creek Town, a contest for 
leadership developed between the Ambo (Mbarakom) and the Eyo Nsa families.44 Eyo 
became the war leader, defeating the pirates, and bringing home the head of their 
leader.45 But the Ambo were in some way paramount, since their chief was able to 
take up the headship of the Ekpe society apparently established after the Efik arrived 
on the Cross River estuary. The first two "Obong Eyamba Ekpe Iboku” were Ambo.46 
The Ambo began to lose control, however, when some of them left Creek Town in 
resentment at the growing influence of Eyo Nsa, to settle at Cobham Town in the 
vicinity of Duke Town.47 Thenceforth the headship of Ekpe among the Efik was taken 
over by the leaders of Duke Town. This had the effect of leaving effective power in 
Creek Town in the hands of Eyo Nsa, who became King Eyo Honesty, and of 
increasing the claims of Duke Town to paramountcy among the Efik.
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tating an additional ruler, after his success with the pirates. After this victory, the 
position of Duke Town as first in the slave trade on the Cross River was virtually 
unchallenged. The only remaining irritant, Salt Town, an Ibibio fishing village on an 
island near Tom Shott Point, was overcome "about 1800 or a little later .

By the beginning of the 19th century therefore, the Efik had gained control over the 
whole of the lower Cross River and, especially, its estuary and of its overseas trade. O 
the seven sub-groups, Duke Town was beginning to emerge as the leader, in close 
co operation with the leaders of Creek Town. The Efik settled down in seven com­
munities as follows:
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Creek Town.
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3. Adiabo and Ibonda. , u
4- Mbiabo, in Mbiabo Edere, Ikot Offiong. and Ikoneto' and thiee other su 

groups.
5. Enwan.
6- UsukAkpa.

Aba Eyen, also in Duke Town.50
The comparative harmony achieved among the Efik communities during the 19th 
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The prosperity of Calabar depended on the trade in slaves obtained by raids and by 
purchase from other groups up the Cross River. Some of the slaves were kept to serve in 
the households of the rich in the cities, others were sent to plantations. Calabar seems 
to have come into the overseas trade only in the 17th century. Thus Barbot reports 
of a voyage to Calabar prior to 1678 resulting in the purchase of 300 slaves, and gives 
the details of his 1698 trade on the Cross River during which 212 slaves were bought.52 
Prior to this, European traders had done business at an anchorage on the Rio Rey to 
the east of the Cross River estuary, believing the latter to be unnavigable.53 According 
to the I bi bio-speaking Isangele of the Rio del Rey, they had moved to that location on 
hearing of Portuguese trade at Bonny, and the trade was shifted to the Cross River 
through an invitation extended to the Europeans by the ruler of Old Town.

Summary and Conclusion
In sum then, the peoples of the Cross River Region have strong linguistic and historical 
ties with the middle Benue region of Nigeria. The largest linguistic group in the area, 
the Ibibio, also seems to have been the longest established in the region. Although 
there is yet no archaeological work to suggest any firm dates, Ibibio occupation of the 
region could well date to the period of pre- or proto-Bantu migration postulated by 
Greenberg, and to the first of four stages of Bantu expansion outlined by Oliver.54 
Since stage three of this expansion is assigned to the second half of the first millenium 
A.D., and stage four to the present millenium, the first movements recede into an 
indeterminate period before the Christian era. The traditions of groups within the 
middle Cross River suggest that some of them came into the region from the new 
Bantu homelands to the east within the last thousand years.

Efik traditions and the sharing of cultural items like Ekpe, nsibidi, and others also 
show close historical contacts with Igbo groups to the west of the Cross River. 
However, Efik traditions contain little to provide dates in the study of the history of the 
region. From the fact of their late entrance into the overseas slave trade probably in 
the 17th century, it has been thought that the Efik did not arrive on the Cross River 
estuary much earlier. The traditions and genealogies do not suggest earlier dates, since 
they place such men as Eyo Honesty I (died 1820) only one to three generations from 
the founding fathers of Creek Town.55 By the 18th century, Efik expansion had 
definitely reached the Cross River estuary, and the people had begun to remould 
cultural elements such as Ekpe, nsibidi, and others, brought from their wandering 
contacts with hinterland neighbours, into viable institutions capable of containing the 
stresses created by the European or Atlantic impact.

52. J. Barbot, A Description of the coasts of North and South Guinea, Paris 1732 pp 381 
383,465.

53. E. Ardcner, "Documentary and Linguistic Evidence for the rise of the Trading Politics 
between Rio del Rey and Cameroons, 1500-1650," in I.M. Lewis, History and Social Anthro­
pology, London 1968, pp. 109-110. Cites traditions in H.O. Anderson, "An Intelligence 
report on the Isangele, Community of the Kumba Division”, 1933 or 1934.

54. Roland Oliver, "The Problem of the Bantu Expansion", Journal of African History, Vol. 7 
No. 3, 1966, pp. 361-76; Greenberg, op. cit.

55- Hart, op. cit. pp. 125, 126, 127.
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The Eastern Delta States
The four delta states of Nembe (Brass), Elem Kalahari (New Calabar), Bonny and 
Okrika have become well known because of their participation in the overseas slave 
trade, apparently, from an earlier period than the Efik state of Calabar. They have 
also been known for the peculiar state institutions they deloved for which they have 
been called variously, city-states and trading states.56 The last term was applied 
because of the belief that a majority of the institutions in these states had been deve­
loped as a result of the impact of the external trade contact with European merchants. 
This external influence on the delta states was of the same order as its impact on 
Calabar. The difference in the lines of development between Calabar and the delta 
states suggests that other factors were as important as the common influence of the 
overseas trade in directing the growth of these states. One such internal factor was the 
Ijo cultural base from which they developed against the Efik and hinterland 
antecedents of Calabar. The other was the difference in environment; the swamps of 
the delta against the farmlands of the Cross River valley.

The Ijo Background
The Ijo language has not yet been definitely classified by linguists. It is not close 
enough to its biggest neighbours,Igbo, Edo, and Yoruba, to be classified with them 
in the Kwa sub-family, nor close enough to Efik-Ibibio or Bantu to be classified as 
Benue-Congo.57 On a time perspective, it would seem that Ijo has existed as a separate 
language from Igbo, Edo, or Yoruba for at least five thousand years.58 This linguistic 
evidence suggests that theories deriving the Ijo from any of these major ethnic groups 
as a result of migrations into the delta in comparatively recent times cannot be 
accepted. It is clear that the Ijo have existed as a separate group, and in the Niger 
Delta, for a very long time indeed. Their complete assimilation to the peculiar delta 
environment is additional support to this view. Finally. Ijo oral traditions indicate no 
plausible place of origin outside the delta, but rather describe migrations and 
expansion over the length and breadth of the Niger Delta.

A preliminary survey of Ijo oral traditions throughout the delta suggests the central 
area of the delta as the heartland from which various groups migrated to outlying 
regions of the delta.59 Such places as Ogobiri, Ikibiri, Oporoma. the A[>o Creek, and 
Obiama in the central delta area feature as major centres of outard migration. But 
such place as Ke and Oboloma (Nembe) in the eastern delta, and Oproza in the 
western delta also served as secondary centres of migration. Oral traditions at the 
capitals of the eastern delta states, suggest that their founding groups also migrated
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The Niger Delta

from the central Ijo delta, although some of these migrants seem to have met groups of 
proto-Ijo already settled in the eastern delta. Traditions at Nembe tell of migrations 
from Obiama, and later, from the Itsekiri kingdom of Warri in the western delta. The 
founders of the states of Elem Kalahari and Bonny seem to have come from the central 
delta in the area between Ogobiri and Kolokuma territory. They passed overland to 
points on the edge of the eastern delta before being forced back into the delta by 
hostile hinterland neighbours and by their unfamiliarity with life on the mainland. 
Migrants from the central delta dispersal centre of Ikibiri would seem to have setled on 
Okrika island along with others.

The migrations from the central Ijo delta into the area of the eastern delta states 
would seem to have taken place much more than a thousand years ago. This estimate 
is derived from a comparison of the dialects of the eastern delta states with dialects of
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the central delta.60 Accordingly the oral traditions of these states refer to times 
within the present millenium, from about A.D. 1000. Radio-carbon dates from a 
recent excavation at the town of Ke give support to this estimate.60

Environmental conditions apparently played a big part in determining the direction 
in which the communities established in the eastern delta developed. The migrants 
from the central delta moved from a fresh water delta environment to salt water 
swamp environment. That meant first, that they had to change from a farming 
economy with only a little fishing on the side to a fully fishing economy. This change 
was determined by the fact that the area of the eastern delta was largely under water, 
and there was little settlement land, and even less for farming. Settlers in this region 
had by necessity to depend on fishing and the manufacture of salt. They had then to 
trade fish and salt for vegetable produce from the fresh water delta, and even further 
into the hinterland. Oral traditions from different parts of the delta suggest that this . 
internal trade spanned the length and breadth of the delta, and reached westwards past 
the region of the Benin River to Lagos.61 Trade goods from the far west reached the 
eastern delta states by relays from Ijo groups on the Benin River, and from the Itsekiri 
kingdom of Warn, through the bassan Ijo of the central delta. It was because of the 
experience and trade routes developed from this earlier internal trade that the eastern 
delta states participated successfully in the overseas trade in slaves and other goods. 
Captain Pereira actually listed the goods traded in this internal trade into the hinter­
land from Bonny around 1500 as big canoes, slaves, yams, cows, goats and sheep.62

Internal Developments
The environment and the type of economy induced some special changes in the 
political and social systems brought from the central delta/'’ In the political sphere, 
the fishing villages of the eastern delta retained the assembly of all adult males, of the 
farming village, but the presidence no longer went to the oldest member, but to the 
head of the lineage which first discovered this scarce piece of settlement land. His new 
title of Amanyanabo also implied proprietorship, and the office came to be endowed 
with greater executive and political authority than the Amaokosowet or village elder of 
the central delta.

The trade into the hinterland and across the delta in its turn stimulated other 
changes which were accelerated by the overseas trade. The external contacts, and
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sometimes, wars with neighbouring peoples, which these commercial activities 
engendered gave the Amanyanabo greater opportunities for the exercise of authority 
as the representative of the community than existed in earlier times. The office 
gradually developed from the informal presidency of a village assembly into an 
effective kingship. Even more drastic transformation was accomplished in the lineage 
institution of the Wari (House) inherited by the eastern delta communities from the 
central Ijo. The lineage heads became trading chiefs. Prosperous traders bought slaves 
from the hinterland, to enlarge and strengthen the Wari or House. These changed 
lineage-type trading organizations or Houses gave the heads greater control over the 
lives of individual members. But successor leaders were appointed after the death of 
the founders, by the vote of all adult members on criteria of ability to enhance the 
wealth and political status of the House.

It was at this stage of development of the communities of the eastern delta that they 
may be said to have become states—city-states or trading states. Analysis of the 
kinglists of these states suggests that the kingship institution may have developed 
between 1200 and 1400. The House system which is recognized as characteristic of 
these states was, in all probability, developed before about 1600.

£ yL\
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64- E.J. Alagoa 8c A. Fombo, A Chronicle of Grand Bonny, Ibadan, 1972.
65. H.W. Brown-West, A Short Genealogical History of Amachree 1 of Kalahari, Yaba, 1956.

eastern Niger delta area to carry slaves to European colonies in America. They bought 
yams and other local food to feed the slaves on the passage across the Atlantic. But in 
time they introduced food crops from Brazil and other parts of South America to be 
grown in West Africa for the same purpose. Such crops as maize and cassava are 
believed to have been introduced this way.

In this area and at Warn in the western delta region the Portuguese were most 
active and cassava, for example, seems to have passed from there through the internal 
trade routes to the eastern delta states. The eastern delta was probably most actively 
involved in the overseas trade from about the 17th century. By that time the Dutch 
had taken over from the Portuguese as the most important European trading nation in 
this part of Africa, to be followed by the French and the British. The combined 
estuary of the Bonny River and the New Calabar River, known to the white traders as 
the Rio Real (Royal River) was the main centre of European trade in the eastern delta. 
Accordingly, the states of Bonny and Elem Kalahari became the most direct recipients 
of external influences. Nembe and Okrika exported their produce at Elem Kalahari or 
Bonny, although ships also traded occasionally at the estuaries of the Nun and Brass 
River in Nembe territory. The oral traditions suggest competition for this overseas 
trade between Bonny and Elem Kalahari, and wars between Nembe and the town of 
Bile on its route to the Rio Real estuary.

The wealth and new conditions created by the overseas trade may also be cited as 
the cause of certain political changes in all of these states in the 18th century. It would 
appear that changes of dynasty occurred in each of these states before 1800 in which 
power passed into the hands of branches of the royal lineages which had benefited 
most from the overseas trade. Thus at Bonny, it is stated that because of a protracted 
war with the neighbouring Andoni, King Awusa was obliged to hand over the throne 
to Perekule (Pepple) who alone had the wealth and capacity to carry the war to a 
successful conclusion.64 From that time on kings of Bonny have come from the direct 
line of King Pepple. Similarly, the first Amakiri came to power at Elem Kalahari in 
the same period because of his wealth and ability to repair the damage caused by a 
great fire.66 At Nembe, the Mingi dynasty came into being, as did the Ado at Okrika.

Before 1800 then, the eastern delta states had already developed all their important 
institutions by a combination of internal factors such as the environment, long­
distance trade, and the external trade in slaves. It was a dynamic society which 
continued to change in response to the increased external impact of the 19th century.
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IGBOLAND BEFORE 1800

A. E. Afigbo

It is difficult to reconstruct the early history of a preliterate and acephalous people. 
Those who seek to do so can easily fall victim to either wild romanticism or sterile 
scepticism. These two dangers have been among the main obstacles to the proper 
study of the history of the Igbo-speaking peoples of southern eastern Nigeria, and until 
a decade or so ago those who made excursions into this subject were ensnared by the 
one or the other mistake. There were those, for instance, who, encouraged by the rich 
profusion of superficial cultural similarities between the Igbo and either the early 
Egyptians or the Hebrews, built up romantic hypotheses deriving them from Egypt or 
Israel on those grounds. Thus the Rev. G.T. Basden was inclined to derive the Igbo 
from the Hebrews or at least to explajn their cultural history in terms of Jewish 
influence. According to him the deep religious nature of the Igbo, their practice of 
circumcision and certain traits in their language suggest to the investigator a close 
similarity between their culture and some of the ideas and practices of the Levitical 
code.1 The anthropologist, M.D.W. Jeffreys, impressed on his part by the feature of 
dual organization in Igbo social structure and by certain aspects of Igbo religion, was 
inclined to focus attention on Egypt as holding the key to Igbo history.2 Some Igbo 
writers have themselves claimed Hebrew or Egyptian origin.3 The significance of 
these claims to Egyptian, or at any rate Middle-Eastern origin, belongs to the wider 
framework of West African history and sociology as they are found amongst most West 
African peoples whether they inhabit the savanna or forest zones, are Islamized or not. 
It is quite clear, however, that in the present state of our knowledge about West 
Africa, they cannot be taken seriously by the serious students of Igbo history.

1. G.T. Basden, "Notes on the Ibo Country", The Geographical Journal, Vol. 39, January- 
June, 1912, pp. 246-7.

2. M.D.W. Jeffreys, "Dual Organisation in Africa”, African Studies, Vol. 5, No. 2, June 1946.
3. One of such people was Mr K.E. Ijeomanta who traced Aro origin to the Nile Valley (see 

Enugu Archives, A.D. 635, Aro Sub-Tribes, Second Report on Arochukwu by H.F. Mathews, 
Anthropological Officer, Southern Provinces of Nigeria); another was Mr Akwaelumo Ike, 
who claimed that the Igbo are Jews and that the word ‘Ibo’ is a corruption of the word 
‘Hebrew’. See his The Origins of the Ibos, Aba, n.d.
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On the other hand, there, are scholars who have been impressed by the lack of conven- 
tional records for early Igbo history and have adopted the opposite attitude of scepticism 
to -the possibility of Igbo history. Some of these have written of the Igbo as 1 
did not exist before the 16th century at which time, it would appear, t ey su e 
came into existence or in any case into the dim light of proto-history in or er e 
be conquered and annexed by the Benin and Igala kingdoms, or to e carne 
the Atlantic to work in the slave plantations. Thus, for instance, it as e^n 
that the word Igbo originated as a term for slaves, and this would imp y t a 
massive enslavement of the Igbo after the 16th century their neigh ours i 
them or had no name for them.4 The same attitude would help to account aces 
that not until a short while ago, any group of Igbo-speaking peoples who s v^^ 
of what Europeans were prepared to regard as cultured or civi ue Thus, for
the main Igbo stock with a single but savage stroke of the amitic mkun of 
instance, the Aro were said to be non-Igbo in origin, but a co ony o red an 
Kwararafa who in turn were believed to be Hamites.5 Also t e . ri detach
instrusive group of Hamitic culture-carriers.6 The result o t i people as a
these peoples from the Igbo stock was to portray the so-ca e tru ^ch withering 
group without a respectable cultural achievement. Wit rega ,w^ere certainty is 
scepticism, Mr Christopher Wrigley has rightly pointe out t acceptance of
unattainable, scientific method requires, not complete agnos 
the most probable hypothesis”. ’ branches of anthropology

In fact recent advances in history, archaeology an conscientious historian
have uncovered bits of evidence which make it possible or t history hitherto
to attempt cautiously to throw some light on those portions o $ shalL Jay
presented as incapable of being illuminated. In attempting f)() [„bo origin, 
emphasis on three main aspects of Igbo history in the perio
the emergence of Igbo society, the Igbo and their neigh ours

The Origin of the Igbo .. ... far have not
There" are at least three aspects to the problem of Ig o orig have been
always been distinguished by scholars and others. I he resu t consequent
■•■oped loge,h„ tai. with in an undiHeren.ia.ed manner tah,CO, ,
confusion. The first aspect is the origin of the Negro r*CC° . hj which to look for 
Part. If this is settled it would at least set the territorial limit withm 
--- ----- .
4. f -

impoi
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This problem may be settled when archaeologists are able to establish how old Igbo

p. 26. C. Wrigley,

the Igbo homeland. The second aspect of the problem is the time and place of diffe­
rentiation of the Igbo from the common Negro stock, while the third is the origin of 
the various autonomous and sub-cultural groups of the Igbo-speaking peoples. This 
last aspect is the subject of traditions which can still be collected in fairly elaborate 
versions from Igbo villages today. The second and the first appear to be beyond the 
ken of the average Igbo elder; but educated Igbo young men,8 anxious to do for their 
people what has been done for the Yoruba, Edo and other West African peoples and 
following the example of the speculative ethno-historians of an undocumented past, 
have come up with vague stories of Egyptian or Eastern origin. Other writers, who 
have so’far failed to make the above necessary distinctions, have attempted to solve the 
second aspect of theproblem using materials which have greater relevance to the third 
and the results have so far been unfortunate for Igbo history.

With regard to the origin of the Negro race of which the Igbo form a part, it ought 
to be observed that this belongs to the wider spectrum of African history. But for our 
limited purpose here it suffices to state that according to the present state of our 
knowledge, the Negro would seem to have come into existence just below the belt lying 
along the latitude of Asselar (to the northwest of Timbuktu) and Khartoum at which 
two places the remains of the earliest representatives of this race have been found. 9 
The importance, for the problem of Igbo origin, of this conclusion based on arahceo- 
logical evidence is that for now it establishes a northern-most limit for the Igbo ‘home 
land'. By destroying the earlier hypothesis of Asiatic origin for the Negro race, it 
makes nonsense of all legends of Eastern origin for any West African Negro group 
including the Igbo.

On the second aspect of the problem, that is the differentiation of the Igbo from the 
original Negro stock, we are forced to depend directly on linguistic evidence as 
archaeology has yet made no contribution towards the solution of this problem. This is 
a little unfortunate as linguistic evidence is not as good as archaeological evidence for 
purposes of deduction in this matter. Igbo is one of the languages which linguists 
designate ‘Kwa’, a sub group of the Niger-Congo group of Negro languages. Other 
members of the Kwa sub-group include Yoruba, Edo and Idoma. On the basis of 
glotto-chronological evidence, scholars have come to the conclusion that the languages 
in the Kwa sub-group must have started diverging, that is assuming their distinctive 
and individual forms, at least 6000 years ago.1 0 Since Igbo, as a mother tongue, is the 
most important single feature distinguishing the Igbo people from say the Edo, 
Yoruba, Ijo or Idoma, it can then be sugested that the Igbo began emerging as a 
distinct people from about 6000 years ago. Where this differentiation took place, that 
is whether the Igbo entered the region they now occupy as Igbo-speaking or they 
became Igbo-speaking after settling in this zone, we are not yet in a position to say.

s, Wi d A
History of Africa South of the Sahara, New York 1962 pp n 13 • Wiedner, A

10 ArmS"°"B' TheSJ(U.dy Languages, Ibadan, 1964. p. 26. C. Wrigley
Linguistic Clues to African History' Journal of African History, Yo\ 5 No 2 1962

RJ>. Smith ^domsofthe Yoruba, Great Britain, 1969, p. 13. R.G. Armsirong, '‘Giotto: 
chronology and West African Journal of African History, Vol. 3, No 2 1962
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occupation of their present home is or when linguists have located at what place Igbo 
started separating from its sister languages in the Kwa sub-group.

What little archaeological evidence there is, however, would tend to suggest that the 
Igbo have been in their present home for very long indeed. Professor D.D. Hartle s test 
excavation at the University of Nigeria (Nsukka) Agricultural Farm, yielded evidence 
of human occupation dating back to 2,555 B.C. + ISO.11 But this raises the question 
whether these early occupants were the direct ancestors of the Igbo-speaking people of 
Nsukka of today. One must concede that there is no unassailable evidence in favour of 
a positive answer to this question. But it may be relevant to mention that further 
analysis of the material artifacts recovered by Professor Hartle showed that they bear 
close resemblance to the material artifacts of the Nsukka people of today. According to 
him, the materials recovered included “unfired clay vessels that are much like the 
unfired vessels used in the area (Nsukka) today”.1 2 This would tend to suggest such a 
high degree of enthnographic and cultural continuity as could be explained y 
positing that the present inhabitants of Nsukka are probably in the line of direct 
descent from the occupants of the area since 3 millennia B.C. If further researc 
confirms this view, it would help to explain the fact that the Igbo have lost 
memories of their migration to this part of southern Nigeria.
This brings us to the third aspect of the problem — Igbo migration and dispersal wit tn 
the area they now occupy. Anthropologists and other scholars who have tried to tac 
this matter have invariably ended up with the theory that the Nri-Awka-Orlu comp ex 

' was probably the earliest centre of Igbo settlement in southern Nigeria, and that it was 
from there that waves and waves of migrations set out to occupy the other portions o 

: present day Igbo land. Stating this view, Dr P. A. Talbot said:

The Ibo . . . have no tradition of migration from elsewhere and appear to ^*a 
settled in the thickly populated parts of Nri-Awka and Isu-Ama areas or a 
long period and to have spread from there ... 1 *

This view, which is held by most writers1 4 on the Igbo people has recently be 
elaborated upon by Mr G.I. Jones. He describes the Nri-Awka and Isuama (Or u are 
as “the Igbo centre or core” from where waves of migration (some of w ic 
describes as “massive”) took off "mainly to the south and east . One, he argues, Ci 
assume an early dispersion from this centre to the Nsukka-Udi highlands in t 
and an early drift southwards towards the coast. The descendants of the latter 
known as the Oratta, Ikwerri, Etche, Asa and Ndoki tribes . . . One can more 
positively distinguish a later and more massive dispersal which traditions do re er to,
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and which was mainly southeast-wards from the Ibo centre into what is now Eastern 
Isuama area. From this subsidiary dispersion area there was one movement south­
south-east into the Aba Division to form the Ngwa group of tribes, and another 
movement east into the group of tribes, and another movement east into the Umuahia 
area and thence to the Ohaffia-Arochukwu ridge, with an off-shoot that struck north 
to become isolated in the heart of the eastern plains and to develop into the North- 
Eastern Ibo.1 5 ‘Igbo core’, like that which he said settled the West Niger Igbo area, 
or which were tertiary expansions from the other, regions like that which he said started 
off from the Arochukwu ridge to form the Edda, Item and related peoples of today.16

What, one may ask, is the evidence for this hypothesis. The first is the demographic 
fact that the Nri-Awka and Isuama (Orlu) areas are densely populated. The second is 
the claim that the peoples of this socalled Igbo core have lost all traditions of 
migration from anywhere and that this must owe something to the antiquity of their 
settlement in the area. The third is what has been described as “cultural features".1 ’ 
the fact that the Nri-Awka area occupies a central place in Igbo cultural ideology. 
This latter argument has'recently been stated by Dr Barry Floyd as follows:

Over the generations . . . one Igbo-speaking group, the Nri, have been held in 
great respect throughout Ibo-land. In the light of this it has been suggested that 
the Ibo perhaps originated from Nri or that their original ancestors founded Nri 
several centuries ago.18

The fourth ground for the hypothesis is the fact that most Igbo groups on the 
periphery of this Nri-Awka and Isuama area have traditions of migration from this 
’core area’.

For the time being these arguments would appear to provide sufficient ground for 
this ‘NriAwkaJsuama’ hypothesis, but the matter cannot yet be regarded as proved 
beyond argument. Before this state could be reached it would be necessary for 
linguistic research to demonstrate that the NriAwka and Isuama area was the region 
in which the Igbo language started developing as a distinct form of speech or in the 
alternative archaeologists will have to establish that this so-called “Igbo core" is the 
most ancient region of igbo settlement in southern Nigeria. The detailed criticism of 
this hypothesis cannot be gone into in this short paper, but it is necessary to observe 
that the pattern which it posits for Igbo occupation of these parts appears too orderly 
to command belief. Unless we postulate for the Igbo penetration of their present 
homeland from the north a coherent and organized movement like the Hebrew exodus 
from Egypt, which could be challenged bearing in mind the likely level of the social 
evolution of the people at the time, we must admit that it could have been haphazard, 
spread over a fairly long period, undertaken by little kin groups and extended over a 
wide front. This would mean the occupation of different parts of the region by 
different groups at different times and not necessarily from a common centre lying 
within their present home. The probable meaning for Igbo history, of the claims of
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that epochal event. But time has come when historians should attempt to grapple with 
that problem. What is done here is just a tentative probing for a solution.

In the prevailing absence of conventional record dealing with the early history of the 
Igbo, an attempt to reconstruct how Igbo villages, village-groups and clans came into 
being as coherent socio-cultural and, at times, political units will have to concern itself 
with the critical analysis of what social-anthropologists have, probably aptly, 
described as the “ideological charters” validating existing unities and relationships. 
These charters are what ordinarily may be called traditions of origin of the various 
autonomous or sub-cultural units. A more or less liberal interpretation of such 
traditions led Dr Barry Floyd to conclude that Igbo society emerged through the 
process of one village begetting another.1 9 If this were so and all the traditions were 
carefully collected and analysed it should be possible to construct a geneaological tree 
for Igbo society pointing to the ultimate development of that organism from one or two 
ancestral villages. This again would lead one back to the hypothesis of an original Igbo 
'core’ which has been dealt with above.

And now for the traditions. The average Igbo village or even clan believes itself to 
be, as Jones has put it, “the descendant of a common ancestor whose sons begat either 
the village sections or the village sub-sections”.2 0 One example of this could be given; 
our choice here being the tradition of origin of the Otanchara clan of Okigwi Division 
in the northern Igbo sub-cultural group. The ancestor of this clan, Ora is said to have 
migrated from the Nri-Awka complex along with a boon companion of his Ana. Their 
wanderings brought them into the general area of the present Okigwi division in which 
they first settled where the village-group of uturu is now located. Being farmers the 
two friends soon quarrelled over farm lands as a result of which Ora resumed his 
wandering leaving Ana at their first place of settlement to become the ancestor of 
turu. Ora eventually settled at a point just a few miles away from the east bank of the 
Imo. There he had many children among whom were Ihume (now Anglicized Ihube) 
Ubahu, Okigwi, Amuro, Ezinachi, Ugwuaku, Ibinta, Ekwelle, Aku and so on, Aku 
being born posthumously. These sons became the founders of the village-groups which 
now bear their names and which make up the Otanchara clan.

Ora died after living to a grand old age. His sons remained in occupation of the 
place where they were born until some unspecified disaster befell them. This forced 
them to scatter in different directions. The first son, Ihuwe, who should have inherited 
his father’s compound moved further east towards Uturu until he came to the site 
where the village-group of that name now stands. There he had seven children- 
Eziama,' Nkoto, Ozara, Agbala, Ogwuwe, Ugwuntu and Akugo which became the 
founders of the seven villages that make up the group.21 In theory this geneaological 
tree could be traced further down to the household level for each of the village-groups 
in the Otanchara clan.

A literal approach to this micro-prototype of the Bible story which derives all the 
nations of the earth from Adam and Eve would tell us next to nothing about the 
character of social consolidation and statesmanship in the early history of the Igbo. If, 
however, we read the tradition in the reverse order we get a more believable picture of
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the successive amalgamations and coalitions of previously scattered and autonomous 
but neighbouring little kin groups leading to the formation of villages and village- 
groups and then in most areas clans. Probably in this process no part whatever was 
played by any single dominating personality. The most important factor which 
brought about the coalitions and amalgamations was probably the expansion of 
population which forced hitherto widely separated groups into one another and 
created the need to regulate the use of farming land to avoid mutually destructive 
conflicts. Mr Jones has pointed out the part which the desire to direct the drive of each 
village for land plays in the layout of an Igbo village-group. Says Jones:

The layout of most Northern and Southern Igbo village groups follows a very 
definite pattern.. In every case, however, the purpose of the layout remains the 
same, namely, to allow a number of villages to live reasonably close together 
as a sign of local community and yet be able to expand without too much friction. 
It achieves this by zoning them around one or more than one central meeting 
place and at the same time giving each village the right to occupy the an 
extending in a specific direction away from this centre.' 2

It was probably units which were able to work out such an arrangement who came to 
look upon themselves as brothers. To consolidate this functional co-operation, they 
probably in time invented a common ancestor and hierarchical order o, seniority for 

the members of the groups. ,
There are many pointers to the likelihood that the above hyjxithesis is tenable. e 

best evidence comes from those portions of Igboland where this process of soci 
consolidation had not reached the clan stage, its normal limit for Igboland, at t e 
time of British advent. Our example comes from the Nike village-group near Enugu, 
‘he capital of Anambra State. The villages which make up this confederacy found 
themselves coming together for defence purposes. After this had been going on or 
some time, goes the tradition, people from one of the member villages saw a spirit 
which said its name was Ani ndi ike (Ani Nike) and that the members of the defence 
confederation should build it a shrine. This was done and from that day this further 
cemented the bond of the confederation.2’ The fact is that every segment of each 
Member village of this confederation had its own Am cult which helped to bind it 
together. lt is, therefore, likely that after the coalition had proved its usefulness and 
stood the test of time, the members decided to provide it with the supreme integrating 
agency they could think of—Arii cult—to which the Ant of the different segments 
became subordinate, thus emphasizing the subordination of the member villages to 
the confederation. Probably if this integration had gone further the ideology of 
escent from a common founding father might have superceded that based on the 

WorshiP of a common Earth Force, Ani Nike. Dr E. Ardner has shown, through a 
study of the Mba-ise that this process of converting alliances of convenience into 
“Ti.aUVe descent groups has not entirely ceased to characterize Igbo statemanship.

he identificatibn of a lineage with a locality", he said, “means that if contiguous 
areas are United today for some common purpose, such as to support a native treasury

23. W Tenure", Africa, Vol. 19, No. 4, 1949-
• • ■ Horton, "God, Man and Land in a Northern Ibo Village-Group", Africa, Vol. 26, 

No-1. 1956.
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or to form a constituency, the new unit begins to think of itself as having a community 
of descent vis-a-vis other similarly constituted groups.”24

If the autonomous Igbo village-groups of the pre-colonial days emerged as a result 
of successive stages of amalgamations and unions of previously isolated neighbouring 
kin groups, one would be justified to postulate that from very early days the Igbo area 
was occupied by scattered autonomous groups. Then as the population expanded the 
empty spaces in-between groups were filled in. As this happened and these groups 
came into contact then amalgamations and unions started. Most likely this population 
expansion was brought about by the change over from food gathering to food 
production. At what date this transition took place in Igboland we do not know. This 
is one of the unsolved problems of the archaeology of Igboland. But it would appear, 
however, that by the last century B.C., social integration in Igboland had attained at 
least, the village stage. The complicated’argument on which this suggestion is based 
cannot be gone into here.

Howbeit we can posit, on the basis of the present state of our knowledge, that 
probably the next important stage in the evolution of Igbo society was the rise of what 
may be loosely designated the Nri civilization. The historical reality of this civilization 
could be considered confirmed by Professor Shaw’s excavations at Igbo-Ukwu, the 
report of which is contained in his two monumental volumes entitled Igbo-Ukwu: An 
Account of Archaeological Discoveries in Eastern Nigeria (Faber and Faber 1970). At 
what point in time this culture came into existence we do not yet know for certain. But 
this must be many centuries before the 9th century A.D., the date of the artifacts 
recovered by Professor Shaw during his excavations at Igbo Ukwu. It is clear that the 
culture which produced the Igbo-Ukwu artifacts would need centuries of growth to 
attain the stage at which it would be capable of that high level of artistic 
workmanship.

Following the earlier tradition of Jeffreys whose writings on Igboland were highly 
vitiated by the Hamitic hypothesis and the diffutionist fad, Shaw considered his Igbo- 
Ukwu culture and the Nri Igbo who remarkably preserve traces of that culture as 
‘‘indicating an intrusive culture from a northerly direction”.26 This view has been 
criticized elsewhere by the present writer.2 6 Until the existence of centre earlier than 
Igbo-Ukwu with a basically identical culture has been established in Nigeria or around 
the regions outside of Igboland, scientific method requires that we should not rule out 
the possibility of that civilization having originated around the area Shaw excavated. 
However, for our present purpose the more important aspect of the matter is the role 
of this ancient culture in the development of Igbo society.

The ancient culture of Igbo-Ukwu was centred around a highly ritualized priest- 
king, and based on a diversified economy depending on agriculture, hunting and a 
far-flung trade in which locally produced goods like ivory and slaves, were exchanged 
for goods coming probably from as far away as Venice and India. There is also 
evidence which suggests that this culture, and through it Igbo society at large, was 
closely linked through regional markets as well as through other economic and social
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contacts with neighbouring non-Igbo peoples. Traditions surviving ? complex 
today would seem to indicate that this culture had also evolve S mu(£ of 
cosmology which would help to explain why its carriers came to es a -n jgbo
Igboland a. ritual hegemony which remained a factor o great imp
society until recently. Nri became and remained the centre o a $ and diviners 
the installation of chiefs, purifications and title-making 
of Nri acquired the right to travel unmolested throughout „ 
important ritual and social ceremonies. influence <

According to Professor Onwuejeogwu, it would appear t a. t century 
culture was already spreading to the other parts of Igbolan y t e important
Christian era. In any case Nri influence probably remaine one o wouid appear 
factors in Igboland until about the 16th century. Among ot er t ojng on 
to have aided the process of social consolidation which was a rea claim to
areas. It would also appear to have penetrated beyond Igbolantheir 
have founded Idah (or rather the Igala monarchy), whi e t e g^ dun[ers jt bas been 
first Asadu was a renowned Igbo hunter. As the Igbo are not great 
suggested elsewhere by the present writer that this tradition pro  kingdom.28 
influence of Nri diviners and priests in Igala before the emergence onadon of the 
The Nri also claim to have had ritual functions to perform in t e  of the
Obas of Benin. This at least would indicate early contact wit i or ..
existence of Benin. * . , . can hardly be over

In any case the role of the Nri in the making of g o eu highly ritualized
emphasized. And it is quite possible that it was the pent trati ^as survived in the
culture into Igbo communities east and west of the Niger uncling fathers who 
traditions of these communities in the dramatized form . rrorn communities on 
started their wanderings from the Nri-Awka area or in any c' <fus;on of elements of 
its periphery which no doubt became subsidiary centres for the < 1 jchara tratlition 
this culture. Here it may be revealing to note that m the brought
summarized above. Ora, the legendary ancestor of the group, b (the
along with him the traditions of Igbu Ichi (facial scaJlfl“t‘7 ,.lo[;(.(l c ultural traits 
tatooing of the abdomen ankles, arms, etc.) These are highly de 
among the Nri. important in the

From Nri traditions it would also appear that another early ta devdopment
formation of Igbo society was iron technology which attained its g (>f
in Igboland probabiy around Awka first. Archaeology is still to e < 
iron technology in Igboland. The earliest evidence for the introd * 140
Nigeria has been found at Taruga Abuja and this has been carbonic 

B.C. It has been suggested that the knowledge of iron may a frOm Nri
penetrating into the forest area in which the Igbo are^locatedL Ju P
traditions,^he knowledge of iron must have been introduced quite ear y

yh'p^ase is from Dr Dr Barry Floyd, op. cit..P- 29. paper presented
28. A.E. AfigbOi ..Nsukka ffom Ear)iest Timcs t0 1951: A Political Hist > of Nigcna.

at a Seminar on Nsukka organized by the Institute of African Studies, L 
Nsukka between February 6 and 12.

» O. N„t D.ima" in T. Sh« (=d > “ «*»«•
rehntory and Archaeology Ibadan, 1969-
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The Igbo and their Neighbours

These factors indigenous to Igboland —the Nri civilization with its northern-oriented 
trade routes, and the iron smiths—would appear, from the present state of our 
knowledge, to have been the most important agencies in the evolution of Igbo society 
until about the 15th century when other influences originating from outside started 
affecting the trend of Igbo development. These forces external to Igboland could be 
grouped into two - the expansion of the Benin and Igala kingdoms and then the rise of 
the Atlantic trade. The origin of the benin monarchy has been traced to the period 
about 1300 but probably not until about the 15th century was that state transformed 
from a small kingdom into an agressively expansive empire. This change is said to have 
taken place in the reign of Ewuare the Great. “He can”, argues Professor Ryder, 
“indeed be regarded as the founder of Benin’s reputation as a formidable military 
power, and of its empire. Under his command the Benin armies extended their

of Nri culture. According to one version of these traditions when’Eri came down from 
the sky he found that the land was a morass. He complained to Chi Ukwu who then 
sent an Awka blacksmith from the sky with his bellows, fire, charcoal and all to dry the 
land. For this Eri gave the Awka man an ofo to confirm him in the profession of 
blacksmithing.3 0

For the Igbo, as for any other people so far known, the coming of iron was a great 
event. It facilitated the fight against the forest environment in which they lived as well 
as improved farming, hunting and the art of warfare. Blacksmithing was a ritualized 
profession which entitled its practitioners to certain privileges, like the right to travel 
far and wide in pursuit of their calling unmolested. And the Awka smiths enjoyed 
these rights. Probably at first they began their peregrinations in the company of Nri 
diviners and doctors until they had established for themselves a position of indispensa­
bility amongst the fanning populations of these regions after which they were able to 
travel on their own. In time too they started settling in different parts of Igboland, and 
even beyond it, to ply their trade instead of just carrying about, from one market to 
the other, items manufactured back home in Awka. These Awka ‘colonies’ were 
neither large nor permanent. They usually comprised one or two Awka master­
craftsmen with their apprentices who maintained regular contact with hope 
according to an ancient tradition. Whether the Awka were behind the rise of other 
blacksmithing communities in Igboland is one of the unsolved questions of Igbo 
history. But in time there developed among Nkwerre of old Orlu division and the 
Abiriba of the Cross River Igbo smithing communities of renown. More intensive 
research might in time also reveal how old the smithing tradition in those two 
communities was, but oral tradition takes them far back into the distant past. When 
the first Europeans penetrated these parts they were to find Awka smiths ranging as far 
south-west as the Isoko country, the Nkwerre smiths as far south as Ogoni, the Abiriba 
all over the Cross River area, while central Igboland was fully penetrated by the three, 
with the Awka blacksmiths enjoying the primacy of place.



84 Groundwork of Nigerian History

It is quite

iurvive in all th(

33.

31. /
32. I

M»a th. Ed. t«i™. subjugation tot™, anti village of Ekid. »» 
Afenmai and the Western Ibo”.’1 became a factor of great conse-

It would appear that from this tun p nature of this influence, how 
quence in the life of the western Igbo. But the exac political and
mud. of it «„ dbm. how much indirect how much 0^”“ tafonMl. 
administrative and how much was social, cultural and vaguely and rather
still awaits its historian. So far the tradition as een Niger and down
unhelpfully that the power of Benin extended to the ng and
to the Niger Delta. But there are unexploited traditions among babiy never
Ijo which suggest that though Benin influence was great in t e are . 
amounted to permanent subjugation and regular administrat
possible that these traditions which seem to minimize Benin s poliuca revisionism. At 
Ika Igbo represent a recent micro-nationalism flowering into histon
the same time the earlier orthodoxy of the Benin empire having em . was based 
banks of the Niger may well have been equally an exaggeration s dministrators 
largely on Edo traditions. It was favoured and played up y imp^ wjtb ‘atomized' 
and anthropologists who would appear to have been impatie ^estern jgbo sbow 
communities and who were at pains to explain the fact t mt t e vjew was
undeniable evidence of intensive political acculturation ,rom as another
later taken up by macro-nationalistic Africans who pro * y S*the reality of the 
example of the splendour that was ancient Africa and as a poi modern historical 
new and greater Africa ahead. However, the importation o mpjre be deter­
scholarship into Africa requires that the exact limits of t e enin t wbich still 
mined and that in doing this all traditions and evidences relating to ed So far
survive in all the communities concerned be collected and c. .tica
only the Edo side of the story has been told. r for dispute but

Benin’s political dominion in the western Igbo area ma- a mat , . reKjon micro­
not the impact of its social and political culture. Everywhere in systems
cosmic versions of Benin kingdom, court ceremonials and institu i° . “ This
and even political terminology were adopted (or some wo rjnitsha Osomari, 
influence went beyond the Niger to such riverine communities as n . Nrj culturc 
Oguta and so on.” This later Benin impact came to overlay t e ca .* ct( the 
among the western Igbo. As mentioned above with regar t > leadership
cming of Bini political and social culture, with its empnasison <...ntr , |utiop in
and bureaucratic officials hierarchically ranked, marked sue a po i> • <orm of 
Igbo life that it has survived in the traditions of many groups in t he n .4  , bo
httle bands of aristocratic Benin culture carriers who conquered the in . -
Populations and imposed their rule. This is probably wnat one shoum - - 
myriads of claims to Benin origin found in many parts of the western g - - *

delta. Benin expansion and campaigns eastwards were also a mat 
demographic consequence for the Igbo, leading to a recoil of the population
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1 grateful to Mr K.O.K. Onyioha and Mr N.N. Onyebujo both of who“ ' didon5 
extensive work in recording Igbo traditions for drawing my attention to ...
r'ferredtohere.
!• Nzimiro, “Chieftaincy and Politics in Four Niger Sates", Ph. D. Cambridge, 190 •
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probably hitherto expanding westwards. The Onitsha who claim to have left Benin in 
the 17th century were probably just elements of this Igbo population thrown back 
eastwards by Benin expansion.

Apart from the Benin influence there was the Igala influence from the north-west 
direction of the Igbo area. The origin of the Idah kingdom has been traced to about 
the 15th century. By the 17th century it had become a great influence to reckon with in 
the north-western Igbo area. But, of course, contact between the Igala and Igbo went 

' beyond the period of the Igala kingdom. As already mentioned Nri culture would 
apear to have embraced portions of Igalaland up to Idah, at least the traditions of the 
two peoples give such hints. But in the 17th and 18th centuries Igala influence would 
appear to have become the dominant factor in this culture contact and interaction. 
Some have been inclined to insist that the Igala conquered and administered the 
northern Nsukka area. Among the Nsukka there are traditions of a series of Igala 
military actions on the area centred around a legendary figure called Onu Ojo 
Ogboni, a giant who was reputed to have six fingers and six toes on each hand 
and foot.

The legendary figure, Onu Ojo Ogboni, occurs also in the traditions of many other 
peoples like the Idoma and the Urhobo. * 4 One is inclined to interpret these events as 
raids for slaves which the Igala took down the Niger to the delta for sale to the Ijo 
middlemen. Whatever the character of this Igala influence, it led to a whole series of 
cultural borrowings by the Igbo, especially in vocabulary, titles and other social 
institutions like masquerades and facial marks. The Nsukka and Nike areas of the 
northern Igbo, for instance, appropriated the Igala word Atama for their priests. The 
Nsukka also borrowed Igala titles to add to their earlier Nri system of ozo and eze. The 
contact which was built up between the two peoples in this period was so close that it 
became the tradition for the Nsukka elite taking titles to go to Idah as part of the 
ceremony of initiation. The impact of this contact on the Igala is outside the scope of 
this chapter.

In the second half of the 15 th century Portuguese adventurers entered the Bight of' 
Biafra, thus inaugurating the contact between these parts and Europe which, begin­
ning as a trickle, later developed into a raging storm. The process by which this 
contact came to register its impact on the Igbo in the interior is still to be clearly 
mapped out. But there is probably no doubt that by the latter part of the 16th century 
by which time the trans-Atlantic slave trade had become an established and going 
concern, that the southern and Cross River Igbo were beginning to feel, in a manner 
that could no longer be ignored, the presence of European traders on the coast, or that 
faint tremours of this impact were spreading into the far interior. European writers 
of the colonial era grouping in the dark for some explanation of Igbo socio-political 
organization and psychology came to regard the trans-Atlantic slave trade as holding 
another important key to the ‘mystery’ of Igbo historical development. Relying on the
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38. R. Horton, "Igbo: An Ordeal for Aristocrats’’. Nigeria Magazine N
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(iv) (a) Simon Ottenberg, "Ibo Oracles etc.” loc. cit. (b) "The System of Authority of the 

Afikpo Ibo in Eastern Nigeria”, Ph.D. Northwestern, 1957.
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the Niger Delta Land., 1932. (c) In The Shadow of the Bush, London, 1912. (d) Life in 
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Calabar) area, many of them spoke Igbo as a second language. It is noteworthy that 
early in this century when the missionaries were seeking to evolve a standard form of 
Igbo out of the many Igbo dialects, the Bonny dialect of Igbo was one of the five out of 
which the ill-fated Union Igbo grew, yet Bonny is an Ijo community.

But probably the most important impact of his trans-Atlantic trade factor on Igbo 
history was the rise of a number of indigenous Igbo business oligarchies whose live­
lihood came to rest, if not entirely, at least mainly, on activities linked to this trade. 
The most prominent among these was the Aro oligarchy.” So much has been written 
on the Aro, yet the Aro role in the history of the Igbo and their neighbours remains to 
be clarified. This is largely because much of the writing on the Aro has centred on the 
problem of their origin, an issue which has been bedevilled by the fact that people 
have often confused the problem of Aro origin as a clan of the Igbo with the problem 
of their emergence as an organized trading interest.

Here we can only state that exploiting their strategic location on the border land 
between the Igbo, Ibibio and the Cross River peoples, the Aro came to prominence as 
traders and oracle agents about the middle of the 17th century. In time they, built up 
an intricate trading network covering the former Eastern Region of Nigeria and even 
penetrating into the areas occupied by the Idoma, Igala and some peoples of the 
western delta. A tradition has recently come to light that Chima, the legendary 
ancestor of the Onitsha people, who the latter believed to have been a Benin refugee, 
was an Aro oracle agent and slave dealer. Chima is a name encountered mostly among 
the Aro, but this tradition just referred to requires further detailed and critical 
investigation. In pursuit of their expanding business, the Aro started establishing 
settlements in many Igbo and Ibibio areas, as well as building up trade and defence 
pacts with other oligarchies and groups like the Awka, and Nkwerre smiths already 
mentioned, the Ohaffia-Abam-Eda confederacy of head hunters, the Nike and 
Abakaliki of the northern and northeastern Igbo and so on. Probably borrowing a leaf 
from the Aro, the Awka evolved an oracle of their own called Agbala and combined 
their smithing business with being the agents of their oracle. The success of these two 
oracles later led to the proliferation of oracles in other parts of Igboland —at 
Umuneoha where there was Igwe-ka-Ala, at Ozuzu where there was Agbara, and so

the Aro and other oligarchies is taken from the following sources
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- - the Igbo eL_.
with the Aro who operated as

, . > River peoples,

unknown (if also

—J not evolve in isolation from 
in which internal developments within it

1 k” ’mnnlses radiated by neigh- 
on their neighbours was 

Igbo commercial 
of wide-ranging

on. No full inventory of the oracles which operatea in iguuia.

village, dan and clan11 constituted Igboland mtn wha< rngh - encouraged
‘informal commonwealth’. The coming and going w c narr of Igboland to
ensured the distribution of goods and articles of culture from one pa » which 
the other. This helps to explain the striking uniformity m c ture t^e umbrella
existed in Igboland in spite of the fact that the people never ca™ interpreted in
of one state. But the homogeneity of culture mentione a ove obljterate the
the broadest terms. It must not be seen as an attempt t0 ° SCanthropoi0gists using 
differences which existed between one zone and the ot ®r’ ,b-cultural group5"
their own criteria, have divided the Igbo into five roa^ of which again has 
northern, southern, western, eastern and north-eastern goo e*. ^pS described
its own sub-divisions. The terms used are geographica , ut 52 tbe area of 
have a number of traits which distinguish them from one a that, though the 
political organization, for instance, the present writer as re rigorous micr0' 
underlying principles and structures were basically sum ar, 
analysis would reveal the existence of at least four types.

Apart from constituting important integrative agencies am 
oligarchies and their institutions (especially the oracles) 
with their neighbours. This was particulrly so with the Aro v-“ 
mercial and ritual agents among the Ibibio, the Ijo, 
Idoma, the Igala, and with the Abriba who were not ur "n’--n 
the Cross River.

It is thus certain that Igbo society and culture^ did 
neighbouring societies, but in a situation i- 
were at times stimulated and at times supplemented by impu s 
bouring non-lgbo groups. In the same manner Igbo impac 
not insignificant. The mere density and size of Igbo populatio 
enterprise and a certain uncanny genius for establishing orac^ ^j^ed with in 
repute, were some of the factors which made the Igbo a arc . Igboland 
pre-19th century southern Nigeria. This at least is the P,”ure o]ars.
1800 presented by a critical study of the material now av ai a



Origins
From the list of- peoples already given, it is obvious that the delta province is rather 
heterogeneous. Of the six groups, the Aboh and Ukwuani have linguistic and other 
affinities as do the Urhobo and Isoko. Despite this fact, however, each* group has 
tended to regard itself as a separate entity, independent of the next. Even within each 
group, the awareness of belonging together is a recent development. It is, in the view 
of the present writer, extremely doubtful whether in the period covered by this chapter

5
THE PEOPLES AND KINGDOMS OF THE DELTA PROVINCE

Obaro Ikime

The Delta Province of Nigeria occupies very roughly the ara enclosed by longitudes 5° 
and 6° 45’ East and latitudes 4° 40’ and 6° 10’ North. In a sense the name Delta 
Province is apt, for the reverine peoples of the province—the Ijo, the Itsekiri and the 
Aboh —do, in fact, inhabit what can be roughly described as the western delta of the 
Niger. Other peoples of the province are the Isoko, the Ukwuani and the Urhobo. 
Although by comparison with the Ijo, Itsekiri and Aboh this latter group of peoples 
can be described as ‘up country' peoples, the deltaic swamps spread to a large of the 
Aboh and Isoko countries as well- as to some parts of the Urhobo country.

By and large, however, the province can be divided into two zones—the lower delta, 
the home of the Ijo, the Itsekiri and the Aboh and the upper delta inhabited by the 
Isoko, Urhobo and Ukwuani. The distinguishing feature of the former is the dense 
mangrove vegetation through which meanders a network of creeks'. The latter zone 
falls within the evergreen forest belt dominated by the oil palm tree.

This division of the province into. two natural vegetation types has been an 
important factor in determining the relations between the peoples of the province, in 
so far as their occupational pursuits have been determined by their varying natural 
habitats. Thus the lower delta dwellers were and continue to be fishermen, makers of 
salt and earthenware, canoes and, where the situation permitted, middlemen traders. 
The dwellers in the hinterland naturally took to agriculture and the exploitation of the 
oil palm tree, though some engaged in fishing. The exchange of the products of their 
various occupations thus constituted an early deteminant of inter-group relations; the 
'water people’ had fish, crayfish and salt to offer the land people while the latter 
offered in return yams, plantains, pepper, and the various products of the cassava 
plant. As from the 16th century slaves from ‘up country’ also become an important 
commodity in the commercial transaction between the two groups.
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nature. Yet a few words must be said about the origins of these p P Vrinwn as the 
Itsekiri traditions of origin tend to concentrate on what has come to be Im

Iginuwa migration from Benin during the reign of Oba ua w c unpopular 
to about 1473. The story is that Iginuwa, Olua's prince and heir, became
in Benin, as a consequence of the wicked advice he gave to is a
made up their mind that they would not have him succeed his fat er. separate

Olua became aware of this and so arranged to send his son to prepara-
kingdom for himself. The Oba therefore, having previously made a eq behalf 
tions, asked his chiefs to send their sons with Iginuwa to offer a sac chiefs’
by the ‘sea’. The chiefs acceded to the Obas request. When gmu Thus began
sons arrived at the ‘sea’, Ijo men were waiting to take them out in c tbe Itsekiri 
the journey which ended, according to this tradition, with t e oun ruler is,
kingdom. Egharevba claims that the title Olu which the Itse n use
in fact, derived from the name Olua, Iginuwa s father. iqans claims that the

William Moore who wrote a history of the Itsekiri in t e UJnale. Most
Iginuwa migration met on arrival certain mythical beings w om e uwa’s leader-
of these fled on Iginuwa’s arrival. Some stayed behind an accepte who waS so
ship. Indeed Moore claims that Itsekin was the name of one o t e 2 ^ybue
hospitable to Iginuwa that the latter chose to call the new kingdom at ... tbat
the historian may dismiss the mythical umale, what Moore s versio his party
there were people already inhabiting the area into w c ^7. the royal regalia 
moved. Some accepted him probably because they were impresse Others moved 
which Iginuwa possessed, modelled as it was after the O a o migration certain 
away to new areas. Moore also claims that at the time of ginuwa * 
Ijo and Urhobo elements were already settled in the neighbour . j have been

Whoever inhabited the area at the time of the Iginuwa migratio [hc jtsekiri 
fisherfolk. A look at the map of the area shows a network ofcreel 8 h bcfore
country to the Ijo country and to the Yoruba of Ondo an je u verncnt and
and after the Iginuwa migration there must have ^een quite so dcve|opcd must 
and contact between these various groups. The Itse n ng The society
thus have fused within itself Benin, Ijo. Urhobo and Yoru a e erne • Iginuwa 
which emerged is distinctly Edo because of close contact with Benin, a ndicating

The Unguege which has surged, h.we.er is abn „ Yond> ■
therefore that the Yoruba element in the early Itsekin hngdorn biliniruai for 
considerable. There is also the fact that the Benin court may have been mi g
some time after the coming of the I£e prince and that therefore the roya p 
Benin may have spoken Yoruba as well as Edo.
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tsagreement with their kinsmen while before they
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>und the two Urhobo clans which bear thetr the founder of
tn traditions speak of a Bini who was at er at a 
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already dead) because his men had accidental y

jn the Intelligence* s'can be found at the National Archives, Ibadan, C.S.O. migrations in Nigeria
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traditions which link rb • arakiri’ Kabower, Kumbowei and mein —have 
origin. Thus the Tarakiri^ DOt necessarily as a place of immediate
Benin but who was forZ °f Ondo- father of Tarakiriowei who lived in
have settled at some ol^ m°Ve away on acc°unt of the Oba’s hostility. He is said to 
the Sagbama creek ar^V1631^ S*tC Abob for some time before he moved on to 
founding of the Tarakifa7Ar°™ W}lere furtber migration took place, resulting in the 
a place of ultimate or ’ * pres€nt location. Although the Mein claim Benin as 
Sagbama creek area Th moved to its present location from Ogobiri in the
mentions Ijo as the n trad’don ’s interesting as it is the only one which
ancestor, left BeninT^ * PerS°n’ Ac“rding to this tradition, Ijo, the eponymous 
Aboh area. Ijo djeJ Unn^ one Benin s many wars and settled somewhere near the 
forced to move aw 1 ^*S 50,1 ®rumo lived there for some time before he was
where lyakiri Or COnsequence of the hostility of Aboh. He moved to Toroberii 
creek, the Kunu cwk Th” b0™’ Iyakiri founded Ibeni on an inaccessiWe 
“ h“ ",UOTe“nMed af"r Beni' lyat‘"5 *

time Ijo group eL8ilt Ii>eS IraCe tileir Origins io the eastern and central delta, to 
Operemo ibe migr Setded *n tbose Parts. Thus Ekeremo, the founder of the 
its origins to the m ' t* °peremo in the eastern delta. The Gbaramatu ibe traces 
ancestor was from e” ° Gbara ,n the Brass area. One ibe, Seimbiri, asserts that the 
migrated to the liVed Benin for a whi,e before he and his people
interestingissue an- and ultimately founded the Seimbiri ibe.* A number of

Five Urhobo cla h traditions’ These are discussed later.
clan was, it js claim d trad*tlons which link them with some of the Ijo. The Ughelle 
moved farther afieki ’ f°Unded by °«ele’ a son of the founder of the Tarakiri ibe who 
settlement. With him 3 consequence pressure of population on the original 
now named after th^ WCnt tW° brothers, Agbarha and Ogo who founded settlements 
The three settlem ^e^e’ however was accepted by these other two as the senior, 
today confirm thh^ are sometlmes referred to as the Owha clan. Ughele traditions 
gatherings as a k; j ersi°n of their origin and ‘Tarakiri’ is still used at formal

The clans of n t Sa,Utati0n-
According t0 t, ghlenvwe and Ewu „ „„ 
Ogobiri before Oghienvwe and Ogobiri

moved on to f01
TheUwherw 

‘he dan. Uwhei 
father was
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my existing works, especially Niger Delta5. This account of Urhobo traditions is based on 
Rivalry, pp. 6-10.

6. For Isoko traditions of origin, see Obaro Ikime, The Isoko People: A Historical Survey, 
Ibadan, 1972. pp. 1-18.

princes during a war. Two of his brothers, Utuo and Motolo, were among those who 
joined him in flight. The traditions indicate that the three brothers settled somewhere 
in the eastern delta. While Utuo and Matolo stayed permanently in the delta, 
Uwherun moved on from there to found what is now the Urhobo clan which bears his 
name.

The Urhobo clan of Uvwie (Effurun, would appear to have been founded by a 
mixed group. Ijo traditions claim that Evhro-Oto was founded by a migration from 
Gbaramatu. However, Evhro (Effurun) traditions claim that Evhro was founded by 
immigrants from Erohwa in the Isoko country. The people speak a language that 
bears a striking resemblance (at least from the point of view of the layman) to the 
Erohwa tongue, and the Evhro town shrine and festivals are also very closely related to 
Erohwa’s. It may well be that both Ijo and Erohwa elements fused in Evhro.

Of the remaining Urhobo clans, Abraka, Agbon, Orogun and Olomu claim to have 
been founded from Benin. It must be stated, however, that close questioning of the 
elders fails to produce any great details other than the general claim that the founding 
ancestors moved away from Benin on account of the Oba’s hostility or for fear of 
punishment after some misdemeanour. The Olomu traditions also indicate that at 
some point Igbo elements moved into the area and were assimilated into the 
population. Agbon trditions also speak of Iriwi in the Isoko country as a place of 
immediate origin, though they take care to point Out that those who founded Iriwi 
were from Benin. The Urhobo clan of Evwreni is said to have been foubded by Igbo 
elephant hunters hired in the first instant by the Isoko clan of lyede. The Agbarho 
clan is perhaps the youngest in terms of foundation, it having been founded by a 
mixed group from thqvarious Urhobo clans.5

The Isoko clans of lyede, Emevo, Owhe, Emede, Aviara, Uzere, Okpe-Ozoro claim 
a Benin origin. The reasons given for the migrations are the usual ones—hostility of an 
Oba, fleeing from the wrath of the Oba for some misdemeanour, and the like. Most of 
the migrations were independent movements, though links developed later on. Thus 
for example both the Owhe and Emevo groups settled for a while with the lyede before 
increasing population and other pressures forced them to branch out and found 
separate settlements. Similarly, some traditions claim that before Aviara was finally 
settled in its present location, lyede and Erohwa elements joined the Aviara. There 
exists a special pact of friendship between the Isoko clans of Aviara, lyede and Erohwa 
and this tradition may well be an attempt at rationalizing this pact.

The Isoko clans of Enwhe, Igbide and Ume are said to be of Igbo origin, the 
founders having come from the Igbo country. Details of the migrations are rather 
scanty. Eru, the founder of Igbide is said to have stayed in Awka for some time before 
he moved off to found the present Igbide clan. It is, however, not clear why he did not 
give his name to the clan.

This leaves the Isoko clan of Erohwa, usually regarded by the other Isoko as the 
okpako (theeldest) of the Isoko clans.6 The Erohwa now inhabit two little villages, the
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mother-village on the Erohwa creek, and Anibeze. Some of the traditions claim that 
the Erohwa have always been where they are; some that the ancestors were from Ife. 
There is nothing of either Yoruba language or culture about the Erohwa. Rather the 
language would seem to have Edo ingredients. The very name Erohwa would seem to 
have been derived from the Benin expression Ai ro wa meaning he is not at home 
and may indicate that the founding father and his group ceased to feel at home in 
Benin and had to leavel . .

Recent studies of the Aboh-Ukwuani peoples show that the various clans which 
make up the Aboh and Ukwuani peoples are a mixture of people of Igbo and Benin 
origin. Dr K. Ogedengbe has argued with Considerable force that the kingdom o 
Aboh was founded as a result of a Benin incursion into an area in which Ig o spe . 
peoples were already established in little groups.8 The Bini group sue:c, , e  
imposing their political system through conquest but they 
tically by the Igbo, indicating that the Igbo elements were 
numerically. The Obi-ship of Aboh would thus be explicable in 
of the political and social institutions of Benin.  ,

The work of the Revd. E. O. Okolugbo on the Ukwuani reveals *at a°Je“f 
Ukwuani clans trace their origin to Benin. According to Okolugbo e 
migration into the Ukwuani area is represented by the Um as , 
Akarai clans and their offshoots. The second ‘wave’ brought the clans of Abara u 
oku, Umu-barautchi, Ndoni, Onya and Adai. Finally came a wave Benin.* 
the rise of the Aboh kingdom. All of these ‘waves’ are seen as coming ditioM 
The present writer cannot question Okolugbo s findings ase on 
related to him. One point, however, is striking and needs be ma . e ~ names 
clans have (from the layman’s view point) a distinct Igbo nng, m • *
are Igbo, then it would be fair to conclude that among the U wuaru elcrncnU 
mixture of people of Igbo and Benin origins and that in this case t e 
failed to impose a Benin-type political structure. , Hi-.ciouinR.

Certain issues arise from the traditions of origins which we have definitive 
First, there is the question of the place of Benin in these traditions. 
statement can be made in this regard until a great deal more wor is 
culture, art, religion, language, and so on-of the various groups, 
similarities and derivations. Having said that, however, one must poin 
tendency to see most of the peoples covered in this chapter as being o 
needs to be carefully examined. It is quite clear that the bulk of the Ijor o 
origin from Benin. Even those which do, seem also to have had some Im wi - 

the central and eastern delta. The Aboh and Ukwuani obviously receive 
migrations at some point but whether the Igbo-speaking elements in these areas w 
themselves originally of Igbo origin, is, from the point of view of the presen
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moot question. If the Itsekiri ruling group was from Benin, those over whom itruled 
were, so far as the present evidence indicates, a mixed group which would appear to 
have included Urhobo, Ijo and Yoruba-speaking elements. The bulk of the Isoko and 
a number of the Urhobo clans would appear to be definitely of Benin origin as their 
traditions do not permit any other interpretation. In this connection, however, it is 
important to recall what Dr Alagoa has said with regard to the Ijo, that where a group 
no longer remembered its place of origin, it is likely to choose one that was powerful 
and distant enough to confer on it a kind of prestige or legitimacy while not posing any 
immediate threat to its political independence.10 For many of the groups here 
discussed Benin met this requirement.

As for Benin’s influence on the socio-political institutions, the situation is fairly 
clear. The kingships of the Itsekiri and the Aboh were obviously based on the Benin 
model, though the Aboh one was modified by prevailing Igbo socio-political arrange­
ments. Among the Urhobo and Isoko (including even those Urhobo which claim Ijo 
origins) the institution ov ovie and the various title societies have very strong Benin 
influence. The Ijo clan of Mein had the institution of Pere, the equivalent of the ovie 
of the Urhobo and Isoko which was a title which required the Oba of Benin’s 
investiture. What would seem to have happened is that either a Benin group con­
quered an original set of settlers and so imposed a political system, or groups already 
settled deliberately went to Benin to ‘acquire’ some kind of title which conferred 
greater prestige and legitimacy. The fame of the Oba of Benin in the palmy days of 
the Benin empire was sufficient to explain why groups seeking additional prestige 
would have gone to Benin to acquire some title. It may well be that Benin influence on 
the socio-political institutions of some of these groups has tended to result in claims of 
Benin origin.

Another issue which arises from the discussions of origins is that of dating the 
migrations. In this connection we do not possess firm evidence. The Iginuwa 
migration which gave the Itsekiri their ruling house is dated to the reign of Oba Olua 
which, according to J. U. Egharevba, spanned the period 1473-80.11 If the ruling 
house therefore emerged towards the end of the 15th century, this is not to say that the 
various groups who lived in that area before the coming of Iginuwa were not there 
much earlier on. Alagoa claims that the Ijo are of considerable antiquity in their 
present location.12 While he rejects the theory that the Ijo were pushed to their present 
locations by waves of migrations, the very habitat of the Ijo may well be evidence 
of their antiquity. Today the Ijo country may not be particularly attractive. In the 
early days, however, the Ijo probably chose their location deliberately so as to be able 
to cnagage in the manufacture of salt and earthenware and to have a reliable means of 
transport by water. As for the Urhobo, Egharevba places the migrations from Benin in 
the reign of Oba Egbeka which he claims began in 1370.18 J.W. Hubbard who tried to 
work from the list of ivie dates the Urhobo and Isoko to the closing years of the 16th 
century.14 Yet Duarte Pacheco Pereira who visited the River Forcados area at the
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Chapter 1.

Social and Political Organizations
Two broad types of social and political institutions are 
of the Delta Province. These are the kingdoms of Aboh 
‘fragmented societies’ of the Ukwuani, Urhobo, Isoko and Ijo. 
and political organization among the latter group is the vi age: gr 
people who claim common descent from a given ancestor t roug usually seen
village is divided into quarters which are essentially lineage -n turn
founded by the various sons of the founder of the village. Eac qua coinpou- 
up of extended families each of which normally lives within a e in 
such a compound would be a man and his wives as well as grown u 
wives and children. , and jjo during

The social and political organization of the Ukwuani, Urhobo. so o orga-
this period reflected the structure of the village.1’ The sma est u majntenance of 
nization was the compound. Here the father was responsible or maintenance 
order and saw to the welfare of the family. Next came the quarter. rcS.
of law and order and the promotion of the welfare of the lineage g hcad of
ponsibility of the heads of compounds which comprised the group. tcd.
affairs here would be the most senior of these heads who was a ways
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and Itsekiri and the 
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beginning of the 16th century spoke of the ‘Subou’ people to
alrradyw'Xdi/th41 UmC °f Iginuwa migration some 
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At the village level, there was usually a council of elders responsible for the 
governance and welfare of the people. These elders—Ekpako in Urhobo and Isoko, 
Ndokwa in Ukwuani and Okosuowei in Ijo—met to discuss the affairs of the village. 
With them sat a number of ‘officials’. One office common to all four peoples was that 
of spokesman— Otota in Isoko and Urhobo, Ugo in Ukwuani and Ogulasuowei in Ijo. 
The spokesman could himself be one of the elders of the village. But he did not haVe to 
belong to that age-group .as he was chosen for his personal qualities rather than on 
account of his age. It was the spokesman who, in fact, often dominated the 
deliberations of the council of elders. When the council sat in its judicial capacity, the 
spokesman virtually conducted the trial —doing the cross-examination and so on, 
though any of the elders could cut in at any time. The spokesman was invariably on 
every delegation that had to hold discussions with outsiders. In view of his many-sided 
roles in village life, the spokesman was chosen because he possessed a commanding 
personality, a good speaking voice and a sound knowledge of the people’s laws and 
customs. Another official who sat with the elders in council was the head of the war 
leaders. In evry village the war leaders were usually well known. The Urhobo and 
Isoko call them iletu; the Ukwuani otu-eti. Their leader invariably had a seat on the 
council of elders.

Among the Urhobo and Isoko there are clans which possess the office of ovie. While 
some ivie (plural of ovie) like the Orodje of Okpe and the Ovie of Agbon, Ughelle and 
Ewu, combined in themselves executive and priestly functions, and so were the heads 
of the clan government, many of the other ivie, especially among the Isoko, were 
essentially clan priests who officiated at clan shrines where they offered sacrifices to the 
clan gods, the founders, and the departed ancestors. They also presided over the 
annual festivals of their people. It is difficult to make general statements with regard 
to the relationship of the ovie as high priest of the clan, to the council of elders, as 
there was great variation from clan to clan. The priestly functions which the ovie 
performed were vital for the well-being and survival of the clan. Therefore the ovie 
could never be ignored. He was always in close touch with the elders but did not always 
sit in council with them except when very grave issues which called for his specialized 
knowledge had to be discussed. In other words, among the Isoko, for example, the 
council of elders was not egwae-ovie (the ovie’s council). In the Urhobo clans of 
Ughelle, Okpe and Ewu, however, the council of elders could be referred to as 
egware-ovie.

The Isoko, Urhobo and Ukwuani also possessed titled societies. The Isoko have the 
Odio society. The Urhobo have various societies—the Ohonwonre, the Ade, the 
Okakuro. Membership of these societies involved the payment of fixed fees and the 
performance of prescribed ceremonies. Consequently membership of the societies was, 
to some extent, an index of wealth. Because of this, many men sought to belong to 
these societies. However, although a mere boy could buy the title or have it bought for 
him by his father, the effective councils of the societies were usually limited to a fixed 
number. Hence only the most senior (seniority is judged by length of membership) 
members constituted the effective councils. Among the Urhobo and Isoko these 
societies virtually controlled the council of elders because of the prestige which 
attached to them. Hence in many an Isoko village, one hears of egwae-edio (the edio's 
council) meaning the council of elders. Similarly the ehonwonre and other titled men 
dominate the councils among the Urhobo.
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19. Government among these peoples was all-embracing. The elders-in-council were the legis­
lative, executive and judicial authorities. Justice was thus seen as only an arm og government 
Cases weft often heard by the elders in the open and all who cared were welcome to watch the 
proceedings. This was a useful way of learning about the laws and customs of one’s people.

One other point needs to be made here. Although we have concentrated on the village or 
village group, there was a larger unit—the clan. Clan solidarity varied from people to people. 
For some the clan was important mostly for ritual purposes like the annual festivals. For others 
there existed a clan council of elders which met only in grave emergencies or to try extremely 
serious breaches of clan law and custom.

and for the people than modem democracies. The council of elders was extremely 
representative, for virtually every extended family was represented on it. That council 
met and took decisions. The exeuciton of the decisions was usually the responsibility of 
the next two younger age-sets who thus got involved in the decisions of the elders. The 
council’s messengers as well as the traditional guards who performed the duty of 
policemen were also chosen from younger men. Besides, really important issues were 
never discussed by the council in camera; rather a meeting of the entire village was 
summoned and all the men, women and children who cared to attend had a chance of 
knowing what was exercising the minds of their elders, and of joining in the discussion. 
The age-sets provided an additional platform for discussing crucial issues affecting 
different groups within the village and passing on the feelings of such groups to the 
elders through their respective spokesmen. While in such a system talent was clearly 
recognized (the good orator, for example, almost invariably got audience, and a great 
warrior would always be listened to in a crisis involving fighting and even in peace time 
and respected) there was little danger of any one person or small group manipulating 
the affairs of the village to his or its own particular advantage. Finally, young and old 
knew fully well that government involved the maintenance of proper relationships not 
only between persons and persons but between the living and the dead ancestors. 
Consequently a man’s behaviour had to accord with the accepted mores of the society. 
To ignore these mores was to court not only the disapproval of society but the ire of the 
gods and ancestors. Consequently power was matched with a regulated sense of 
responsibility.19

We must now turn briefly to the organization of the two kingdoms—the Itsekiri and 
Aboh kingdoms. First the Itsekiri kingdom. We cannot exactly date the rise of the 
Itsekiri kingdom but, as has been pointed out earlier, it would appear to have already 
developed by the middle of the 16th century. The Itsekiri kingdom itself is very 
compact, made up as it is of the capital of Ode-Itsekiri and a few settlements scattered 
along the Forcados, Escravos and Benin Rivers. As it finally emerged, the Itsekiri 
kingdom was ruled by an Olu and a council of Ojoye — apparently all the seventy sons 
of Benin nobles who allegedly accompanied. Ginuwa took or were given titles. If ever 
there were seventy titles they are not all now remembered. The more important titles 
were those of Ologbotsere (Prime Minister and Chief Adviser to the Olu), lyasere (War 
Lord) Uwangue (Custodian of the Olu’s Regalia and Chief Spokesman in Council). 
While in theory the Olu could confer a title on anyone he judged deserving, the 
tendency did develop for certain titles to become hereditary within certain families

These title holders sat in the state council to advise the Olu on the running of the 
kingdom. The Olu combined in himself priestly and political functions, for he alone
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At the village level affairs were directed by the elders Often the oldest
(literally, ‘the eldest man of the land) and the Okpanran (pn . he was in fact 
member of the founder’s patrilineage functioned as olare-oja, not be settled by 
the oldest man in the community or not. Disputes, etc., w c
the village elders were sent to the Olu's council.20 dom as it developed-

The present writer is not sure about the extent of the Abo 'mg ^yerain clans as 
It was apparently powerful enough to have influence over most o British in thc
well as some upland clans. The Intelligence Report compi e Okpai, Utuoku. 
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Aboh, as the king was styled. These were among the clans w c
district under British rule. . Th Edo immigrant
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absorbed the latter. Indeed it does seem that although t e inc ^.cayy stronger 
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was already the language of the Aboh. However that may be, Abo Ndiche,
two. The Umude section represented the descendants o t e » cyioscn from 
descendants of non-Edo. The Obi and a council made up of titled m
the two sections ruled the town. The two most important titles were those 
those of lyasere (some render it lyasele). The Odua was the oldest 
Umude section. The Odua acted for the Obi when the latter was una

Ikime ‘‘The Changing20. For a fuller treatment, see, Ikime, Niger Delta obaro Ikimc (eds.).
Status of Chiefs Among the Itsekiri" in Michae
African Chiefs, Ife, pp. 289-94; Omoneukarin, op. at.
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21. Ogedengbc, op. cit., chapters 3 & 4, gives a fuller treatment. See also Okolugbo op. cit., 
Chapter 1.

Trade, The Rise of Kingdoms and Inter-Group Relations
It would be recalled from the traditions of origin that the Delta Province is inhabited 
by a large collection of independent units. Even within each linguistic group—for the 
Ijo, Itsekiri, Isoko, Ukwuani and Urhobo are essentially linguistic groups—each clan 
was autonomous. However, once settled in their different areas, it is fair to postulate 
commercial, social and other contacts between neighbouring groups. The relations 
between these various groups in the pre-19th century period have not all been 
adequately investigated. This fact places a certain limitation on the deductions that 
one can make. One thing, however, is clear. The bulk of the peoples of the area did 
not develop into monarchies. Only two did—the Itsekiri and Aboh.

It is commonly assumed that the Itsekiri and Aboh developed centralized 
monarchical institutions in response to the overseas trade, notably the trade in slaves?^ 
While there can be no doubt that the overseas trade led to major developments in both 
areas in so far as it increased the volume and pace of trade and thereby called for more 
efficient trade methods resulting in a demand for equally more efficient political

his duties through illness or other cause. He was also the chief priest of 'Nze, the royal 
cult'. It is also the Odua who announces a new Obi. It is said that the Obi-ship was not 
hereditary. When an Obi died any one from the Umude section could aspire to the 
throne. It does not appear as if there was a group of king-makers. Prospective 
candidates apparently made themselves known to the Odua. He then engaged in a 
long process of consultation with the Umude elders until some concensus was reached, 
whereupon he announced a new Obi and the traditional ceremonies began. It is clear 
from his functions, that the Odua was a key man in Aboh.

The lyasere was the chief counsellor and commander-in-chief. He had to be of 
mixed parentage, that is, one of his parents had to be Umude and the other Ndiche. 
The lyasere was the priest of the cult of the Ndiche section of Aboh. Both the odua and 
the lyasere had to offer the usual prayers and sacrifices of kola, etc. to the ancestors 
before the proceedings of the council of state could start.

The titled men sat on both sides of the Obi, the Umude to the left and the Ndiche 
on the right. Some of the Umude titles were Adanoka, Ndanike, Oze, Aprusa; some of 
the Ndiche were Isagba, Ibogha, Onise. These titles were given by the Obi not just in 
recognition of age but also wealth, influence, popularity and services rendered to the 
society.21

It is interesting to note how everything was done to promote internal harmony by 
balancing the two groups which made up the kingdom. The Obi and his council 
carried out legislative, executive and judicial functions for Aboh and immediate 
environs. In the outlying areas the elders in council looked after local matters. But the 
Obi could send his titled men to make his wishes known to the outlying areas. It is 
difficult to say how effective the Obi’s rule was outside Aboh itself, but it would appear 
that because of the military and naval might of the Obi, he was feared if not respected 
by the Uhwuani who now claim that at no point in time did the Obi hold sway 
over them.
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controls, there can be little doubt that Dr E.J. Alagoa s thesis is largely valid 

indeed more satisfactory in explaining the development of these two areas.
Alagoa states: “In the Niger Delta the centres of the overseas trade• 

centres at which state institutions were to be found, and the a M He
indicates that this trade arose at pre-existing centres of pohucal delta
proves the point by reminding us that when the Portuguese arnv m 0;nt “up a 
they focused attention on Ughoton (Gwato), the port of Benin, an dentifies with 
left branch of the Forcados River” which from internal evi ence e i other 
Ode-Itsekiri (or Ourre, Iwere as it is variously rendered by the Europe )■ ***
words the Portuguese and other Europeans did not go to just any p ace. autjjOrity 
places where trade was already developed, where there was some P° Dresented such 
that could regulate that trade. Benin and the Itsekiri kingdom reinstitutions 
authority; so did Aboh. If, therefore, the development o po roust have 
attended long-distance trade, argues Alagoa, that long-distance
developed before the European era. rated earlier, the

This leads us to a consideration of the trade of these WaS j. j jead the delta
fact that the delta swamps did not allow for agricultural pr action _ojucts of the 
dwellers to engage in trade with their hinterland neighbours. e agricultural 
delta—fish, crafish, salt and earthenware were exchanged or has made
products of the hinterland peoples. But-and this is the point which Adam>
so very well—there was also a great deal of trade across t e e ta trade is
noted this fact towards the end of the 18th century when e wro • who come in 
carried on here (Warri) with the natives of Bonny and New awas of muCh 
their canoes for that purpose”.*5 Alagoa’s argument is t at t
earlier origin. rememl

What were the items involved in the trade? Only some are 
Canoes, the means of carrying the trade itself, involved a tra e acr 
breadth of the Niger delta. Most people in the delta knew somet ng 
of canoes. But not all the delta had the right types of timber 
canoes are not made from the red mangrove tree,  
therefore some specialization and the great canoe suppliers //ch regions of the 
central delta who, Alagoa points out, had migrated to the tim r other delta 
upper Benin River" by the 17th century.*5 This meant that most ° (y thejr
peoples had to do trade in canoes with thefe Apoi Ijo wherever they solitary
craft. The Itsekiri definitely did this. So did the Aboh, though there 
reference in the 19th century to canoe building in the Aboh region.

Salt was a major item of trade between the delta coastal region an< 
This was why the European began to import large quantities of foreign 
latter drove local salt very much out of the market, though local salt wa 

22. For this, see E j‘. Alagoa, “Long Distance Trade and States in the Niger Delta , Journal of

African History Vol. XI, No. 3, 1970, pp. 319-29-
23- Alagoa, Long Distance Tride ...” loc. cit., p-319-
24. Ibid.
25. Capt. John Adams, Sketches Taken During Ten Voyages 

<»>«</1800, London, 1823, p. 35.
26. Alagoa, "Long Distance Trade . ..” loc. cit., pp. 324-25.
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Historical Society of Nigeria, Vol. 1, No. 4, 1959, p. 307-15.

27. Ibid., pp. 325-26.
28. Ibid., pp. 326-27.
29. Ikime, NigerDeltaRivalry, p. 49.
30. Adams, pp. cit., p. 35.
31. A.F.C. Ryder. An early Portuguese Voyage to the Forcados River in Journal of the

preferred for certain delicacies of the people. Salt was made in two ways. There was he 
simple evaporation of sea water, and there was the method by which salt was made 
from the roots, shoots and leaves of the mangrove tree. These were burnt and the ash 
solution filtered and evaporated. The Itsekiri like many other delta people made salt. 
But, as in the case of canoes, there were those renowned for salt making. In the 
western delta it was the Gbaramatu Ijo, in the central delta it was the Bassan and in 
the eastern delta the Nembe. Other delta peoples bought salt from these known 
centres and merely supplemented supplies so bought with their own locally made 
salt?7

In the 19th century European writers spoke of brass basins used in the evaporation 
process of salt making. Alagoa’s researches have shown that the people themselves do 
not recollect using these brass basins. Rather they say that they used specially made 
clay pots, the type still in use today. This pot making was the speciality of the Itsekiri 
who supplied the rest of the delta. As with the other items, others made pots too, but 
not nearly enough for their needs.28 The Portuguese who visited the Itsekiri country 
early in the 16th century noted the availability of suitable clay for the pottery 
industry.29 The Itsekiri did not only make pots for the salt industry, they also made 
pots for household use as well as special pots for grinding tobacco. By the accounts of 
an 18th century visitor, the pot making industry must have been quite considerable. 
Wrote Adams, “the inhabitants manufacture jars for holding water, and utensils of 
various forms, for domestic purposes. There are baked in ovens constructed of wood, 
placed in the open air, and the oven is consumed while the pots are baking. From the 
great quantity we saw manufactured, earthenware must constitute here a considerable 
article of trade”.30

We cannot exactly date the beginnings of both the industry and the trade, but it 
seems quite clear that it was pre-16th century since a 1522 Portuguese visitor wrote 
about the existence of the industry in the Itsekiri area. So then if one is looking for the 
kind of economic backbone on which the Itsekiri kingdom rested, one finds it in this 
long distance cross-delta trade. To this is to be added the purely local trade between 
the Itsekiri and their Ijo and Urhobo neighbours. In this connection one must 
remember that the Itsekiri must also have served as middlemen even in the local trade. 
Most of the Ijo groups could not reach the Urhobo directly, especially in the Forcados 
River area, and the Itsekiri must have served as the link between them and these 
agricultural people.

The advent of the overseas slave trade would have augmented Itsekiri trade by 
providing them with more articles for exchange with both their Ijo and Urhobo 
neighbours. We do not have much information on the slave trade in these parts. In 
1522 a Portuguese trading vessel took on aboard 128 slaves in the Forcados River 
area.31 Even in the 18th century, the heyday of the slave trade, the Itsekiri area does 
not seem to have yielded a vast number of slaves. Barbot claims in his writing that
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• h hough the slaves of this area were physically excellent, “this place will not afford % 
most live hundred slaves in a whole year".52 Captain Landolphe who enjoyed t 
monopoly of trade in this area for a while in the sixth and seventh decades of the 18th 
• «-ntury was only able to obtain two cargoes of slaves for the whole period, and eack 
was less than four hundred. ” Such evidence as there is would, in fact, tend to suggest 
‘hat slaves probably did not constitute the main stay of the Itsekiri economy. What 
scents clear is that the pre-European trade across the delta continued alongside the 
trade with the Europeans. And it is more than likely that as European vessels did not 
visit this area as often as they did the eastern delta, Itsekiri slaves were taken across the 
delta for sale. This is an aspect of west-east trade which has not been so far investi 
Rated in any detail. One should add that even in the days of the slave trade the Itsekiri 
also sold a little oil, some ivory, pepper and some kind of cloth.54 All told, the picture 
°f the Itsekiri economy which emerges is a fairly complex one and it seems reasonable 
to accept that it was this comparative complexity of the economy which demanded a 
Political organization which produced the kingdom. The small size of the area may 
also have aided political cohesion.

The foregoing is not to minimize the impact of European commercial and other 
contacts on the Itsekiri kingdom and on the history of Itsekiri relations with their 
neighbours, particularly the Urhobo. Professor Ryder has given an account of 
Portuguese missionary activity in the Itsekiri kingdom from the 16th to the 19th 
century.35 It has been suggested that the Portuguese concentrated their missionary 
effort on the Itsekiri when they failed to get a foothold in Benin and that the 
Portuguese effort contributed to the Itsekiri adopting a more independent attitude 
towards Benin. 36 If the Portuguese thought that it was possible to build up the Itsekin 
kingdom as a counterpoise to Benin, one may argue that that kingdom was already 
fairly well developed before the arrival of the Portuguese

As for the missionary effort itself, it was not particularly successful. From Ryder'i 
account it is clear that the effort was concentrated on the Itsekiri capital of Ode- 
Itsekiri, and not much proselytizing was done in the outlying Itsekiri settlements. 
Priests were not always available and there were prolonged periods when there was no 
priest to teach the Itsekiri the new faith. Within the palace itself, the fate of 
Christianity was dependent on the attitude of the Olu. Quite a few of these did no 
more than pay lip-service to the new faith, their main concern being what they could 
get in commercial terms from the Portuguese. Hence, although the effort went on 
fitfully from the 16th to the 19th century, it did not leave a permanent Christian 
imprint on the Itsekiri.

A chronic problem of the Portuguese mission in Ode-Itsekiri was lack of funds. It 
does not appear as if Portugal provided any special funds for the effort. Like other 
missionary ventures of the time in Africa the missionaries were dependent on trade for
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their means of livelihood; the contradiction of Christian priests depending on the slave 
trade for sustenance did not then bother the Holy Father in Rome. The link between 
commerce and missionary work, however,, enables us to know something about 
Itsekiri-European trade during these centuries from the reports of the missionaries. In 
1597 the Itsekiri kingdom was described by the Bishop of Sao Thome as “very poor”. 
In the 17th century, the Dutch who were fast displacing the Portuguese as the leading 
European traders in West Africa, found “Warri relatively inaccessible and the trade 
unprofitable” and so left it “the one port on the coast that remained open to the 
surviving trickle of Portuguese trade”. Between 1620 and about 1650 Portuguese trade 
with “Warri” had "dwindled to vanishing point”. In 1673 the Olu in a letter to the 
king of Portugal remarked on the rarity of call of Portuguese trading vessels.

This gloomy picture of the economy of the Itsekiri kingdom may have been 
exaggerated by the missionaries in an attempt to secure more sympathy from head­
quarters. It is in this connection important to remember that these comments refer to 
Itsekiri trade with Europeans. It seems fairly certain that the local trade with neigh­
bours and across the delta which was responsible for the rise of the kingdom in the first 
place continued apace during these years. In 1705 it was reported that the two 
Capuchin priests in the kingdom had virtually abandoned their ministrations and were 
engaged in trade in “earthenware cooking pots, which were manufactured in Warri in 
large quantities; with the help of their two slaves the, carried them into surrounding 
areas where they could be sold at a good profit".39 If these strangers could make a 
good profit, so could the Itsekiri.

One final comment on the Portuguese’missionary effort. It gave the Itsekiri an 
opportunity of getting rather familiar with the kings of Portugal and Spain. Letters 
passed between various Itsekiri rulers and these two European rulers. In 1610 an 
Itsekiri prince was sent to Portugal for training in sacerdotal duties. He returned with 
a Portuguese wife.40 Later on, in the 18th century, when a French company run by 
one Captain Landolphe was established in the kingdom, another Itsekiri prince was 
sent to France where he was received at the French court and granted a royal pension 
of 1500 francs a month during his brief stay in that country in 1786.41 These contacts 
resulted in the Itsekiri regarding themselves as superior to the neighbouring peoples at 
the same time as both the contacts and their position as middlemen ensured that they 
got more arms and ammunition —and so were stronger —than those same surrounding 
peoples. As Dr Lloyd has put it, “The Itsekiri are intensely proud of their contact with 
the Portuguese. From it stems their claims to superiority over the neighbouring 
Urhobo people".42 These 'claims to superiority’ have had an important consequence 
for the later history of this part of Nigeria.43

It was stated earlier that we do not have any detailed knowledge of the slave trade in 
these parts. However, it has always been assumed that the slaves sold by the Itsekiri to
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the Europeans were Urhobo slaves from ‘up country’ since apart from their relatively 
small population, the Itsekiri were not allowed to enslave fellow Itsekiri. While one 
cannot doubt that Urhobo slaves could really be disposed of mainly through the 
Itsekiri, one should point out that it was easy for Yoruba slaves to find their way 
through the creeks to this area, and also that the Itsekiri could quite easily have taken 
some part at least indirectly in the Benin trade in slaves about which one hears so 
much. Having said that, one must still have a look at such information as can be 
gleaned from oral tradition about the Urhobo slave trade and its organization.44

Perhaps the first thing that can be said in this connection is that the traditions do 
not refer to any slave ‘fairs’ or markets of the type one hears of for the eastern delta and 
the Yoruba kingdoms. There are virtually no traditions of Itsekiri-Urhobo wars which 
can be dated to the pre-19th century period, and the general impression is that 
organized slave raids into the Urhobo area was not a regular feature of Itsekiri-Urhobo 
relations during this period. It would seem, therefore, that Urhobo slaves found their 
way to the Itsekiri country more through peaceful methods than through organized 
raids. So far as one can discover the sources of slaves from the Urhobo country were the 
following. Firstly, criminals of various types were sold into slavery. Secondly, during 
inter-clan wars, captives were sold into slavery. The traditions of the Urhobo and Isoko 
clans are replete with stories of wars between clans. 45 These wars have not been fully 
investigated and so we cannot at all be sure about when they were fought. It seems, 
however, reasonable to suggest that wars may well have been fought during a period 
when the various clans, having lived for a while in and around the area of the parent 
settlement, began to push outwards in response to population and other pressures 
Such a push would have been common to many of the clans and so produced conflict 
which led to war. In fact there is hardly any case of an Urhobo or Isoko clan not having 
gone to war with one or other of its neighbour. Ihe present writer has suggested 
elsewhere that these wars were responsible for the development of some common 
identities and interests as neighbouring clans -ought to find an answer to common 
problems and a formula for peaceful co-existence.44 It is commonly admitted that 
slaves got from such wars were quickly sold as otherwise a mutual restitution of 
captives might be decided upon. So this was the second source through which slates 
were obtained. It is, however, quite impossible to attempt an estimation of the 
numbers involved in such transactions

That there were no great slave markets in the Urhobo and Isoko countries does nflt 
mean that folks did not obtain and sell slaves. What it docs seem to indicate is that 
when an Urhobo or Isoko obtained a slave or slaves by force or guile he arranged to 
dispose of them quickly. He did not hoard them, hoping to do one great sale. It is true 
that the lot of the slave in Urhobo or Isoko was not very hard. But there was good 
reason for disposing quickly of slaves. The Urhobo and Isoko could not organize raids 
against their neighbours the Ijo, renowned 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, powerfully armed and in contact with
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the eastern delta; the Itsekiri who controlled the flow of firearms into the hinterland. 
Therefore the Urhobo had to look among themselves for their supply of slaves. This 
was possible because there was at that time little consciousness of belonging to a 
common stock, the clan being the largest unit within which consanguinity played an 
important part in social relations.

Given the above situations, it was permitted for an Urhobo man from one clan to 

enslave an Urhobo from another clan. As the Urhobo clans were not too widely 
dispersed, enslaving a fellow Urhobo carried with it the possibility of reprisal if the 
slave was not sold quickly so that his relations could not trace his enslaver. This was 
why there was not great hoarding. Over the years there probably arose men with a 
reputation for speedily disposing of slaves. However the Itsekiri obtained their slaves, 
the slaves trade constituted part of Itsekiri-Urhobo commerce. That trade also 
contributed to the claim which the Itsekiri were wont to make right up to the fifties 
of the present century that the Urhobo were their slaves—a claim which led to 
hostile relations between the two peoples.

We must now look at the Aboh situation. At this point we must recall Alagoa’s 
argument already referred to as to the connection between long-distance trade and the 
rise of the delta states. Dr K.O. Dike has suggested that those who founded Aboh were, 
like others who migrated during this period, lured by the profitable trade of the delta. 
But as the Atlantic coast had already been occupied these new comers moved up the 
Niger valley.'17 The traditions indicate that Aboh engaged in warfare with 
surrounding peoples and was usually victorious. The evidence thus seems to point to 
one conclusion —that the Aboh group were militarily strong and determined to parti­
cipate in the delta trade.

The location which the Aboh ultimately chose was conducive to active participation 
in this trade. True Aboh is removed from the Atlantic coast; but it is infinitely well 
placed to act as a distributive centre between the Ukwuani and Igala peoples and the • 
coastal delta dwellers. Furthermore, “it occupied a strong strategic position 147 miles 
from Forcados—the most important mouth of the Niger—and was about the same 
distance from Bonny, Brass, New Calabar and Akassa on the sea”.48 This was 
unquestionably the role it played in the 19th century and though we have no direct 
evidence for saying so it is reasonable to assume that it played a similar role at an 
earlier period. Alagoa has suggested that Nembe was a major customer of the Aboh 
from where she obtained yams and livestock to augment the fish and plantain diet 
which could be obtained from neighbouring delta peoples.49 Aboh would also have 
indulged in the canoe trade discussed earlier on. As the slave trade developed, Aboh 
was extremely well placed to tap the slave resources of the Ukwuani and Igala areas 
and to sell these to the Nembe and other delta peoples for onward transmission across 
the Atlantic. It seems, therefore, that the kingdom arose largely as a result of her 
involvement in this commercial north-south and cross-delta trade. Success in trade, 
including the trade in arms and ammunition, meant increase in military and naval
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C°nC1USiOn ... • 1800, what has
As a history of the peoples of the western delta area of Nigeria e or(^ cannot yet 
been attempted here is really no more than a survey. The availa i e Jone. It i*.
support any detailed history and a great deal more work requi slirVey.
however, important to draw attention once again to a te* asp |eS were very 
Firstly, it is clear that the units of operation among the •.arious p jzation Even 
small. For most of them the clan was the highest level of politica o wc|| knit
for the two kingdoms of Itsekiri and Aboh the components parts ‘ . ^u|t of trade.
together. Secondly, there was a great deal of interaction large > as Urhobo: the 
The Itsekiri were in touch with the Yoruba, the Bini, t ie jo, was linked 
Ukwuani were very much in touch with the Isoko and some o t e J° 'otlcrn Nigeria 
with Igala and the eastern delta as well as the Isoko. Indeed a map -n tj1(. prc.
showing the various routes of trade in this period is likely torevea t i rprI|OV(.(i one 
19th century period the peoples who now make up Nigeria w r devc|op-
from the other as is sometimes thought and even publicly asserter . ina a|ong
ment of the various peoples was unequal. Those who occupi< d l i *, j jn far
the coastal belt developed centralized monarchical institutions anr ■ and
ranging trade while the forest dwellers tended to remain within their sm< canoe
to engage in much more limited trading activities. One reason for t 15  and cffK iCnt
provided a means of movement and conveyance much more effective t0
than the foot of the forest peoples. These same coastal dwellers were be < p 
take greater advantage of European trade and other contacts than t eir 
neighbours. This unequal development continued, as will be shown in a later •
through the 19th century, and was to be a major factor in the history of t e co 
period of Nigeria’s history.

power which enabled Aboh to develop into one
Niger valley.50 eastern counters "ru prov'nce not develop city-states like their

tatai kingdom should'““^'due'oj"h^

to build a political edifice. But then her geographical location 
shadovd C?med *" by Itsekiri settlements which seemed to  Euronean^ J C0U^ not benefit much either from the impetus created by the
thusside-t V WaS Centred on the Arcades River and then the Benin River, 
not like h^ ^Cravos’ h°me °f the Gbaramatu. Further more, the Ijo did
hinterland1 C °r tbe Aboh or indeed some of the eastern Ijo, possess any
Geogr h Wb'Cb Sbe was connected by waterways uninterrupted by ‘strangers’, 
states Th"-3 faCt°rS thus miiitated against the Ijo developing into powerful city- 
their "eir reaCtion was t0 make the best of the situation by preyi ng on the trade of 
dreaded ortunate neighbours, building up for themselves thereby a reputation as



6
THE BENIN KINGDOM

A. F. C. Ryder

1. Ref. R.E. Bradbury, Chronological problems in the study of Benin history”, Journal of the 
Historical Society of Nigeria, Vol. 1, No. 4, Dec. 1959. The length of the king-list varies a 
little with different informants.

2. Excavations on the site of the supposed Ogiso palace have uncovered no trace of cither build­
ing of occupation. Admittedly the site is a large one and only a small part of it has been 
investigated, but the results have so far been entirely negative.

The Problems of Origins and Antiquity
The kingdom of Benin ceased to exist as an independent state in 1897 when it was 
annexed to the Niger Coast Protectorate. Its beginnings are far less easily determined, 
the only direct evidence for them being that furnished by oral tradition which presents 
great difficulties of interpretation when it deals with such remote events. Much ink 
had been squandered on the vexed question of the origins of peoples and their rulers, 
often enough without even making a clear distinction between the two. On linguistic 
and cultural evidence the people of Benin City and the'heartlands of the kingdom 
belong to the Edo group which had probably occupied that region for upwards of 
three thousand years; the kingdom has almost certainly been in existence for less than 
a millennium. The traditions preserved by the monarchy itself trace dynasty over­
thrown in 1897 with a fair degree of conviction to an origin around the 13th century. 
Some thirty rulers are reckoned to have reigned in that span of time.1 Beyond that we 
encounter much vaguer accounts of an earlier monarchy extending back over another 
thirty reigns to the supposed first settlement of the Edo in that area. Some of the 
features of the later dynasty—items of regalia, an extensive palace, an order of 
hereditary kingmakers—are traced back to the earlier, but it is possible that the whole 
concept of the first Ogiso (‘kings of the sky’) dynasty is a mirror-image of the historical 
kingdom evoked to explain a period for which no other frame of reference is 
remembered.2

It is not unreasonable to suppose that the Edo living in the Benin area in pre­
dynamic times were organized socially and politically in a manner that has remained 
typical of that people elsewhere, that is to say in the lineage group which could by 
aggregation form villages or small towns, but not cities of the Yoruba type. A reliable 
water supply and relatively fertile soil could explain the emergence of such a settlement 
in the area of Benin City. This asumption receives some support from a recent survey
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Yoruba historian Samuel Johnson, writing in 1897, ma e t e i senior
grandson of Oduduwa and a brother of Oranmiyan and other foun Roupell a 
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uence as heads of the indigenous clans for long overshadowed that of the
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Oliha should only crown the Oba of Benin and that he and the other Uzama Nihinron should 
not confer titles any more.

rulers. Tradition has it that Ewedo, the fourth Oba, tried with some success to put an 
end to this subordination. After a battle with them he was able to deprive the Uzama 
of their quasi-regalian rights and remove himself frpm their midst to a more spacious 
palace on the site of the present building. Thereafter he was able to organize a sizeable 
following of his own around his court and create a number of non-hereditary titles for 
his leading men.12 In so dping he may have been following Yoruba practice, but it is 
equally possible that he based his royal household on those of the Uzama chiefs. In 
later centuries the Uzama certainly had their own miniature courts whose structure 
and title systems resembled the greater apparatus of the Oba; though it is often 
assumed that these must have developed in imitation of the royal court, it is perhaps 
more likely that the process was the other way round.” Ewedo had, in other words, 
won for himself and his succcessors a position of primus inter pares. For the next two 
centuries no further significant change is known to have affected this balance of power 
within the state.

For more than a century the territory ruled by the Obas of Benin remained very 
small, encompassing no more than the capital, and the dependent villages settled from 
it over a radius of perhaps fifteen miles. The only foreign war remembered prior to the 
15th century was the struggle against the neighbouring town of Udo, some thirty miles 
to the west of Benin. This conflict is associated with the reign of Oguola, the son 
of Ewedo; though it ended in a Benin victory, it did not mark the end of Udo as a 
serious rival and Benin territory was not much extended as a result of it.

Tradition says that this rather static state of affairs was rudely shattered in the 15th 
century by an upheaval which transformed the township into a city, the limited 
monarch into an autocrat, and the insignificant territory into a kingdom. These 
remarkable changes are attributed to a man of violence and genius named Ogun who 
took the royal name of Ewuare after destroying much of the old settlement by fire and 
killing the reigning Oba. According to the traditions of the royal house, Ewuare was 
ousting a junior brother who had usurped the throne, but the dynastic genealogy upon 
which this story relies loses credibility at this point, and one suspects that its main aim 
is to preserve the necessary line of legitimacy in the succession through a major 
upheaval . The degree of violence and destruction that accompanied Ewuare’s seizure 
of power suggests a widespread struggle in which Benin came out on the losing side, 
but whether this arose from civil war or external attack we have as yet no means of 
knowing.

Ewuare redesigned and rebuilt his devastated capital in such a manner as to make 
himself secure and visible master of it. To that end a huge ditch and rampart, similar 
in conception to the earlier enclosures but vastly more imposing, was thrown up in the 
centre of Benin obliterating many of the older landmarks. Within the rampart a 
broad avenue separated the palace (ogbe) from a town (ore) in which were housed a 
large number 6f guilds that exercised their crafts and offices in the service of the 
palace. Among them were physicians, diviners, smiths, carvers, carpenters, bards,
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marked out to follow him he gave the title of Edaiken which he added to the order of 
hereditary title holders, the Uzama Nihinron.

In many ways the Uzama were the chief victims of Ewuare’s revolution. Their 
villages were reduced to mere suburbs of the royal city; in affairs of state they were 
overshadowed by the new orders of non-hereditary chiefs; their ability to regulate or 
influence the succession to the throne disappeared with the installation of an Edaiken. 
In sum, they were no longer the overmighty subjects they had been since the time of 
Eweka.

Ewuare’s reputation as a warrior, established by his conquest of Benin, grew steadily 
through the years of his reign. Leading his armies in person, he waged war in all 
directions and far beyond the previous bounds of the state. Edo peoples as far north as 
the Afenmai area, the Yoruba towns of Akure and Owo, as well as many groups of the 
western Igbo are said to have submitted to him. Even allowing for some exaggeration, 
these conquests still represent a remarkable expansion of Benin. They may have been 
the fruit of Ewuare’s reforms in Benin itself, the external manifestation of his 
tightened control over its human and material resources. On the other hand, if 
Ewuare launched his attack on Benin from some external base, as seems likely, he 
must already have been master of another territory before he gained control of 
Benin.15 His career of conquest also coincided with a general disturbance of the state 
structure over a much wider area: the southward thrust of the Hausa states of Zaria 
and Kano, the rise of the Nupe and Jukun kingdoms, and possibly the development of 
Oyo and Idah all took place in the same century as the expansion of Benin. So it may 
be that a general disarray among the peoples south of the Niger aided Ewuare in his 
career of conquest.

The events that followed Ewuare’s death suggest that the people of Benin had not 
taken kindly to his drastic handling of their customs and institutions; the Uzama in 
particular were not yet reconciled to the new order. One after another his children fell 
victims to plots. His eldest son, Ezoti, is said to have been lulled by a poisoned arrow 
during the coronation ceremonies. Ezoti’s only son and rightful heir by the lav/ of 
primogeniture was murdered before he could claim the crown. The succession next 
passed to Ewuare’s second child, a daghter, but she contracted an incurable disease 
after accepting the title of Edaiken. Next in line came another son of Ewuare named 
Olua. He did manage to ascend and hold the throne for a few years only to find his

15. According to tradition Ewuare ordered that he should be buried at Esi near Udo, a curious 
instruction unless he had close ties with that place. (Cf., Eweka’s request for his remains to be 
carried to Ife.) In view of the earlier conflict between Udo and Benin, it is not impossible that 
Ewuare came from the rival Edo town to reverse the defeat inflicted upon it by Oba Oguola. 
When Ewuare’s eldest son was killed soon after his accession, the next in line to the throne. 
Ewuare’s grandson, had to be brought from Esi with his mother. A younger son of Ewuare 
who eventually became Oba Ozolua of Benin made his eldest son Edaiken and his second 
chief of Udo a further indication of the importance of Udo to the royal dynasty. The two 
brothers, fought a better civil war after Ozolua’s death. Victory went this time to the Oba of 
Benin, Esigie, who treated Udo as the Romans did Carthage: the town was destroyed and 
the survivors settled far away. And it may have been in order to sever the tie between the 
ruling house and Udo that “Esigie made a law that no prince should be made ruler of Udo 
anymore”. (Egharevba, op. cit. p. 28).
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own son and heir, Iginua, rejected as Edaiken by theQjua^ied without further 
Benin to found his own kingdom among the Itse n. • struggled to free itself
heirs the throne remained vacant for some years, ut as ented s0 the subject
from Ewuare's heirs and the system of govemmen Y P peoples who had 
territories grasped the opportunity to throw o “pillaged the city ■
been the victims of the warrior’s exploits now turne aro ujjged to seek a defen er
Thus the Benin chiefs, unable to control the situation, wer from the city. Okpame,
in Okpame, a younger son of Ewuare who had been an father's regime an

. crowned Oba wi.h rhe name of Oaoloa. He is remernberri
then embarked on a systematic chastisement of the re wars ended only by his ea 
as Ozolua the Conqueror, his reign as a ceaseless roun
at the hands of his own men. ,

f Ozolua s son, The tension between ruler and subjects continued in organized by the 
Esigie, who is said to have faced an attempt to overt ro .The failure 0
of the Uzama chiefs, Oliha, in alliance with the . turning point in the ort“ 
attempt and Esigie’s destruction of Udo17 seem to mar* jong reign to reconc 
of Ewaure’s line. Thereafter Esigie was able in the course newlycreatc , c
subjects to the new regime, or at least to attach a gene hereditary L zania- 
firmly to the throne, thus neutralizing the opposition o Portuguese in
development of European trade, beginning with the arn q{ cons

°lidat-nnand 
(probably in the time of Ozolua), may have helpe t 1 llcd by the crow 
introducing a new source of wealth which was large y frorn Europe cer 
court as a state monopoly. Large quantities of brass “"P are perdue tec >m 
enabled Esigie to foster the royal art of brasscasting . uncovcred evident .<• o 
Indeed it is only from this period that excavation has so itnroduced as ea
technique in Benin City, though tradition maintains t a k appears to
.be reign of Ogul?- Ihe ex.an. corpus »< piece, .h«
with the late 15th or early 16th century, so if there were . gul|d of J
have gone into the melting pot.20 The magnificent outpu wealth. ta
workers during the 16th century is the best testimony as a An apparent >
and prestige that the monarchy commanded from the ti ,acrifice to Benin
upon Esigie’s record-he is 5aid to have introduced hurna carrying thc d” 
represent the arrogation to the Oba of jurisdiction in al waS ^nHted
penalty, for those sacrificed in the Oba’s rituals an n , ncd criminals- 
make a human sacrifice - were commonly reported to be con
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Throughout all but the opening years of the 16th century the history of Benin 
presents a picture of internal stability with crown passing undisputed by the rule of 
primogeniture from one powerful Oba to another. The dynasty maintained the 
military tradition of Ewuare and Ozolua, but the only significant gains of territory and 
influence were won towards the coast where Mahin was conquered and Benin 
authority extended as far as Lagos. A form of suzerainty over the new Itsekiri state 
helped to consolidate Benin authority along the coast which had assumed greater 
economic and political importance with the arrival of European traders. To the north 
the armies of Benin defeated a formidable attack from the direction of Oyo during the 
reign of Ehengbuda.21 With small modifications, however, the territory of the Benin 
kingdom remained that carved out by Ewuare.

The character of the Benin monarchy again underwent profound change following 
the death of Ehengbuda who was drowned while engaged on an expedition in the 
coastal lagoons. I his disaster, which happened about 1600, was responsible, 
according to Chief Egharevba, for an important change in the role of the Oba. “It was

21. Since Oyo was at that time under Nupe control, it is possible that Benin faced and repulsed a 
Nupe rather than an Oyo invasion. Battle scenes on some of the Benin plaques support this 
interpretation.
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not the O^ofXmZmor?? °r7arrJ°rS COmmandin? ^e Benin troops and 

become the common Draetim f ' i. ” durmg EhenSbuda’s lifetime it had already 
chief, practice now hardened '' C t0 led by the Iyase’ the Principal town
Ewuare came to an end C CUStom and the line of warrior Obas founded by 
^apting themselves now becaT? life t0 which the rulers had been
bounds of the palace M e<"a?e more rigorously restricted and organized within the 
occupied in an endu £ an ever be^ore the Oba became a semi-divine ruler

'°U"d °f *“>'• rrom his palace only
s» profound a chance'011* a nevergoing be>'ond ‘he city wall.

government into so d' • f°^e and c^aracter of the ruler threw the system of 
the palace who su e ' 1S^ud*bnum- The influence of the chiefs — especially those of 
enanced. Indeed it FV1Se. tbe O^as hfe and controlled access to him was greatly 
become the prison ay Wltbout too much exaggeration be said that the Oba had now 
created to rescue hi * f or^an'zation (the palace) which had originally been
by the palace chiefs? u°m ^Zama ®ne striking illustration of the power usurped
such a way that h SUCCess ln changing the mode of succession to the throne in 
members of the a^e t0 ma^e a choice of a king among the numerous
geniture.23 Mot J*nea#e without any reference to the principle of primo- 
t’nguished figures ^r'Sln^ the 17th century saw a long line of powerless,, undis- 
in the hope that th 'f & tbr°ne’ several of them old men who were chosen presumably 
ado to make wj r wou^d reward their electors liberally then pass on without more

Kewayfor a new incumbent.

“lernal dancers "t *** rU'ers' befuri was spared major Internal upheaval* and 
accounted for b' h°U^ mucb °h the 17th century Partly that stability may be 
enjoyed during tin? ,Jr°S,Jedty that the kingdom, and in particular the capital, 
tribute came regula ? ^eaiS Ewuare had organized his enlarged state so that 
units-single vill IDt° ^erl’n City from all his subjects. Twice a year the tribute

or chiefdoms despatched their offerings in 
at a distance. The tow tb°5e nearer the capital and slaves or livestock from those 
what was delivered and an ^a'ace chiefs responsible for the tribute units took half of 
t0"s collected at the eate?^,?^1^ ‘° the Oba Kcvcnuc was also derived from
its trade with Europeans5 C*^ Wad’ t^le 'ar^e markets held in. Benin continued
because they controlled j °^sPeciai importance to the Oba and palace chiefs 
SUch as pepper and i 1/ a'S° cnJ°yed a monopoly of many of the products, 
^-^'heEuroZfZ^- 17th century witnessed a great 
i°’ Benin's ivory and cloth ^UCc^ an^ English merchants competed fiercely

° meet that demand the Oba s agents and private traders
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CouSKct, Dc-dtae and Kevival
This system could function as long as no serious quarrels broke the unity of the chiefs 
to give a determined Oba the chance to assert his authority. In the last decade of the 
17th century, however, such a split did occur between, it would seem, the’/yase and 
the town chiefs on the one hand and the palace chiefs on the other. The cause of the 
dispute, as reported by a Dutch trader, was an attempt by the latter on the wealth of 
the former. Amid rising tension the town chiefs and their dependants left the city, 
camped some miles away and settled down to a lengthy civil war in which the capital 
again suffered sack and devastation by fire. After several years of desultory fighting 
and destruction a truce was made leaving the Oba master of a depopulated and 
battered city.

Although it is uncertain who was reigning when the civil war began, there is little 
doubt that it ended in the reign of Akenzua I.26 Within a few years Akenzua had 
succeeded in reasserting the effective authority of the throne and in restoring Benin to 
much of its former prosperity, though it is doubtful whether the city ever entirely 
regained the splendour it had known in the 16th and 17th centuries. To counter­
balance the power of the lyase he brought the Uzama back into prominence and made 
one of them, the Ezomo, commander of the Benin armies in place of the lyase. To 
deprive the chiefs of their control over the succession to the throne, he reintroduced

travelled far inland, and it is probably from this period that we may date the trading 
associations that controlled the long-distance trade of Benin.24 All accounts of 
European visitors to Benin City during those years describe it as a very large, well- 
ordered and prosperous place? Thus, despite the decline in the authority, of the Oba, 
the state was borne along on a general tide of economic wellbeing.

Tension could nonetheless arise over the distribution of wealth which depended in 
turn upon the distribution of power between the different factions of chiefs and the 
Oba. Such a crisis seems to have arisen in the reign of Ahenkpaye. Egharevba relates it 
in the following manner:

“He was a tall, handsome and majestic figure, but he was a wicked and selfish Oba. 
His selfishness reached such a high pitch that it became unbearable to the nation, 
because he usurped the rights and privileges attached to the offices of his chiefs and his 
voice was the law.”26 In the detailed indictment of Ahenkpaye the tradition recorded 
by Egharevba makes it clear that his offence was to deprive members of the palace 
societies of numerous fees and perquisites. Eventually all three orders of chiefs Uzama, 
Eghaevbo n’Ore and Eghaevbo n'Ogbe hatched a successful conspiracy to detrhone 
him in favour of a more compliant and ‘liberal’ man.

24. Ref. R.E. Bradbury, Benin Studies, London, 1973, p. 49. In the 19th century the most 
important of these associations was called Ekhengo (forest traders) and controlled trade with 
the Yoruba country through its base at Akure.

25. Egharevba, op. cit. p. 36.
215. One would expect the rebels to have tried to put an Oba of their own choosing on the throne. 

An attempt to do so may lie behind the brief reign of Ozuere as recorded by Egharevba. 
It is certainly significant that “Ozuere’s claim was supported by lyase Ode and there was civil 
war which lasted many weeks”. This is the only reference which Egharevba makes to the 
civil war.
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YORUBALAND UP TO 1800

I. A. Akinjogbin and E. A. Ayandele

1. S. Johnson, The History of the Yorubas, Lagos, 1956 pp. 15-18

Origins
The historical consciousness of the Yoruba started at Ile-Ife, a town situated in the 
south-west of Nigeria and numbering in 1963 about one hundred and ten thousand 
inhabitants. There are two main versions of this consciousness expressed in stories of

Geographical Description
The Yoruba stretch on the west from around the area of Badagry to around Warri and 
inland until they almost reach the Niger around latitude 9°N. Indeed, certain parts of 
the Niger formed the boundary between it and the Nupe. Around'latitude 5°N, they 
sread westwards cutting across the whole of Dahomey and reaching into the east of 
Togo. From the coast, the country rises gradually from low-lying swampy regions with 
thick undergrowth to forest belt and finally semi- or derived savannah, which in Porto 
Novo (Ajase), reaches almost to the coast. A large part of the country consists of low 
flat plateau with only a range of hills, the Yoruba hills, running from east to west and 
almost cutting the country into two'.'.The weather is fairly stable, with two clearly 
defined seasons in the year, the rainy and the dry seasons.' The rainy season lasts from 
about April until September, with a short relatively dry spell during the first week of 
August. The dry season lasts from September to April. From November until February 
the cold dry wind from the Sahara Desert, called the harmattan, affects the country. 
In practice, it is never completely dry for rain falls all the year round, only it falls more 
frequently at certain seasons than at others. As a result of the very favourable climate, 
conditions are very good for agriculture, making it possible to have two harvests in one 
year.

■ The Yoruba must be one of the largest homogenous groups among Africans. Those 
of them living in Nigeria are currently numbered around fifteen million^When those 
in Dahomey and Togo are added, they are many more. They inhabit a continuous 
territory and speak the same language. They are a town dwelling people who, as will 
be seen in the following pages, built kingdoms and empires along before they came 
into contact with any Europeans. Their level of political sophistication and tech­
nological advancement is high.
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origin. One version, which was first mentioned in Clapperton s extracts from 
Bello’s History and subsequently popularized by Reverend Samuel Jonnson in 
History of the Yorubas has been repeated by various scholars since. It relates a 
Yoruba originally came from the north-eastern area of Africa, (variously suppo*<U 
be Egypt, Yemen, ancient Meroe, and Arabia), and settled in Ile-Ife ter ajonjM 
that must have taken decades if not centuries. In the process, they ’e’\p°northeni 
themselves on their way, one of whom, the Gogobir (Gobir?) of pr^?e (^ogobiri 
Nigeria, are still remembered and often cited both by the Yorubc; an who, the 
themselves. The party that eventually got to Ife, was led by u uw^ 
tradition continues, established a flourishing kingdom and later nuinbered 
grandsons to found various Yoruba kingdoms. These kingdoms are van tjjrect descent 
as seven or sixteen, but when an actual count is taken of those w o fourteen
from Oduduwa they are much more. At the end of the It ce ro rous.« in 
kingdoms, all founded by sons of Oduduwa appear to be large which derived 
1905, the Oni Olubuse named twenty-one kingdoms, exc^u nFj prnj mentioned 
their crowns from Ife.8 In 1931, the Oni, Sir Adesoji
twenty-six.4, in scholarly circles,

(The second version, which is increasingly becoming more own tbat He-Ife 
though it has been generally known among the Yoruba them - wben ‘the
was the centre from which the whole world was created. [ - j t sent messengers to 
whole earth’was covered with water (probably a pluvial) an tradition, the party 
go and create farmland out of the liquid mass. According to t j eader. and sixteen 
consisted of Obatala (variously called Orisa Nla, or Orisa AlaseJ as^^ tjcd in a wbite 
Oye (immortals). They were given five pieces of iron, a lump continues, Obatala 
pieceof cloth and a cockerel. Somewhere on the way, t*ie tra n°p. Qf aUthority from 
got drunk with palm wine, and Oduduwa seized the parap tjlcSC messengers
and eventually led the delegation to the world. The site on w ? pieces of
landed is traditionally identified as the Oke Oramfe, in Ife- c made to spread the 
iron were set down, the lump of earth placed on it, and the c ic-tradition, and it 
earth with its toes. Farmland appeared as a result, conclu * Jwn probably took 
gradually spread to cover the whole earth. From this episode t e
its name Ile-Ife (the house of spreading). ) But they probably

On the surface, these two stories of origin appear c°ntra^’CtOr^fju(juwa is remem­
can be reconciled. Both have one important point in common. ,,r th it the
bered in both as a leader.iWhat the second myth appears to sa r, *' ortjjng to it,
origins of Ife are much older than the Oduduwa period w it . jrf.tation. Ife
succeeded the Obatala period. Other evidences tend to support this mt *f angan 
traditions remember the names of such kings as Kutukutu oba ig .an
Obamakin,6 who were much older than Oduduwa. Fragments o
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almost source of Yoruba history, have been collected and preserved6 and they tend to 
show that the antecedents of the Yoruba are older than the Oduduwa period. The 
language of the tradition itself is archaic, though unmistakably one from which the 
modem Yoruba evolved. In that tradition, the names of such kings of Ife as Opereti, 
Enewe, Awurebe, and Omogberaye are remembered. This tradition relates that 
Oduduwa and his band were lodged in what was then strangers’ quarters in Ile-Ife 
when they first arrived, although we do not yet know which Oni was then reigning.

Taking all the traditions together, therefore, a possible interpretation is that at 
Ile-Ife, long before the period of Oduduwa, a monarchical form of government had 
developed with perhaps a high degree of cultural attainments ?;Oduduwa, perhaps at 
the head of a small but highly organized band, who may or may not have been new 
migrants from outside, took over authority during a period of weakness (when Obatala 
got drunk). There is increasing evidence to show that the Oduduwa tradition should 
be seen, not just as a myth of origins of a people, but rather as the end of one and the 
beginning of another period in the political and constitutional development of the 
Yoruba.

It is probable that the takeover by Oduduwa occurred during the reign of Obatala. 
For till today, there is an annual re-enactment, a whole series of ceremonies’ which 
recalls the struggle for power between the followers of Obatala and those of Oduduwa 
and how the Igbo, the last resistance organization against the Oduduwa takeover, was 
overpowered by the wiles of a beautiful woman, Moremi, and how the reconciliations 
were finally arrived at. In the final settlement, vpbatala lost to Oduduwa the Are, the 
crown, the visible manifestation of authority, but his followers were given functions in 
the new government® AAre had continued to this day to be worn by the Oni, the 
descendant of Oduduwa, as part of the coronation rites and on very important 
traditional occasion. That the descendants of Obatala have not completely forgotten 
their former political position is shown by their still current symbolic unwillingness to 
hear Oduduwa’s name mentioned. More than that, it is shown in the installation of 
Elesun, the head of Obatala worshippers, which is done with pomp and pageantry 
which is very much like the installation of an Oba.9

When the Oduduwa period began is of course impossible to say. The earliest radio 
carbon dates from archaeological excavations in Ife are those associated with the 
potsherd pavements. These give a period between mid-lOth to mid-llth centuries.10 
Ife traditions remember that these pavements were made during the reign of a woman

about 65 years old and is one of the most knowledgeable historians of Ife
9. In 1972, I witnessed the installation of new Elesun which was done in every bit.like the 

coronation of an oba. During the ceremony, the Elesun, whenever he was thirty, took only 
cold ogi(corn paste).

10. F. Willet. “Radio-Carbon dates from Ife,” West African Archaeological ewsletter, No. 9,

\ 6. Mr I.B. Odukoya, a retired school master now a member of the Ijebu Local Schools Board has 
been collecting this and will soon be publishing his findings.

7. One of these is the annual Obatala'festival, held between December and January every 
year, and another is the Edi festival, in remembrance of Moremi, held in November every 
year.

8. Chief Fasogbon, "A Short History of Ife” (unpublished manuscript). Chief Fasogbon is 
about 65 years old and is one of the most knowledgeable historians of Ife.

9. In 1972, I witnessed the installation of new Elesun which was done in
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11. SeeOduOfunsiquotedinJ.O. George,HistoricelA
12. ItaMaruii meansiplace where five roads meet. , of the Oba c -
13. The traditions of llesha support this, which is District Office, 9 October

Obokun of Ijesaland. See also Aderemi, Oni of Ite to .
(N.N.A. Oyo prof. 1) file 203. Oranvan period succeeded the Ogiso

14. Benin tradition as recorded by Egharevba claims that tne
period.
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, n habits and workei 
Oni called Luwo Gbagida, who forced the Ife people to adopt ciei Qni
them so hard that they resolved never again to have another
therefore say that Luwo was probably reigning between t e °M 
centuries. On the best authorities available, Luwo hersel is v tjie iate Sir
sixteenth or the nineteenth Oni in the Oduduwa dynasty ° ejghth. If Luwo, 
Adesoji Aderemi, who ascended the throne of Ife in 1930, is e century, then 
the sixteenth Oni in the Oduduwa dynasty, was reigning m E centuries before. 
Oduduwa himself must have ascended the throne of Ife, pcrhafS,"wa takeover was a 

jfaie next major event that took place in Ife after t e existing before the 

reorganization of the Yoruba kingdoms that jnay have een relate this
Oduduwa dynasty and possibly the foundation of new ones. e virtually
phase in terms of the dispersal of Oduduwa’s children an to one of them,
unanimous, though some give more details than others. ccor and ordered them 
Oduduwa, when he was old and blind, called his children t0^V ^bol. An Ifa source 
to go and found kingdoms of their own, giving each °ne a roy s Jfe was hit by a 
gave the background to this dispersal. According to that so deciniation. No
prolonged drought which lasted for many yean, causing arnin^£ best Babalawo 
one knew precisely how to solve the problem, although tnost babalawo of Oke
(soothsayers) in the land were consulted. Finally, one Agi og accepting this that 
Itase in Ile-Ife, counselled emigration.11 It was probab y > gtrongly indicate 
Oduduwa asked his sons to lead the various groups. Tbe tra having met at a 
that the emigration was orderly, for the leaders are remem er agreed which
place in Ile-Ife still called Ita Ijero (the place of consultation) j|ic orderliness
way each would go and how they were to maintam future which lay alon8
and the comradeship are remembered in the traditions o t jouth-westwards
the routes of dispersal. The princes who went north-westwar^ Marun11 in Ipetu-
are remembered as having journeyed together to a place cal e again are
modu. Those who went eastwards and finally settled at Ado, wo together,
remembered in the various traditions along the route as having group, would 
Owa Obokun, Onida arara, who later became the leader of t e hc waJ away 
not appear to have joined this main group, for the tradition re a momcntous
on the coast fetching sea water to cure Oduduwa’s blindness w a^ording to the 
events were taking place at home.1’ These migrations result • able that wme 
traditions, in the foundation of many new kingdoms, though it is F girnply had
only had a change of rulers" Benin would appear to be one of t . havc
a change of rulers. All the most important kingdoms, however. appca historical
who were either sons or grandsons of Oduduwa. This may have societal
origin of the Ebi system of government which later grew into a con
organization.
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It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to know now how many kingdoms resulted from 
this exercise ^.As has been pointed out above, the number has ranged from seven to 
twenty-six on the best traditional authorities,.' Descent from Oduduwa certainly 
became the test of legitimacy and it is probable that as kingdoms grew, the original 
number was increased by induction which gave the later ones as much legitimacy as 
the earlier ones. It is equally difficult to date the dispersal with any degree of certainty. 
But if the potsherd pavements were made in the Oduduwa dynasty, then it is probable 
that the dispersal took place by the end of the 8th or the beginning of the 9th century, 
since it is said to have taken place at the end of Oduduwa’s reign. Further archaeo­
logical excavations will, hopefully, shed more light on the problem of chronology and 
authenticity.

Growth
The historical developments of most of the kingdoms after the dispersal from Ife are 
not yet clear, for most of the well-known traditions, or their collectors, have a 
tendency to skip the events after the foundation and dwell on the relatively recent 
period. Here, therefore, is a yawning gap in our knowledge of Yoruba history calling 
for the most urgent and intensive research. From what is known, four types of 
constitutional and historical developments are, however, discernible, and they range 
from fairly settled constitutional positions, to highly complex imperial organizations 
on the one hand, and to a complete lack of any central organization beyond the town 
level on the other extreme. Comments on this last type can be made briefly here. It 
appears that in areas which were far removed from the centre, for example in the 
north-east11* of Yorubaland bordering on the Niger River and in the extreme north­
west, the towns did not develop into large kingdoms with centralized powerful 
monarchies. This does not make their history any less rich, but it does mean that until 
they are studied, most of the generalizations about the other monarchies will not apply 
to them.

Ile-Ife as the ‘father-kingdom’ and Yoruba ‘national’ headquarters had a unique 
type of constitutional and historical growth. Completely surrounded by other Yoruba 
Kingdoms that acknowledged its ‘fatherhood’, Ife had no fear of attack from any 
quarter. /Ife therefore did not possess an army and the Onis of Ife were not known to be 
great military leaders. Instead Ile-Ife took its duties as ritual ‘father-kingdom’ very 
seriously. An elaborate chieftaincy system was developed1* to look after all the known 
national gods, create and worship more of such gods, bury the remains of the kings

15. H.M.A. Obayemi is engaged in an ongoing research in this area and is coining up with 
interesting findings which will enrich our knowledge of constitutional developments in 
Yorubaland.

16. Chief D.O. Ayinde, thejagunosin of Ife listed over 242 chieftaincy titles in Ile-Ife, out of 
which 125 belonged to the Otu or religious chiefs. He admitted that there are some more 
rides that he did not know. See D.O. Ayinde: Awon Onto Abalaye ni Ile-Ife. (Ore Ofe 
Press), Ife, 1968.

17. Among the best known African works of art are the bronzes. Since about 1956, the terra­
cottas, moulded in the style of the bronzes, have become better known. F. billet, Ife in the 
History of West African Art, London, 1967.
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brought back from their distant domains and dispense the ‘ ruling Oni,
the choice of new kings. Only this last duty was performed directly by tne ruling 

the others being the duties of the Otu Chiefs. culture.
Hand in hand with these spiritual functions went the patr during the reign of 

Reference has already been made to the potsher pav®™, streets in Ife were thui 
Queen Luwo, in the 10th century. Traditions relate t at parts of Yorubaland,
paved. These Luwo pavements have been noticed U\V^>jje innovation. Another 
which is an indication that other kingdoms emulate - wood, stone, clay
notable development in Ife was art. Various objects were m wax’ process w—— 
and bronze. The bronze figures were made through ?c- - '
was a technological advancement of the highest kin .
produced can still be seen in Ife and various museums r. £
exported its artistic achievements and Benin became c m 
learnt. Other kingdoms such as Owo18 and Ijebu 
own styles which are as yet little studied, but which may P 
Benm.j core of government in

The evolution, after Oduduwa, of the Oni-ship, as . g other YonAa kings), 
Ile-Ife, (as distinct from his extra-territorial role as er 0 studied. What is so far 
and the changes that occurred in its long history are .< et to ,ear3 of the Oduduwa

known, however, indicates that in the over the ceremony of wearing
dynasty, the character of the Om-ship changed , rirs t^c aTe^ dunng the
of the Olalufon Crown (apart from the ceremony o we to emphasise the
coronation ceremony of each new Oni. The meaning o t there is the change in 
obligations and accountability of the Oni to the Ife p*°P e- r an Qni equal rights of
the rule which allowed both male and female descendants  when this started 
succession to the throne to that which allowed only males. .nd?ation that women 
and when it ended is not quite known, but Luwo s reign is a episode in 
could, at one time, be legitimate Oni. Thirdly there w 
Lajamisan, apparently a rich Ife bead trader, made a sue h efi 
could hardly have done this without the support of the - 
without offering them acceptable terms. Finally there was t 
descendant of Lajamisan, who was banished to Ife-Odan, 
too long but more probably for cruelty.10 These two 1---- 
that. the Ife people reserved the power to change the Oni if t ey



21. G. Parrinder, The Story of Ketu; 2nd ed. Edited by I.A. Akinjogbin, Ibadan, 1967. All that 
follows in this section on Ketu is taken from this book.

22. This can still be seen standing in Ile-Ife.
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The third type of development may be exemplified by the kingdom of Ketu. Ketu 
was one of those kingdoms founded by the princes who went westwards from Ife.- Its 
leader, called Soipasan, would appear to have journeyed, according to Ketu tradi­
tions, with the leaders of the party that later founded Egba and Oyo.2'Jketu traditions 
insist that Soipasan was the elder of these three princes, and the traditions of Oyo and 
Abeokuta would appear to recognize this. Soipasan and his group first settled at Oke- 
Oyan, which they soon abandoned for Aro-Ketu. Finally Aro-Ketu itself was 
abandoned for a more spacious area, named Ketu which was founded under the 
leadership of Ede, the seventh Alaketu after Soipasan and Owe. In all these 
wanderings, there is no suggestion that the Ketu group was molested or in anyway 
subjected to hostile military pressure. Indeed, so secure were they that the original 
group that came from Ife did not keep together for long but split up and in different 
directions to found separate towns. Even before Soipasan’s death, a party of his group 
hived off and founded Kilibo. And the population of Aro-Ketu was also split into three 
before Ketu was founded.

This initial security soon gave way to hostile attacks, probably by the aboriginal 
inhabitants.'Okoyi, the eighth Icing, was attacked by the Panku people and not being 
used to warfare, he took refuge in a village named Tobolo. His subjects, however, 
easily repelled the attack and came to an agreement with the attackers whereby two 
families of the latter, the Akiniko and Ajahosa, were integrated into the government 
of the town. Okoyi was, however, rejected for his cowardly acts. The agreement with 
the Panku people did not appear to have endured for the Ketu palace was again 
stormed during the reign of Agbo-keji, the thirteenth Alaketu. Like Okoyi, Agbo-Keji 
fled for refuge in his farm, but his subjects again repelled the attack as*they had done 
during the reign of Okoyi and Agbo-Keji was also executed for his cowardice.

The repeated attacks convinced the people of Ketu that they should take measures 
to protect themselves. They therefore built a very strong wall around the city which 
they completed during the reigns of Sa and Epo. After the completion of tlj.e wall, the 
Ketu people appear to have lived in peace for a long time, for the traditions do not 
remember anything remarkable about the periods of the sixteenth to the thirty-eighth 
Icings beyond their names, the names of their parents and the family from which they 
were chosen. This may indicate a degree of stability and signify that all the state 
institutions were then fully developed and functioning as normally as humanly 
possible. Most of the large Yoruba kingdoms probably developed along the lines 
similar to Ketu’s. (

The development of Oyo, the fourth type was a great deal more adventurous from 
the start.22 Its foundation has been attributed in the traditions to Oranyan, who is 
also said to be the founder of the present Benin monarchy. It would appear that 
Oranyan went (perhaps via Ile-Ife) northwards towards the Niger after leaving Benin 
and settled on a piece of land pointed out to him by the then Icing of Bariba (Borgu) 
after he had been opposed in his forward march by the Tape (Nupe). The site given to 
him was later called Oyo Ajaka and remained the capital, despite various evacuations,
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theOpa Oranyan13 was raised on his tomb. leaders as well, not y«
At this early stage, the kings of Oyo were ^cave J\ behind ceremonies. Ajaki, 

surrounded with the aura that confined them to e p appear to be
who was selected as leader immediately after was therefore deposed and
performing the military aspect of his work satisfacto y- warrior. Sango’s mother 
replaced by his younger brother, Sango, who wasa P° already intermarrying, k 
was Tapa, an indication that the Yoruba and the apa kingdom. First he made 
was Sango who eventually established Oyo as an m pc ibhed earlier on which waJ 
Oyo independent of Owu,M a Yoruba king om es be removed his se’t.°
probably claiming the right of an‘elder bro er . ^oro or Oyo Ajaka,1 w
government from Oko where Oranyan had stayed, and which was probably much 
had been the original site selected by Oranyan s P y> ., jt bad started, aud 
more easily defensible. His reign, however, ended as sto principal chieft
is said to have committed suicide as a result of » was noW recalled, perhaps in
His elder brother, Ajaka, who had been deposed earU"_ frorn the constant wan ot 
the hope that his mildness would now bring *°me rep^* war against the Tapi 
expansion. But even he had changed and he wage a su again by
(Nupe) after which he had to establish his internal au ^riously challenged
After that, the internal authority of the Ala in continued with the uty

The next four rulers (Aganju, Kori, Oluaso an .utional issues arose. Aganp
of building the kingdom and solving whatever co rn-nor whose reign there o 
reign was mainly peaceful and prosperous. Kon was problem. the Basorun 
raised a constitutional issue for the first time, n so regent until Kori him#
first made the regent, then Kori’s mother, lyay'un. t^c QyO and the Ijesha w
was old enough. During his reign the bounday t*t g ^gbo for a sirmW
fixed, Oyo making Ede its boundary town and 1 « Oluaso himself engaged
purpose. Oluaso’s reign was long, peaceful and prosp* .dpal palace was said to
building palaces, said to have numbered fifty-four.
have had One hundred and twenty kobis (gables). started well in a mi

Disaster struck towards the end of Onigbogi’s reign, t a Ajajta near
confidence, but apparently the Tapa, who had been e revengc. That oppor- 
reign had continued to watch for a favourable opportu _jjeci Jta-Ibidun, leaving 
tunity came when the Oyo army went to fight against a to , , reign of Oluaso had 
the capital undefended. It is probable also that the °ng invaded the city of Oyo 
weakened the martial spirit of the Oyo. The Tapa t er try The Oyo were
^d drove the people out, once again into the Banba counrtry^ 
accommodated by the Bariba for a while, because Ofinran, the

___________ ,QSz. first published in 1921-
23. S. Johnson, The History of the Yoruba, !«»• ’ clear> but it is unlikely to
24. S. Johnson, History p. 149- The Owu referred

the Own destroyed in the 1920s.
25. S.Johnson, History, p. 152.
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26. S. Johnson, History, pp. 161-62. There is a tradition which says that Orompoto was a 
woman to Alafin.

27. R.S. Smith, “The Alafin in Exile,"J. A. H. Journal of African History, Vi, 1, 1965.
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was also partly Bariba through his mother. But the good treatment did not last, and 
Ofinran collected his people and decided to lead them back to Oyo. The party went 
through Kusu, where the Alafin was finally initiated into the Ifa mysteries and where 
the Egungun cult was introduced from the Tapa country. Ofinran died at Kusu, and 
the journey was resumed by his successor Eguguoju who, after passing through Iju 
Sanya, founded Igboho and settled there.

Trouble was however not yet over. First the Bariba, from whose territory the Oyo 
withdrew, attacked them during the reign of Orompoto,*6 brother to Eguguoju. The 
Oyo had, however, reorganized their forces, and at the battle of Ilayi, the Bariba were 
defeated after what must have appeared a desperate battle. But in the next reign, that 
of Ajiboye'de', the Tapa, who had been the original cause of evacuating their old 
capital, again attacked. As in the fight against the Bariba, the battle was also fierce 
and in the end the Tapa were decisively and convincingly defeated. The defeat of the 
Tapa, and of the Bariba earlier, paved the way for the return of the Oyo to their 
ancient capital which was accomplished during the reign of Abipa despite great 
reluctance by the Oyo chiefs who now firmly settled in their new environment. It has 
been suggested that this last reoccupation of Oyo Ajaka took place towards the end of 
the 16th century.*’

The whole experience of Oyo up to this time pointed out a few salient things that 
played a part in its historical development, moulded its monarchy, and enriched its 
cultural growth. First, the Oyo had to muf early with non-Yoruba elements, the Tapa 
and the Bariba, with whom they intermarried. Then, they had to fight first against 
Owu, for their independence, then frequently against the Tapa and the Bariba for 
their very survival. In the process, their cohesiveness undoubtedly grew as often 
happens to people who pass through the same danger. Perhaps a most important 
result was that they then had a well organized and experienced army, which consisted 
of not only infantry men as in most part of the remaining Yoruba kingdoms, but also 
of cavalrymen. The power of the monarchy would also appear to have been greatly 
increased, for Oba continued to lead his subjects to war, and as such, effectively 
controlled the army.

During this period too, other large towns apart from the capital, were being 
founded. Igboho has already been referred to, and so has Ede. It is probable that 
Ikoyi, Igbon, Iresa and host of others which were destroyed during the 19th century 
civil wars were also founded. The internal organization and system of government also 
evolved during this period. The Basorun title appears to be as early as the Alafin title 
and would tend to accord well with the Yoruba view of duality of existence, the seen 
physical world and the unseen abode of the departed spirits, both of which are inter­
dependent. If the Alafin represented the former, the Basorun represented the latter. 
And the known Oyo traditions up to the end of the 16th century would tend to suggest 
that both evolved together. Other titles within the Oyomesi rank (the supreme council 
of state) evolved gradually, and the whole seven of them including the Basorun may 
have been in existence by the end of the 16th century. Oyo’s military organization too
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seemed to have improved tremendously as a result of the events of the prece 
century, with the emergence of the cavalry and of the Eso,18 the highest taiy 

By the end of the 16th century, the political organizations of most o e 
kingdoms were probably complete and broadly similar. Each kingdomco 
capital town, a number of subordinate towns, villages, markets, an 
of the major kingdoms whose rulers claimed descent from Odu uwa DalaCe) 
recognized (probably not too well-defined) territory. He lived in e 
a large town, wore a crown made with cowries (owo)n or later wi 
colours (ileke), surmounted with a certain number of rePres*”ta^° u fl 
fringed right round in a way to cover the face of the wearer. him fi
whisk, (inhere) the are (scepter), and most of the things su Underhin 
immediate use were all either made of or decorated with co °^r°and ^aale. The lew 
but ruling various towns and villages, were Obas of lesser r > Qduduwa or anotht 
rank oba particularly if they could claim blood relationship to white b<.ads (se» 
Oba through their mother, had a kind of crown made enure y the Ofog
ofun). The baale did not have any particular distinguishing atu orjginaH)
who, on the other hand, constituted a fourth rank of ruler meone in charge of i
would appear to be lower than that of a baale

weal thia market place. But some market towns grew and some ° one oba in a town 
than some baale. The convention also grew that there cou
at one moment. various political issua

Each oba had his supporting chiefs, who advised i right hand who repre- 
They were usually grouped in two parallel lines, those o t e scnted the com 
sented the princely inter *sts and those of the left han jupreme council of
moners’interests.’0 The leaders of these two ranks constitute in other p]aca.
state. There were also the i-ligious chiefs, called Otu in e they did not at
These represent the main religious cults within the king om t^c aafin. Civil and 
down with the secular chiefs, but sat separately in another pa dc<_ijions were taken
religious affairs were however intertwined and no major po _jou3 deities as to the 
without the sanction of the religious chiefs wba consulte t c varofession also had iu 
appropriateness of the contemplated action. Each trade, eac P rcach or be
own organization and its own chiefs through whom mem some prominent
reached by the king. The civil, religious and trade chie as wc wcalth, their
citizens who had no titles but had become influential either t ro n;zation called
valour or their age, were brought together in another power u
various Imole, Osugbo, or Ogboni in different parts of Yoruba Simply called

Below the town chiefs were the heads of different farm les in nods of extreme 
baale (father of house), they had no titles and except during pe

28. S. Johnson, History p. 73.74 Johnson says there were seventy Eso, but other Yoruba 
traditions imp y that there were a great deal more, at some time as many as one thousand 
three hundred, but were reduced to seventy.

29. Nowa ayso as crown are made with beads of various colours usually red, blue and white.
rUt Te kZ h Wlth thc lin«: ‘ ‘Oba ti o dade owo, Oba ti o te pa ileke ’
ie’’ W ° Weirs a crown made of money; The king who has a staff of beads).

30. This arra gementeould be reversed as to which side of the oba each group sat.
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emergency, were not normally present at council meetings of the town (ilu) but they 
formed the lowest consultative group in town affairs. Some baale might also be ijoye 
(chief) and some might be members of one of the powerful organizations running the 
affairs of the town. In any case the chain of consultation or command went from the 
king (oba) to his chiefs and thence to the baale and the citizens, or when circumstances 
dictated, through the president of a guild to members.

In such a highly organized system, it goes without saying that each person stood in a 
well-defined, generally recognized relationship to the others. The oba enjoyed 
certain privileges but he also had certain limitations placed on his power. These 
limitations were included in the eewo which were recounted to him during the cere­
monies of his coronation and these eewo varied from kingdom to kingdom, the eewo 
were designed to curb despotism on the part of the king31 and his immediate family, 
to promote harmony among the different elements in the town, particularly where the. 
current ruling dynasty appears to have displaced an earlier one,32 and to ensure the 
orderly existence of the people. Just as the king had his eewo which he must not, 
violate, so had each chief under him. Equally, the whole town usually had its eewo.33 

The violation of an eewo carried heavy penalties or was believed to be capable of 
bringing untold harm to the community. A king who violated an eewo could lose his 
throne and therefore his life, since an oba, once deposed, could no longer live as a 
common citizen. A chief who violated his eewo could lose his title in which case 
another member of his family succeeded or if the violation was a particularly grievous 
one, his whole family could lose the title, in which case the title went to another 
family. The rulers of a kingdom would ensure that no town violated its eewo for it was 
believed that such a violation could cause the destruction of the fownj>

Over and above this constitutional organization within each kingdom which was 
generally recognized, there was another very important, though not as well 
recognized, constitutional organization that bound all the Yoruba kingdoms together. 
This latter organization derived from the nature of the dispersal of Oduduwa’s 
children. Because the emigrating princes were all sons and grandsons of Oduduwa, it 
came to be accepted that all the kings were brothers to one another. And because 
Oduduwa, their father, remained at Ife, it would also appear to have been accepted 
that whoever occupied the seat of Oduduwa, stood in the position of father to all the 
others. This is what has been called the ebi system or concept.34 The gathering at Ita 
Ijero already referred to, which preceded the actual departure from Ife would seem to 
have given a precise historical origin to this concept.

That the departing princes saw themselves as the same ebi and were determined to 
maintain the link is shown by one practice which has survived till the present. When-

31. In Ife the Oni is enjoined during the coronation that one of the things he must not do was to 
defecate on people!

32. In various parts of Ekiti, there are chiefs whom the ruling oba must not see.
33. There are various examples of towns where certain crops must not be grown or certain 

industries practised. Certain traditions say that the pottery industry is forbidden within 
Ife walls. Beans must not grow freely on public wastelands in Ipetumodu.

34. See I.A. Akinjogbin, Dahomey, pp. 15-16. In spite of many attempts to deny this, actual 
practice among the Oba of Yorubaland till today appears to confirm it.
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The Ita Ijero gathering appears to have laid down certain responsibilities and to 
.have prescribed certain eewo for each departing prince in order to ensure the future 
peaceful relationship of the ebi. One of such agreements reached at Ita Ijero appears 
to have been that Ile-Ife should be kept absolutely inviolate and must never be 
attacked by the departing princes or their descendants. This is in keeping with the 
Yoruba belief that you should not strike your father or desecrate your orirun, which is 
at the same time the place of origin and the final resting place of the spirits of the 
ancestors. (This was probably why a living oba of Benin was prohibited from seeing 
Ile-Ife and why only his corpse (some say only his head) was brought back to Ife to be 
buried at place still called Orun Oba Ado (the heaven of the kings of Benin) in Ile- 
Ife.39 It was probably why the Alafin was given the injunction, when taking the Ida 
Oranyan at accession, that he must not fight Ife with it.40./

The second agreement which the departing princes appear to have reached was a 
periodic renewal of their contact with the ancestors at Ife. In the religious aspect, this 
appeared to have taken the form of sending items for the worshipping of certain 
important national gods, such as Oduduwa, Ogun and Ifa. In the political sphere 
(which was hardly differentiated) it took the form of renewing the original symbols of 
royalty. Whenever a Benin prince brought the remains of his predecessor to Ife, he also 
sought sanction from Ife for his own succession^ The sanction would appear to be 
given by emissaries sent out from Ife to accompany those of Benin, and bearing 
whatever it was that conveyed the approval. This tradition was re-enacted in 1916, 
when Aguobasimi became the Oba of Benin as Eweka II after the death of the deposed 
Ovonramwen.41 For most other kingdoms, the giving of the Ida or Ada, (sword), 
would seem to have been very common. Oyo still adheres to this ceremony. There are 
indications that Ila continued to observe it until the disturbances in the 19th century 
ended the importance of that kingdom. Owu had an iron chain called Epe. Others 
probably had their symbols which will become known when more researches are 
conducted.

Other conventions grew up which tended to confirm that the Yoruba regarded their 
kingdoms and their country as a bigger version of the ebi. Two of the appellations of 
an oba are the terms baba (father) and yeye (mother), an indication that the subjects 
look up to him as the parent of all his subjects. The convention also grew that each 
subject, to claim rights in a particular kingdom, had to be born there, that is, the ties 
of the society are those of blood. Strangers do get inducted and are made citizens in 
exceptional circumstances, but the ancestry of such families are remembered for a 
long time, indeed it is hardly ever forgotten,42 an indication that they are not usually 
accepted as completely integrated.

39. The present Oba of Benin continue to observe this eewo. In 1937, during an Oba's con­
ference (Pelupelu) held at Ife, he refused to stay in Ile-Ife. Instead he remained in Modakeke, 
outside the Ife wall for the duration of the conference.

40. This tradition also continues to be observed. The Alafin, Oba Lamidi Adpyemi III who 
ascended the throne'in December 1970, got the injunction.

41. F.H. Rosedale (D.O. Ife) to the Commissioner, Oyo 5th May 1916 (N.N.A. Oyo Prof. l file 
133).

42. In Samuel Johnson, History: there are many examples of high-ranking political officers of 
many generations whose ancestry as Tapa.or Baribe are not forgotten.
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and the trade routes. As long 
no threats of breakaways.

Perhaps the most persistent problem was how to distribute power, which had 
accrued from the acquisition of the emp’’e, among the ruling circles in the capital city 
of Oyo. As has been seen, the constitution of Oyo, like all the other constitutions of 
Yoruba kingdoms, was carefully balanced in its distribution of power between the 
Alafin, his princely chiefs, hia non-princely chiefs, the religious priests and prominent

'46. S. Johnson, History, pp. 176-77.
47. He Clapperton, Journal of a Second Expedition into the interior of Africa, London, 1829, 

pp. 13-14.

\By 1750, therefore the Alafin of Oyo was emperor of a territory that included the 
Oyo kingdom, the whole of Egba and Egbado, some part of Igbomina, the whole of 
Ajase kingdom, the whole of Weme kingdom, the whole of Dahomey kingdom and 
parts of Tapa and Ibariba. It controlled a sea coast from about Whydah to just east o 
Badagry, and the territory extended for perhaps more than two hundred miles in an .

In spite of its enormous size, compared with other surrounding Yoruba king oms, it 
did not throw over the agreements reached at Ita Ijero before the dispersa •
and the Oyo authorities continued to send to Ife to propitiate the spirits o t e 
ancestors and obtain the Ida Ajase from Ife for each new Alafin,

The bringing together of such a vast territory under a single administration was 
bound to have economic advantages. Unfortunately since there were no statistics or 
Oyo during the 18th century, it is unlikely that there will ever be absolute proof, ut 
there are indications in the oral traditions, that wealth increased as a resu t o 
increased economic activity. Alafin Onisile is said to have made seven silver doors or 
the seven entrances of his sleeping apartment. During the same reign the sekere drum 
is said to have been made with very expensive material. Trade routes led in a 
directions and were well and regularly maintained. In peace time the security on the 
roads was assured. The fact that the security of these routes was still excellent during 
the early part of the 19th century, when central administration had broken down in 
Oyo,'*7 was admirable evidence of the efficiency of Oyo rulers. The acquisition of 
Dahomey gave Oyo greater access to the European trade, although this was not 
entirely advantageous to Yoruba industrial growth. .For instead of Oyo increasing the 
sale of its own manufactured cloth in international markets, it imported European 
ones in larger quantities. The increase in the number of slaves exported through Oyo 
territory did not bring lasting advantages to Oyo. But on the whole, the internal trade 
generated by the expansion, vastly increased and was beneficial in a way that the 
external trade was not.

However the addition of such a vast area created a number of problems'.The basic 
one was how to govern the territories, maintain peace and order and at the same time 
prevent breakaways. The administrative problems appear to have been solved by the 
appointment of Ajele (intendants). Where the territory already had a ruler, such as in 
Dahomey, the Ajele became a kind of colonial governor without whose consent the 
local ruler could not take any major political or economic decision and through whom 
the annual tributes were sent to Oyo. Where the territory had no recognizable ruler 
before Oyo conquest, such as at Ijanna, the Ajele virtually became a sub-king. The 
Ajele, in conjunction with the local rulers also saw to the maintenance of law, order 

as Oyo’s military might remained supreme, there were
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captioned “A

citizens as well as the young men of the capial. When large territories were acquired, 
this balance would appear to have been tipped in favour of the Alafin, since it was he 
who appointed the Ajele to the conquered territories. In some cases, some of the Ajele 
he appointed were of non-Oyo origin, and were therefore people who depended on 
him directly. This was the case with Ijanna, 48 and may have been the case in other 
areas. This rendered the kings enormously powerful, and tended to make them 
despotic.

It is probably in the light of the increasing power and despotism of the king, and the 
Oyomesi's desire to curtail such powers, that the quarrel between the Oyomesi and the 
Alafin in the 17th and 18th centuries must be seen. Johnson lays emphsis on the 
growing despotism of the 17th century kings through the recounting of small moral 
stories.49 The chiefs became the watchdogs of the peoples’ liberty and in the 17th 
century were usually able to depose a tyrannical king without questioning the position 
of the monarchy or being able to stop the next Alafin from being tyrannical. 
Sometimes, as in the case of Odarawu and Jayin,60 the kings took their rejection 
mildly and committed suicide. At other times, as in the case of Kanran, the king 
fought back and had to be forcibly dislodged.61 What is important to notice is that 
these quarrels between the Alafin and his chiefs were not ‘constitutional crises’ in the 
sense that the chiefs were questioning the whole propriety of the monarchy. Each party 
accepted its own and the other’s rights and obligations within the Oyo constitution. 
The quarrel would appear to be about how to allocate the extra-constitutional and 
political powers conferred through imperial conquest. Seen in this light, it is easy to 
explain why, despite the frequent depositions of the Alafin in the 17th and 18th 
centuries, imperial expansion continued unhindered.

The problem however endured remarkably long and was never really solved. 
Throughout the 17th century the chiefs continued to demand the abdication (and 
consequently death) of the Alafins in a bid to curb their growing power. In the first 
decades of the 18th century, they added to the king’s abdication the automatic 
abdication and death of the Aremo (crown prince) as well. Many of the palace chiefs 
who had been associated with the king in the wielding of power also had to die with the 
king.

Gberu, the Alafin in the 1730s used his constitutional powers and appointed Jambu, 
his personal friend, as Basorun perhaps in the hope that he might thus align the 
chairman of the oyomesi with his own interests. But the move did not work. For Gberu 
and his friend, Basorun Jambu, soon fell out.62 In 1754, Basorun Gaha moved 
directly to deprive the Alafin of a great deal of the economic base of power by 
substituting his own relations for the Alafin’s Ajele in the tributary towns. But all that 
seemed to have happened was that Basorun Gaha became as powerful and as despotic 
as the kings he was supplanting. In 1774, after twenty years of Gaha’s experiment, 
Abiodun, the Alafin was able to arouse popular support against Gaha and in favour of

48. S. Johnson, History, p. 168.
49. A whole section of Johnson’s book, covering the reign of eleven kings was 

Succession of Despotic and Shortlived Kings”, S. Johnson, History pp. 168-77.
50. S. Johnson, History pp. 169-70.
51. Johnson, History, p. 170.
52. S. Johnson, History, p. 175.
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monaVchyt^outh atwt^°bfbly Pennanent]y in favour of the

extermination of all the °k <• z? P°lticaJ executions. He not only ordered the 
311 those known or s. ™berS of Gaha’s family, but also “suppressed or executed 
doubt secured peace ar h “ J™ h*® Gaha’S M Abiodun no
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was badly weaken’d * agablSt monarchical despotism. Consequently, the army 
eroded when the onrl^1 ' C source °f the king’s power started to be grievously 
1783,54 the Barib provlnces °f the empire started to declare independence. In 
then the Tapa par P-3rt Undy Gyo successfully declared independence, then Egba,55 
coastal depend^30 1791'56 And ln the last twenty years of the 18th century, the 

min r™,‘
king, other issues P°bt*Ca' ’ssue concerned the limit of power to be exercised by the 
Particular king andT’^ C0Urse usually associated with the quarrel between one 
alleged to begener 11 * Chiefs' Odarawu was deposed for petty vendetta; Kanran was 
own tiremo who £*nked’Jayin deposcd for allegedly causing the death of his 
Ariyibi was deposed h CaUgbt comm’tting adultery with one of the Alaftn s wives, 
h's power"; and ecause he “had no respect for age, or rank, but terribly abused 
indiscreet remark th^ k^"8 execut*on °f 'he parents of one of his wives for some 
issues of ‘mmediat a‘S.hehad made t0 him in his bathroom. ” It is also possible that 
submissionofDahomPO1Cy deC,S'OnS contributed to 'he differences. After the final 
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logically froni tj,e years°f 'his struggle, the central issues at stake, changed subtly 
caHed, in which the r?Ukn,tI^n kin^s Powers to a constitutional crisis projierly so 
f e 1730s, the Alafin *S? e3cb Par'y were being questioned by its opponents. Up to 
or relations. Gberu’ y t0°k ^e*r pun*shments and were succeeded by their sons

etion in appointing a Basorun from a non-Basorun family
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59. S. Johnson, History, p. 190.

Whereas in
Awole’s

showed the monarchy’s determination no longer to be bound by the rules that limited 
the appointment to a family. Gaha, by letting it be seen for twenty years that he, the 
Basorun, was the power in the land, had challenged the supremacy of the king even in 
the metropolis. Abiodun’s attempt at eliminating the overmighty subjects in 1774 
implied that the monarchy meant to be boss not only in imperial territories, but also in 
the metropolis. By refusing the Basorun's call to abdicate and resisting it successfully, 
he swept aside the greatest constitutional provisions which the Basorun and his chiefs 
exercised against the excesses of the monarchy.

Events in the last decades of the 18th century brought issues to a head. Awole, the 
Alafin who ascended the throne in 1789, found himself in a fairly weak position. The 
empire had started to crumble in the last years of Abiodun’s reign and Awole s ai my 
suffered a crushing military defeat at the hands of the Bariba in 1791. This eroded still 
further the tottering economic base of the king’s power by sealing off the supply of 
slaves which had become an important export commodity since Abiodun’s reign. 
Tributes from the, Egba were no longer forthcoming. Dahomey was in the throes of 
economic depression and was therefore not a rich dependency.

In an attempt to improve the position of the monarchy, Awole succeeded first in 
alienating the sympathy of all the other Yoruba and then in uniting the general Oyo 
population and the chiefs against himself. In 1793, he ordered the invasion of Apotnu 
because he had once peen punished by the Baale of the village for attempted man­
stealing and slave trading while he was still a prince. Apart from the fact that this was 
a very bad casus belli, he was committing two other heinous crimes. In Yoruba 
traditional law, a market must not be burnt or in any other way disturbed. Anyone 
who contravened this law earned the death penalty. Apomu was a market town used 
not only by Oyo, but also by Egba, Owu, Ijebu and Ife kingdoms. To ask that such a 
market be destroyed was hardly calculated to earn the goodwill of the other users of 
the market. A more important crime, however, was that the market was within Ife 
teritory. By giving such an order, he had contravened an eewo not to use the Ida 
Oranyan taken at his coronation against Ife. To a non-Yoruba, this may be 
insignificant, but to a Yoruba the breach of an eewo is the one thing he would seek 
strenuously to avoid. For Awole, the breach actually meant that he had absolved all 
his subjects from any oath of allegiance to himself. And this may have been why, after 
his orders to attack Apomu, no orders of Awole were obeyed. When he ordered that a 
stolen Koran should be traced and restored to the owner, the Basorun replied point 
blank that it could not be found.59

As if the breach of the eewo was not enough, Awole then ordered the sack of Iwere, 
a town which had sentimental connections with Oyo. This finally united the populace 
and the chiefs against him. He was asked to commit suicide which he did with ill 
grace.

Awole’s abdication and suicide were different from the previous ones, 
earlier cases, a new Alafin would have been installed with full powers, 
successors had no powers at all. This may have been because they did not complete the 
coronation rites by taking the Ida Oranyan from Ife or because there had emerged a 
large proportion of strong men who decided they had had enough of monarchy.
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Adebo who immediately succeeded Awole, reigned nominally for about one hundred 
and thirty days and never bad any authority. Ojo Agunbambaru who, for reasons of 

s own decided to prop the power of the monarchy got no support and his mercenary 
army was defeated.61 Maku who presumed to ascend the throne after Adebo, 
although apparently personally brave, became a laughing stock in the capital.**

fre then ensued a period of interregnum, said by Bishop Ajayi Crowther to be five 
years, but which may have lasted very much longer if the circumstances of the times 
Ste taken into consideration. 65

In 1796, the powerful chiefs inherited the empire, but they did not inherit peace, 
an the empire was, for all practical purposes, at an end. With the collapse of the 
central administration no one was in a position to maintain peace and order and the 

anous provincial chiefs who had the means started to reduce the areas under 
themselves to obediences.64

onstitutional crisis, although central in the issues that finally brought down the Oyo 
•hhP’te, was probably not the only reason for the collapse. There was no doubt a

*tary weakness. Soon after the ascension of Abiodun, there was no longer any 
”tlon of the famous Oyo cavalry. This may be either because there was some 

. em "^th the horse trade itself or because Oyo was having problems, financial or 
inderW1Se’ “ procurin8 them, or just simply that Abiod un neglected the cavalry. The 
tr pendence of the Tapa, and therefore the emergence of a hostile territory along the 
of th r°Ute t0 al*d Borno whence the horses came, was bound to affect the safety 
inde 6 *ra<^e rou^e northwards and therefore the quantity of available horses. Tapa 
tjlenPen^ence tnust also have caused the army dealy for Lionel Abson, an Englishman

n resident at Whydah, reported that the defeat of the Oyo army was heavy.65 
Hist 616 a^*° Eave been economic causes as well. The impression from Johnson s
have fa118 WaS prosperous during Abiodun s reign. This prosperity appears to 
Novo) baSed on an expanded trade in slaves through the port of Ajase (Porto

W *ch Abiodun guarded jealously. However, experience in Dahomey during the 
raidin ntUr^ Eas sh°wn that prosperity based on the slave trade was shortlived as slave 
activi tended to destroy its own sources of supply and to discourage other productive 
the Fr'eS W11' Moreover' ev-ents in Europe in the last decade of the 18th century, 
War neh Revolutionary Council's abolition of the slave trade and its declaration of 
uutio n,S aV*n® sh*Ps< and the Napoleonic wars in Europe tended to cause a dimu­
grip of ln European slav*n8 activities in West Africa. And with Dahomey in the 
and T C°noni’c depression in the last quarter of the 18th century, with Bariba, Egba 
'H’Peri fa ^uPe) independent, the economic advantages accruing to Oyo from its

A ve^ Possess*°n must have dwindled considerably.
was the’^d^P003111 e‘ement *n fhe c°Uapse, which may never really be fully known, 

— —£ree °f personality conflict. Recorded traditions tend to suggest that this

61. 193-
62. S' ,.nsoa' History, p. 194-95.
63. i.a h™0D-History, p. 196.

sJohrKln,°«ln: A Chronology of Yoruba History 1789 to 1840," O</«-
65. I.a °nS0n'Hutory, pp. 188-96.

61nJogbin, Dahomey, pp. 175-76.
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element loomed almost larger than other issues. It is related that Awole and Afonja 
were personal enemies.66 According to some sources, this was because Afonja had lost 
the contest to be made Alafin instead of Awole. According to others it was because 
Afonja had caused Awole as a prince trading at Ilorin, to be publicly flogged and 
deprived of his Ifa paraphernalia. Equally, an Eso, Lafianu, the Owota, was also said 
to have been the king's enemy, because someone under his protection had been legally 
punished.67 Ojo. Agunbambaru, a son of Gaha was accused of secretly wanting to pay 
back old scores for his father’s execution, against a number of prominent Oyo citizens,

4- including Afonja, Adegun the Onikoyi, and the Owota. How much all these added up 
is uncertain but it may well have been that personal differences prevented members of 
the ruling circle from viewing grave issues with the deserved objectivity.

What is clear is that the collapse of the Oyo empire was not caused by the invasion of 
the Fulani, who by the time were still a wandering band within the Hausa kingdoms. 
The Oyo empire collapsed eight years before the first Fulani attack on Gobir, the first 
Hausa kingdom won by the jihad of Usman dan Fodio. It is also doubtful whether the 
empire collapsed because of the revolt of the provinces that discovered they could 
impose their will on the capital.66 The revolt the metropolitan provinces followed, but 
did not precede, the collapse of central authority and the successful reassertion of 
independence, through military action, of some of the outlying provinces of the 
empire.

Exactly what had been happening within the other Yoruba kingdoms since the 
beginning of the 17th century when Oyo launched its imperial expansion remains 
obscure until further research is done. Indications now are that some of them 
remained strong and'virile, though they did not expand as much as Oyo. We have seen 
that Ijesha forces were strong to repel decisively an Oyo invasion launched during the 
reign of Alafin Obalokun, perhaps early in the 17th century. Indications are also that 
the kingdom of Owu was fairly strong and that the Owu were generally admired for 
their bravery.69 Other kingdoms such as Ife and Ketu, appear to have carried on in 
their uneventful splendour. However, with the fall of the Oyo monarchy and the 
collapse of the Oyo empire, most Yoruba kingdoms became once again involved in 
active constitutional re-appraisal and a great deal of political upheaval which was to 
last the whole of the 19th century.

With the collapse of central authority, in Oyo various local rulers and adventurers 
started to reduce areas under themselves, and others not directly under themselves, 
to subjection. In what is now Oshun division, but called Epo district at the beginning 
of the 19th century, a band called themselves Ogo were (literally, young glories)70 but 
were quickly suppressed by Afonja who knew what harm leaderless military 
adventurers could cause. In 1818, Dahomey the only remaining important tributary 
kingdom successfully declared independence. Around 1823, Afonja proclaimed what, 
in modem parlance, would be called a revolution of the peasants when “all the Hausa 
slaves in the adjacent towns hitherto employed as barbers, rope-makers and cowherds,

66. S. Johnson, History, pp. 190-91.
67. R.C.C. Law: "The Oyo Empire up to 1800", Ph.D. Birmingham 1971, holds this view.
68. S. Johnson, History, p. 206.
69- S. Johnson, History, p. 197.
70. S. Johnson, History, p. 193.
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73. S. Johnson, History, pp. 200-202.
74. S. Johnson, History, p. 211.

This event awoke the quarrelling Oyo leaders to the real dangers they were no facing 
and two unsuccessful attempts were made,73 possibly before 1830, to dislodge the 
Fulani rulers from Ilorin. They were still too disunited and a meeting held in Ikoyi, 
perhaps around 1830, to get a united Oyo front broke up without reaching an 
agreement.M

By then the face of the Yoruba country had been changed. Out of the ruins of 
northern Oyo towns, of Owu and Egba, new edifices were emerging by 1830. Ibadan 
and Abeokuta and later Ijaye were founded. These towns reflected the ideas which the 
issues in the last day of the Oyo empire had raised. It is significant that Ibadan and 
Ijaye, the two towns whose new rulers and inhabitants were predominantly Oyo 
elements, rejected the monarchical form of government and its implications. The 
Ibadan particularly prided themselves as a group who had nothing but contempt for 
crowns. The Egba decided on a federal type of constitution, in which kings were 
recognized but authority was decentralized. Side by side with these, however, the 
traditional systems were being tenaciously practised, notably by Ife and Ijebu. One of 
the very many issues implicit in the Yoruba wars of the 19th century was the form of 
government that was suitable for holding Yorubaland together.
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Pre- and Proto-Historic antecedents

Even though recovery of earlier Stone Age artefacts have been made, the inadequate 
study of them does not permit us to say much more than that the stone implements 
assigned to the Sangoan assemblage as authenticated from the zone extending from 
the Keffi-Nassarawa-Izom westwards to the Jebba and further upstreams by Soper, 
Davies and Shaw, indicate that man might have lived in this area as far back as some 
forty thousand years ago. ’ Other Middle Stone Age assemblages from the confluence

States and Peoples of the Niger-Benue Confluence Area

state, to the Idoma who governed themselves with the clan or sub-clan as the political 
unit, the Igbira Tao (the Okene area) who had five priest chiefs, the Afo and the 
various north-east Yoruba where the village or village group made up of hamlets were 
essentially an independent ‘state’, and the Tiv, with an even more segmented type of 
political organization.4 Furthermore, the diversity in the nomenclature and in the 
orthography of the names as they exist in the written records, especially of the 19th 
century and of the early colonial phase, make the picture still more confusing. The 
Mitshi, or Munshi of the early texts refer to the Tiv. The name Kakanda was 
frequently used in the middle of the 19th century to refer jointly to the Ihabe, Abinu, 
Oworo, Ikiri, Ijumu, Bassa Nge, some Igbirra as well as to the Kakanda ‘proper’. The 
name Akpoto or Okpoto which was freely used in earlier writings and maps5 in the 
context of Igala and Idoma has fallen into disfavour and appears to survive as Kwoto 
or Koto: indeed, it has been pointed out that the name ‘Koto’ itself is a corruption of 
the word Akpoto — a word meaning the combination of Idoma, Igala and Igbirra.

Thirdly, there is also the problem that the population over much of the confluence 
area has been very mixed. Several linguistic groups co-exist without clear cut terri­
torial boundaries and some of these even within the same settlements as at Koton 
Karifi. In the present Kogi division of Kwara State, the core of the confluence area, 
about ten different languages are assumed to be native to the area. Underlying the 
phenomenon of the mixed populations is the complex feature of population move­
ments which have promoted it. Some of these migrations, like those of the Kupa, Bassa 
Nge and Igbirra Tao are recollected in oral accounts: others can be reconstructed 
from the study of the languages of the confluence area. But even where oral accounts 
are offered, events may he chronologically misplaced.

4. On the'Tiv. sec Bohannan, L. and Paul, 1953 The Tiv of Central Nigeria (London, I.A. Inst.)
5 For a concise 19th Century account of these names and those who prefer which version in 

Baikie, W B. 1856 Narrative of an exploring voyage up the Rivers Kwora and Benue in 1854 
(London) Appendix D. On pp. 425-449. Armstrong 1955 . . . The Idoma ... in Forde, 
1955 pp. 91-92.

6. Isa Koto, L.S. 1970 The natural environment and economic activities of Koton Karifi
(B.A. Hons dissertation/A.B.U. Zaria) p. 8.

7 For a discussion of the Stone Age industries in the area covered by this paper see Davis, O. 
1957 The Old Stone Age between the Volta and the Niger (Bull. I.F.A.N. Dakar, Vol. 19 
ser. B. pp. 592-616) Soper, R.S. (1965) Ihe Old Stone Age in Northern Nigeria (Journ. 
Hist. Soc. Nigeria. Vol. Ill No. 2 pp. 175-194). The data from these sources are discussed and 
synthesised in Shaw, C.T. 1971 The Pre-History of West Africa pp. 33-77 in Ajayi, J.F.A. & 
Crowder (eds.) History of West Africa (Longman, London). Collections from this region are 
deposited in the Departments of Archaeology, University of Ibadan and Ghana, and 
archaeological work in progress on behalf of Ahmadu Bello University Zaria will shed more 
light on the stone age record of the area.
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area have not been recovered to be studied in such a way as to jater gtone
pattern of this period. No comprehensive studies have een ma
Age which featured the manufacture of microliths an termin Various facets of 
polishing stone implements and saw the introduction o potte not
evidence are tjowever present, and we have reason for assuming
inhabited before the Iron or the Metal Age. ’ enter the Metal

The Niger-Benue confluence area leaps into prominence w en present. This 
Age—the period going back some three millenia or more o have today been 
dominance is deducted from the archaeological discoveries w whole
resolved into the Nok‘culture’—a well-authenticated pre ston of Nok culture, the 
central Nigerian area. In the present state of publicized know e ge ^.dence of metal 
most important feature for the historian are facts that actu tin have
working in the form of smelting furnaces, iron slag, manufactures i radio.carbon-
been revealed, some from controlled excavations (as at aruga ■ clustering
dated to the period between 1,000 B.C. and A.D. 200, wit m tradition is the 
within the period 500-200 B.C.’ Related to the meta *ornaments, postures, 
evidence of the associated clay figurines depicting tools, Y  on the head, 
hair styles, some idea of disease, activities like the carrying o tation of the oil- 
besides their intrinsic value as works of art. The evidence ° t ° finds have been
palm tree and of the oil-bearing atili is similarly preserved. us vjUage of Nok,
recovered from one dozen or more sites extending from the epon north-east.11
and Kafanchan, Jema’a and Ankiring in the north-east to Kagara area under consi- 
This area, lying mostly north of the Niger-Benue overlaps wit horne]and of Nok
deration here; showing that the confluence area is part o
culture as at present described and understood. conclusions from

Of parallel significance for the area under study are the ten a like genetic
the study of languages, particularly those branches o t e is a factor.
classifications, dialectology and glottochronology in which is languages to
Generally speaking, those who have offered clues from the s < caution and 
historical, and especially prehistoric problems have exe ftoelle and Baikie 
expressed reservations.1’ In the 19th century, Crowther, c on,^ jnted out the 
attempted classifications of languages or the confluence area, a Ngc and
close relationships between such languages as Igala and Yoru

logy Vol 1 ^ecent wor^ •* West Africa: New light on the Noh Culture. (World Archaeo- 
Shaw C T N°* 1' ^69 PP- 41-50), and a summary of the radio carbon chronologies see 
Willett F \^a^OrCar^on dating iff Nigeria (J. of Hist. Soc. Nig. Vol. IV No. 3 1968 and 
Africa fl a survey of recent results in the radio carbon chronology of Western and Northern

9. Fagg, B E BHtzV01' XH N°’ 3 1971 pp' 339’370'
10. See WiUett f N°* Cu^ture in 0- H*st. Soc- Vol. 1. No. 4 1959 PP- 288-293.

PP- 110-118 'n history °f West African Sculpture (Thomas and Hudson)

12. Arisen ’P15’
Yoruba i^G 1964 US‘ °flln&uut'c anclethnographic data in the study of Idorr.a and

ansina, J. etal (eds.) The Historian in Tropical Africa (o.U.P.) pp. 127-139.
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13. For a study of these earlier efforts see, Hair, P.E.H. The early Study of Nigerian Languages 
(Cambridge University Press 1967) but the major nineteenth century work on the area is 
Koelle, S. 1854 Polyglotta Africana (London) (1963 reprint).

14. Greenberg, J. The languages of Africa (Indiana 1966).
15. Ballard, J. Historical inferences from the Linguistic Geography of the Nigerian Middle Belt 

(Africa Vol. XLI No. 4 1971 pp. 294-305.
16. Ibid. p. 299-
17. The question of the ultimate source area of the Bantu has recently been discussed with a 

tendency to uphold Guthrie’s location of this in the Luba-Lunda area between the Congo 
and Zambesi but Greenberg’s suggestion of the middle Benue is re-affirmed in Greenberg, J. 
Linguistic evidence regarding Bantu origins (J. Afr. Hist. Vol. XIII No. 2 1972 pp. 189-216).

18. Fagg, op. cit. p. 289-
19. Ibid. pp. 292-3.
20. Sciortino, J.C. Notes on Nasarawa Province 1919 p. 5.

Nupe.13 Greenberg’s all-embracing classifications of the languages of Africa resolve 
the languages spoken around the Niger-Benue confluence namely the Yoruba 
(dialects), Igala, Agatu, Gade, Idoma (and dialects), Igbirra, Gbari (Gwari), Nupe 
(and dialects) into three clusters of the Kwa group, placing Koro, Afo and Tiv in two 
sub-sections of the Benue-Congo group.14 The classification by Greenberg, taken with 
the local refinements by Armstrong and other inferences permit some rewarding 
soundings into the pre- and proto-history of the area. Ballard’s examination of the 
linguistic geography of the Nigerian Middle Belt considered with oral traditions of the 
peoples has thrown light on the questions of source areas of the movement of language 
groups 6and their speakers) and the pattern of migrations.13 Thus, the Igbirra of the 
Okene area, today the most numerous, migrated from the north side of the 
confluence; the Tiv indeed would have had their ancient homeland in the Obudu 
plateau. Also migrations of Gbari, deduced to be towards the north and east, post­
date the settlements of Koro and of speakers of Greenberg’s Plateau languages.16 One^ 
of the most spectacular inferences from the linguistic geography of the central ;

' Nigerian area is the speculation that the ‘middle Benue’ is the most probable area of-' 
Bantu origin.17

What then are the main themes in the pre- and proto-history of the confluence and 
adjacent areas of Nigeria that we can glean from archaeological, linguistic and 
contemporary cultural sources? These are, that before the last centuries B.C. a metal­
using society or societies inhabited the area. The other surviving aspects of their 
culture indicate that they could have been agriculturists; they exploited the oil-palm 
tree, they made clay figurines depicting aspects of their culture.18 Oral information is 
silent on the Nok culture obviously because it is too ancient and general to persist 
specifically in human memory. However, some cultural practices, like the hair-styles, 
bodily decorations, the wearing of lip and ear plugs and of bells and other features 
have been identified.with groups like the Numana, Jaba and others who inhabit the Jos 
plateau and adjacent area sof central Nigeria.19 On a few points, history and proto­
history tend to overlap. Traditions of the Nassarawa area indicate that a population 
identified as the Nambia and also the Koro are aboriginal to the area and Sciortine 
speculates an identity of the ancient Nambia with the present Numana.20 Further­
more, the particular excellence and the importance of the iron working of the Gade
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tradition of metal ^i™enti°?ed~but what these owe to the two or three miUenia old 
Although the 1 m e “ yet to be deCned-21

^Present, in today's 7. “pecially to tbe north-east of the confluence area
N*«eria, the arch I assumptions, one of the more ‘backward’ areas of
S18nificant p]ace • , 810 and ^nsnrstic evidence do converge in giving them a 
S^tenumero^ “d P^o^ory of the cultures of the urbanized
indeed the Yoruba i° °^tbe ^do’ y<lruba and Igbo to the south of the region. If 
Kakanda, Igbirra-G d i Id°ma’ the Bini-Urhobo-Ishan, etc., Igbo, Nupe-Gbari- 
and lexicostatistics ‘ *«!• C1131615 subgroups are as close as genetic classifications 
Proto-langug-p/. -5?te'tbe suggestion might be put that the homeland(s) of the
frontiers. These be located in the area where these languages share common 

oruba, the high° H aPProx*mately be m the confluence area. For a langauge like 
dialects closest to tlT e8Tee mtcrnal differentiation is to be found among those 
ultimate origins'of 1ConBuence- Taken with other evidence, it would appear that the 
the Niger-Benue n Yoruba'sPeaking peoples, are to be located not very far from 
working traditio ° c Uence area- Furthermore, the demonstrated antiquity of metal 
sculptural traditio ° culture a™* the more direct relationships .of its clay 
etween the 9th' ° art da^ical He (now being placed by carbon 14 dates

\Yoruba, Ed0 ajjd an I3th centuries A.D.)” as well as the overall affinities with 
cultural influenc 71° art ProPose tbe confluence area as a significant source area of 
included on the / $ observadon “ based in part on its overlap with the area so far
etween the Mok 3 maP°^tbe Nok culture and the fact that it is the intervening belt 

correlations woulfT*^ tbese larger cultural units further south. These tentative 
Uiternal relations}/ n° d°Cbt bc modified as research progresses, and even if these 
toRether as prek; are imprecise at present, they seem to make sense, and to hang 

mstonc antecedents for the later period.

1 histn •
area. Thename^v°d ran?e^ over several centuries for the societies of the confluence 
^frrring to events 'Carara^a and Nupe are cited in chronicles of the Hausa kingdoms 
,dentified with Idah a<*d *P Hth " 15th ccnturY contests. " A polity which has been 
t0 the 15th and 16th a**3 °f ^^a “ aH° mentioned in Benin dynastic history relating 
^PeciaUy the ijul centuC*e*-In spite of these references, it is not until the 18th, and 
C°®Croversia] rea|i_^e^tUnes tbat the peoples of the confluence area enter the non-

■tnetnorecoi fWnttenhi5tOry-
8ai®> Tiv, Idonia *n tbe Niger-Benue confluence area are the Nupe,
uPe kingdorns . ^_.lrTa' Because of their own dynastic accounts, the Igala and 
gether with the mu*! |°dcai evidence over a longer time-span: these two groups 

fn^CISed dominant infl ‘ . ab°Ut (but rather elusive) Kwararafa empire have
accounts relati Uen“ m the area- especially in pre-1800 history. There are 

g to the emergence of the kingdoms of Igala and of Nupe, and
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24. Clifford op. cit. p. 397.
25. Ibid., p. 399.
26. Crowther, S.A. Journal of an expedition up the Niger and Tshadda . . . in 1854 (London 

1855) p. 173.
27. Egharevba.J.U. 1935 A short history of Benin (1968 reprint) Ibadan p. 28.

on the basis of their longlists, dates have been suggested for the-foundations of these 
kingdoms. Geographical location has contributed a great deal to the prominence of 
the Igala and the Nupe states. The Igala, before the 19th century inhabited the entire 'I 
triangular tract of territory on the left bank of the Benue and Niger about 100 kilo- ( 
meters above and below their confluence. Settlements of the Igala-speaking peoples j 
were also located on the right bank of the Niger below the confluence, opposite Etobe. I 

I Similarly, the Nupe-speaking peoples are located mainly around the confluence of the 
Kaduna and Gbako rivers with the Niger above and below the Niger-Kaduna 
confluence. The Nupe kingdom had served as a core area for a process of accultu-

1 ration and political domination of various sub-sections of Nupe and of initial outsiders ' 
like the Kupa, Ihabe or Kakanda; and some Yoruba-speaking peoples. The dynasties 
of the Igbirra kingdoms of Panda and Igu, the rulers of the Alago kingdom of Dorna, 
Attama and Eze of the Nsukka area in north-west Igboland on the border of the Igala, 
as well as the Oku of Ikiri in north-east Yorubaland claim either that their founding 
'ancestors came from Idah or derive the legitimacy of their offices from the Atta of 
Igala. Dynasties apart, the clans of the Igbirra Tao (Okene area), the Osomari Igbo 
south of Onitsha, some clans of the Idoma and Agatu claim migrations from Igala 
territory. Thus, the histories of the Nupe and Igala (and indirectly of Kwararafa 
(Jukun)) provide a general framework for the history of the peoples of the Niger-Benue 
confluence area.

One initial problem in sketching the history of the Igala state in its early period is that 
of chronology. The lunglist features a continuity which would make us believe that the 
Atta Ayagba (Ayegba) or the Tinal Atta represented by an Ayagba ‘phase’ in the 
traditions belongs to the 17th century.24 This date for Ayagba would make the Igala 
account of a historical war for independence form the 'Onu Apa’ (Aku of the Jukuns) 
more plausible, a struggle in which the part of “an itinerant Muslim preacher” makes 
chronological sense.26 It is obvious, however, that the names of some of the Igala kings 
must have been forgotten, other than the two or three who are sometimes omitted 
because they "died without issues”. Crowther was informed in 1854 at Idah that the 
reigning Atta was the twentieth, implying that the present (1970) Atta should be the 
thirty-first and not the twenty-fifth or even the twenty-eighth on the stretched list.26 
Thus, the kinglist which exists does not contain the names of all the Attas and as such 
it only represents a shortened chronology for the kingdom.

Evidence other than that based on the kinglist would, however, push the establish- 
unent of the Igala state as a recognizable political entity to a much earlier period. 
Benin traditional history preserves information on the relations of the Obas Ozolua 
and Esigie with “Atta of Idah”. It is also claimed that “the first Atta was a Benin 
prince who had been sent to Idah as chief by a former Oba”. Leaving for the moment 
the real nature of Idah-Benin relations, it would appear at least that a relatively 
powerful state had come into existence in the homeland of the Igala by the late 15th 
and early 16th centuries. An archaeological excavation at the mound called Ojuwo
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Atogu or Ateogwu at Idah described by Shaw as neither a mld<^e”ome kind”,28 has 
occupation debris, but appears to be a collapsed ng which, with the
yielded radio-carbon dates of A.D. 1495 ± 95 and A. • ntury The establish-
overlap in the standard, could be asigned to the 15th or t towards the end of 
mentof the Nupe kingdom under Tsoede from Idah is a so p claims that the
the 15th or early 16th century.29 Much more staggering ar j)ani; of the Benue 
foundation of the Alago (Arago) kingdom of Dorna on t e rig , territory about 
above the territory of the Igala is attributed to migrations r ^at . the oral
A.D. 1232. All these suggestions point to one sinister trut - history”.’° What is 
traditions seem to cover only a fraction of the total span o g$ jonger than the one 
clear from the foregoing is that the history of Igala state is^ century. we
presented by the existing dynastic record. If we place Ay ag af.‘"our we accept the
have a minimum of two earlier centuries and a maximum o oraj evidence.
Dorna account as at present stated) not specifically spanne origjns m its

recent systematic re-assessment of Igala oral traditions perspective. The
and political context has improved our is A napoje, Ebule- 
the proto-dynastic kings, namely A ut "mythical archetypes 

-----even of Ayagba are to be taken as represen evolve than is of structural arrangements that must have taken a on8„ 
suggested by the idea of associating events with single reigns . eserved in legend
1 The major themes in the evolution of the Igala sta -t tbc arrangement o 
surrounding specific personalities. The legends appear to pe transfer o
the events they describe in a progressive order. First is t at jome accounts) to
sovereignty from an aboriginal population-(the Okpoto o reared by a
foreigner, usually identified as Abutu Eje-at times identiii<e . kun). <>r Yoruba-
leopard (eye), Or as a prince from Ado(Benin), or Apa < u d jn myth is the
land, or as Agenapoje from heaven.32 The next phas< t iu^ ^a| qualities led to 15 
emergence of the Achadu, a foreigner from Igbo whose perso husband) of the
marriage to the female Atta and who became the patron as Ayagba s father
Atta, and the leader of the traditional king makers-the /<?O “ ' ibutc.paying status, 
is the representative of the period when the Igala rejecte a djtional govern- 
defeated a Jukun expedition and established the machinery o 
ment which has survived until recent times.

From this proto-dynastic framework extending 
reconstruct the c~ ’ ' ’ 
multi lingual polities in th<

- A
own sociological <- ’
traditions about the
jonu, Idoko and even ui /syagba are to be taken as 

arrangements that must have taken

maJ°r them.
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sources from which the kingship of the Igala might have derived or would have been 
influenced.M “Behind the datable and better ‘documented’ Benin impact or the much 
more obscure but perhaps more recent and better remembered Jukun overrule, there 
is the evidence of a still older cultural connection with the Yoruba-speaking 
peoples".’5

One convenient platform for the discussion of the relationships of the Igala with the 
Yoruba-speaking peoples is provided by the statement inspired chiefly by linguistic 
comparison that:

The most definite statement that .can be made about the Igala is that they had a 
common origin with the Yoruba and that the separation took place long enough 
ago to allow for their fairly considerable linguistic differences.”

This statement is elaborated further by lexico-statistical returns of “a separation time 
of 2,000 years between Igala and Yoruba”.’7 The igala and the Yoruba are today 
territorially separated. The closest groups of Yoruba-speaking peoples to the Igala are 
the Oworo whose territory reached the Niger at Lokoja, one of the original settlements 
of the Oworo, the Abinu-(Bunu), Ikiri, Owe, and Ijumu, all located inland on the 
right bank of the Niger above and below the confluence. These groups are today 
separated from the Igala by the riverain Bassa Nge (speaking a dialect of Nupe) and 
the more numerous Egbirra (Egbira, or Igbirra Tao) who came to the area perhaps as 
recently as the middle of the 18th century.” The Yoruba-speaking people especially 
the Ikiri, Abinu, Oworo, Ijumu, and Owe and East Yagba are geographically closer to 
the Igala and also pieserve living culture traits and orally transmitted traditions which- 
vividly demonstrate closer ties which, though of imprecise antiquity, are definitely 
more recent than that suggested from an Oyo-based linguistic comparison.”

It has been argued elsewhere from oral and other evidence that the territories of the 
Igala and the Yoruba-speaking peoples had once been contiguous.40 Surviving 
features of such a period include the existence of settlements of Igala-speaking peoples 
on the right or west bank of the Niger such as Ajaokuta and Geregu. The ultimate 
extent of the area actually inhabited by the Igala on the west bank, prior to the 
coming of the Igbirra and Bassa Nge is open to conjecture but a community like the 
isolated Igala-speaking village of Ebu near Asaba presents an interesting case.41 Owe 
and Ijumu traditions suggest that the area at present inhabited by the Igbirra Tao was 
the home of communties some of which like Igonyin (Egain) shared ‘brotherly’

34. Boston, J. “Notes on the origin of Igala Kingship”. (J.H. Soc. Nig. Vol. 2 No. i 1962 
pp. 373-383).

35. Boston, Igala kingdom pp. 7-8.
36. Armstrong, in Forde, (ed.) Peoples of the . . . 1955, p. 80.
37. Armstrong 1964 p. 132.
38. Ibrahim, op. cit. 16-17.
39. Obayemi, Oral Evidence, p. 12.
40. ObayemiIbidpp. 12-13.
41. Fresco, E.M. Two dialects of Igala and Yoruba: some comparisons (Research Notes Inst, of 

Afr. Studies, Ibadan 1968 pp. 32-46 on the isolation of Ebu dialect from the ipain Igala 
community).
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recorded at Eesi Ape and Akpaa. Bunu District by the writer

Grounds ofNigm HiXdr,
relations with them It ' • j
Igbirralised through isolation frn t^3t SOme Yoruba-speaking elements were 
names of Igbirra with clea V ? ma'n 87011135 as indicated by proper personal 
(Bunu), even at the nrel 3 derlvations-42 The oral traditions of the Abinu
Eesi (Eshi) and at Od 'minary stage take suggestions a step further. It is asserted at 
times did extend « f u f°F Agbede- that the territory of the Eesi in earlier 
Osara flows aero R‘Ver Niger> near Eda <IDah> and that the river
SUg8^ions to point fo a ti^ -formation goes with other
were unseDarar^^”1 * time when tbe territ°ries of Igala and Abinu (‘O-kun Yoruba) 
' Given a sit except for the river.

speaking popu] 3 centur*es ago in which the settlements of Igala and Yoruba- 
kingdoms on iss tl0'|1S, WCre condguous. the similarities between the Yoruba and Igala 
Although the ° Successi°n as outlined by Boston become even more plausible.

y j nortb east Yoruba states or 'statelets’ differ from both the Igala and 
which T5 *11 tbe sense that they are not ‘kingdoms', the political organization 

Yoruba-society revolves offers us a first hand observation of a stage in

Each it’S;TfOrmati°n-
viduals who h more tban thirty among these groups) is headed by indi-
(Obaro, Ob d^ ™ei> tO ranks °f the highest grades of titles prefixed either Oba- 
etejsomeof3 ?.In’.®bajemu, etc.) or Olu- or Ele- (OIu. Eleta, Oludoyin, Alaere.

these titles'" *n 3 f'aces are hereditary within certain lineages. The holders 
where there ’S COntr°^ed ^neages, each with a distinct territorial definition. Even 
of the Oroota 33 or k’ng’) holding one of these titles, the other title-holders
"collective h °olu grade exercise together with him what is best described as 
stable ones jn °f state • The total number of these Or oota vary but the more 
three wards in°' tbese '5tates' range between six and nine: usually shared by the 
graded in j° Wb’cb each state is normally divided. Where each categor y is centrally 

Promotion a sen*or*tY’ rotational exercise of sovereignty was ensured by 
c'an, rotational ^8^ara (fyara) and Adde. Where the titles are hereditary within the 
similar graj exercise of overall sovereignty was ensured by allowing the titles in a 
the leader a ° rerna*n vacant while the senior title-holder from another c lan becomes 
the tradition c C ®ne interesting aspect of the history of these- societies is that 
royal families TheT™ same as that of the rulers: there are no
mdigene de C supreme qualification for political leadership is that one is an 
allowed anoth Rded ^rom autochthonous elements. Slaves and other foreigners' were 
aPex. Where j .Categ0IY °f titles of which in some places the Eleso (Elesho) was at the 
mle had snPr;r lv*dual titles were hereditary within lineages, as at Ife-Olukotun, each

The gene^i Unctions'
’’and, and the mdarity °f these titles with those of the Uzama of Benin on the one 
tutions in Yorub^^3' reiat*°nship of the Uzama and Oyo-.Mesi with similar insti- 
1 lat they refer a and on the other, have been pointed out.44 It has been suggested 
—  Pre dynastic phase of political development.45 Such too appears to

2’ 19' Obayem d'“onsr--
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It can therefore be said that the first or one early ‘centre’ of the Igala kingdom was at 
Amagedde, some 150-miles above Idah on the Benue. However, the character of this

46. Egharevba op. cit. pp. 27-8.
47. Clifford, op. cit. p. 425 Boston cites traditions which confirm the above account, see Boston, 

op. cit.

It is believed by many that this shrine marks the burial place of the pre-dynastic 
Attas . . . Moreover, it is generally accepted that Ayagba’s father Idoko . . . died 
in the vicinity of Amagedde and that his body was brought down via the Benue 
and Niger to Idah, while there is the further very significant fact that during 
the funeral ritual —before the dead Atta is committed to his final rest—the Atebo 
(Head Priest) spends a period of seclusion in the royal grave-yard at Ajaina, 
taking with him a staff or ‘Okute’ known ris ‘Otutubatu’, which may reasonably 
be supposed to represent the spirits of the ancestors whose remains are buried 
in the grove of this name at Amagedde.47

States and Peoples of the Niger-Benue Confluence Area

have been the status of the Igala Mela in history. Like the six, seven or nine Or’oota of 
the Yoruba-speaking groups in Kabba and Yogi divisions described above, they all 
indicate a group which exercises collective authority. The system in which there are 
■kings’ without royal families, in which there were governments over which an Oba or 
an Atta might be imposed or allowed to rule over, as have survived among the Abinu, 
Owe, Ijumu, Ikiri, Oworo arid Yagba represents the pre-dynastic antecedents of which 
the Uzama, the Oyo-Mesi, the Igala Mela and similar institutions are survivors.

For the Igala the conclusion’ from the above is that a political system might have 
emerged in which the supreme authority rested with the Igala Mela each of whom, like 
the Uzama, Nihinron, Oyo-Mesi or the Or’oota chiefs of the north-east Yoruba, had 
territories to administer. The real significance of the Igala Mela in the evolution of the 
Igala state is that they had formed a government with a defined territory located, in 
this case, in the Idah area. Later, a foreigner was received, under what circumstances 
is still not clear, and ruled over the ‘moieties’ of the Igala Mela. The personality 
involved could have been the one represented in legend as having descended 
miraculously from heaven, or the anonymous Igala chief who is said to have crossed 
the Niger from the west bank. With the Idah area as a ‘core’, the adjacent territory of 
the ‘Okpoto’ was incorporated under the over-rule of the Attas, like Ayagba and his 
successors to form the mega-state, namely the Igala kingdom as today understood. 
The Igala state might indeed have become a kingdom contemporaneously with the 
Edo and Yoruba kingdoms, but whenever it did mature, it had become strong enough 
to have engaged the attention of Benin and to have threatened the very existence of 
the latter in the 15th and 16th centuries.46

While the above reconstruction offers a solution to the question of the emergence of 
the Igala kingdom there are other puzzles, on which the scheme is silent. The exact 
status of Amagedde on the Benue as a religious and/or political centre in the history of 
the Igala is not fixed. Every new Atta, in the third year of his reign, sends an official to 
Olutubatu, a grove near Amagedde to offer sacrifices on his behalf. Clifford reported 
further that
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“centred

traditionally associated with

48 Boston 1962 (a) particularly pp. 378-383. ... -
T“e utl« Agaidoko, Abokko Onukwu Au and Omogbaje were ------------- - —------------

.. suPetvision of traffic on the Niger. (Boston I gala Kingdom p. 109«seqq) 50 Dwtgny, E.G.M. Gazetteer of Nape Province (London 1920) p. 7, Nadel A B
Byzantium pp. 72.4.

cl XT1*}'1, IbiJ- P- 25 lnd Nadel, 1935 “Nupe sute and Community'' (Africa VIII).
” NldtU^B~...p.24.
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capital and its dating will have to wait archaeological“J^^^ements probably 

“evlX^arUeiAer^^^tXi - 
destruction of the earlier capital or the fusion o two d<j a Jukun
Amagedde and Idah. We do not even know if it had anytmngperhaps the 
invasion or with a Nupe achievement of independence or Atta when the
Alago kingdom of Doma was established or began to pay tnu & military confron-
capital was at Amagedde on the Benue, perhaps too, as> a r convergence in
tation with Benin, an Edo-derived dynasty was indeed inst
Igala and Benin sources suggest.4* foundation of
I Conceding the omission of six more names, perhaps we can century. It **

the present dynasty, but not of the kingdom, to the 1 °rthere was a precedent to 
also certain that things were not started from scratch ut a. orientation of the 
be derived from the memory of the Amagedde kings. e ” extension of the Atta »
kingdom was no doubt a part of the scheme of things an mot>ility on the river.4* 

.authority would no doubt have been partly dependent upo“ events associated with
The establishment of a Nupe kingdom is one of the import of h that which

the Igala kingdom. This event, or rather, the most to have been
is centred around the personality of the Tsoede or egi * residence at Idah hi* 
fathered by an Igala king and a Nupe woman. After a injignia of office in »
father died and he fled upstream from Idah with Nupe) canoe-men. He
celebrated bronze canoe which was piloted by Kyedye mcr N- r rivers where he 
arrived with them at the confluence of the Kaduna an thc (pre-existing
established himself at Nupeko and from where e c 1
confederacy of the Bini Nupe.** the establishment of the

From the evidence available it appears fairly car Dronosed by the legend*. 
Nupe kingdom was more gradual than the instant emergence under discussion,
Accepting the presence, since prehistoric times of peop e in jay Nupeland, a*
it is dear that centres of local authorities were emerging, n P car|iest form of 
among the ‘O-kun’ Yoruba, we still find an area or area5 Nupe ’Zam’ a
Political organization based on village autonomy survives, uc to be the

.group in the trans-Kaduna (Kutigi) area who, incidental y, a in
_®l<Iest section of the Nupe'. Further back in time, such would have t^en 
the Benin area of Nupe, namely the twelve villages o a le, stage in
Nupeko, Eda. Towagi Egbe, Ewu, Yesa, Gaba and Panjuru. At one^ 
history, they had evolved, each with an independent govemmen u whjch Tafie
It would appear that they formed a league, the Beni confederacy^ m wh 
enjoyed a type of seniority.** The sources make it dear that there were kings
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53. Mason, M. Nupe Kingdom pp. 490-492.
54. Frobenius, L. The Voice of Africa Vol. II (London 1913) pp. 608-9.
55. Dupigny Gazetteer of Nupe p. 7.
56. Nadel The King’s Hangmen . . . p. 130.
57. Clifford op. cit. 400 Boston Igala Kingdom p. 201.

the Igala,56 
Nigerian

Tsoede’s time some of which like Jegu, Jigba and others are specifically named.53 
Frobenius described three essential badges of office —a rqetal fillet called Malfasing, a 
stone sphere called Rogo, and a staff called Tsukunsu which “hadbeen carried by 
Nupe emperors long before Edegi's time”.54 Thus as was probably the case with the 
Igala, the Beni villages and their kings did provide antecedents for what was to follow, 
namely the establishment of one central dynasty to rule over all these towns. That 
event is specifically attributed in the traditions to Tsoede who lived around Nupeko, a 
settlement at the confluence of the Kaduna with the Niger —a site that was later 
evacuated after some time “want of room”.55 The sources underline the idea that the 
period of Tsoede was revolutionary in the political history of the Nupe-speaking 
peoples. He had brought about the unification not only of the sedentary Nupe, 
represented by the Beni confederacy, but of the riverine Kyedye who “rule the water", 
and in a remarkable way had sealed the union by an effective ritual centred upon his 
personality. By establishing and maintaining a ritual presence along the Niger 
through the ledu villages where Tsoede’s ‘chains’ and sculptural objects in bronze were 
deposited and by acquiring an army with a strong emphasis on cavalry, he was esta­
blishing an independent Nupe kingdom, which, freed from a plausible supremacy of 

became the core of one of the most powerful autochthonous states of the 
area. Tsoede himself is believed to have flourished in the early part of the 

16th century, but the references to the Nupe in Hausa sources date back to the 14th, 
"15th and 16th centuries. Perhaps some of these refer to the Bini confederacy or the 
Nupe ’Zam’, since, as we argued for the igala, a state or a group with a linguistic 
identity could and indeed did ante-date the dynasty.

The early development of the Igala kingdom under the Attas is largely unknown. 
What we can piece together from the dispersed evidence would therefore be very 
sketchy. One of Ayagba’s sons, Onu is believed to have organized the fortifications of 
Idah and another son, Akumabi or Akogu is reputed to be a warrior who extended the 
frontiers of the kingdom.57 One of the most definite things we can say about the 
pattern of internal development in the kingdom as a result of an intensive study of 
Igala traditional government, is the establishment of the royal lineages and the (prero­
gatives of royalty) allied recognition of the prerogatives of royal power which the Attas 
could exercise and which proved to be instrumental in extending royal influence in a 
number of ways. Setllemcnts of the royal ‘Igala?’ clan were established all over the 
kingdom among the earlier ‘kpoto’ elements. Through the exercise of the prerogative 
of bestowing royal patronage by appointing title-holders, sometimes to supersede the 
earlier established, non-royal local authority the Attas upheld and furthered the 
influence and power of the royal lineages in combination of which the Atta was at the 
apex. The agencies which had operated for the expansion of the kingdom into initially 
non-Igala areas and of the extension of the authority and influence of the Atta of Idah 
may be summarized under the headings —military conquest, migration and colo­
nization, religious influence and commerce.
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along the river. Doma 'Irith^l °f Igala hegemony over the smaller groups
dom, could have emerged at th than tbat Preserved for the Igala king-
Panda and of Igu are rreH f a ? me of establishment of the dynasties of Igbirra 
"first as a ‘governor’ int .k tO be “ Igala Prince who was sent
extensive was the Ip 1^° 1 **** ^Ut W^° ^ater assertec^ independence.60 So
(Ihabe) as well as PreStIge that UPt0 the middle of the 19th century the Kakanda 
confluence were wiT U-Pa around ®-^an °n the right bank of the Niger above the 
herring to the fn /ay,ng 5017,6 tribute t0 the Atta at Idah.“ The oral traditions 

'with the Igaia ITT u1O^OfOnit5ha' and Agbor are “nked in Igala accounts 
attribute the ori ' <• T .Somad ?gbo, on the left of the Niger south of Onitsha, 
bj?terland both uTu TTV0'*" tO.tbe Iga,a in the 18th century.62 In the jgala 
the area as far so th ° trad’tlons agree as to the past authority of the Igala in 

J?boni, who bas /T T These traditions centre on the Igala warrior Onoja 
°n the Nsukka St ^urugu' ra,ded the Igbo border country as far as the villages 
area were conf eSCa.rpment and as far *«t as the Niger”.M The Ezes of the Nsukka 
the Nri, a nordT T®" Achadu or the Atta- The more reccnt c,aims °f 
and maintainoa TT oruba grouP’ that they copied the Igala forms of government

The Z. he me„.taed here.»
“’’Perfectly kn^ ° pre’j*bad (dngship of Nupe from its foundation is very 
matrilineally ,OWn^oday‘ g°yal descent was apparently traced both patrilineally and 
throne.66 tl T ? e Patnl<neal descent was more important for eligibility to the

tnsignia of office included items cited- above from Frobenius. There

58. Boston Igala kingdom p. 201. Kwora and Benue m 18>4 (ton-
59. BaikiCi W.B. Narrative of an exploring voyage up the Riven

don 1856)p. 112,Temple, Noteion the Tribesp. 26. Prince as Ohemu Eje.
6°- Ibid. p. 155 Clifford, A Nigerian Chiefdom p. 398 ,dent“\ , [ am grateful to

Ahmadu, E.D. (forthcoming) Introduction to History of
Mr. Ahmadu for showing me this work in manuscript. 

61- Schon, J.F. and S.A. Ctowhtt Journals of the Rev. James ~ .
Crowther who with the Sanction of Her Majesty's Government ac or & Son) 2nd cd. 
«P the Niger in 1841 on behalf of the Church Missionary Society.
WOpp. 138,145, 206 and p. 307.

• >ioma, E.A. (n.d.) A short History of Osoman people (Onitsha). PP
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271,
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6r u'r' nirtated to me in August 1970 at Akutukpa, Bunu District.
ason, M. TheNupeKingdom p. 13.
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thi Bonks of Niger . . . (London 1859) p. 117. Mason, M.

70.
71.
72.

Iwas, apparently, a preference for the white cloth (colour) by the Etsu or king, while 
some deities and cults like those of Ketsa near Jebba or the Ndako Gboya received 
official patronage. 67 Another interesting feature of the pre-jihad Nupe is the number 
of places which served as the seat of the Etsus at various times. Nupeko, Gbara, 
Mokwa, Jima, and probably others had functioned as capitals.68

More important was the question of the relationships of the Nupe state with the \ 
surrounding peoples and polities. The transformation of the Bini confederacy into a 
nucleus for a Nupe kingdom, the event attributed to Tsoede, was accompanied by 
many interesting developments. One of these is the inclusion of the Kyede and of the I 
Gbedegi, otherwise separate ‘tribes’ in the mega-state, thereby serving as precedents f 
and paving the way for the incorporation of the other ‘tribes’ and peoples either by \ 
conquest or by acculturation into the Nupe system. Some sources indicate that Nupe I 
militarism ante-dated Tsoede.69 The sources also portray Tsoede as a warrior king 
who waged “big and victorious wars” against neighbouring peoples.70 While it is 
apparent that some of the conquests attributed to Tsoede, like those of the Yagba, 
Bunu and Kukuruku (Akoko-Edo) south of Nupeland were 19th century events 
telescoped back to the culture hero Tsoede, it is fairly established that Tsoede died at 
Gbagede in Kamberi territory on a military expedition, indirectly an initial territorial 
expansion northwards.71

More, substantial are the traditions of the surrounding peoples concerning Nupe 
militarism in the period before 1800. Recorded oral histories of the old-Yoriiba show a 
pre-occupation of the earlier Alafins with Bariba and Nupe states, to the north and 
north-east respectively. These traditions of relationships with the Tapa (pronounced 
‘Takpa’ —the Yoruba name for the Nupe) which feature in memories of the reigns of 
Alafins like Oranmiyan (Oranyan), Sango and Ajuan (alias Ajak'a), are martial.72 
The traditions of hostility had a decisive enough influence in the course of the history 
of the Alafins when an invading army of the Nupe, apparently with the support of

67. Crowther, S. The Gospel on
op. cit. pp. 18-20.

68. The king lists in Dupigny, Gazetteer of Nupe p. 8 permit a clear identification of Nupeko, 
Gbara, Mokwa and Jima as one-time capitals. It is difficult to speculate further on Kutigi, 
Kpada, and Tsolugi. Nadel, A Black Byzantium p. 76 also cites Etsu, Jengi and Yeti as 
temporary residents of the Etsus (Kings) of Nupe. One wonders however whether the internal 
rivalries which often led to territorial separation on the pan of rival Etsu could not have 
been the causes of there being so many “capitals”—some of which were occupied for one 
reign only. Occupation of such “capitals” would have overlapped chronologically with others 
and this is perhaps one valid point for the observation that there could have been more than 
one Nupe state even in ’post-Tsoede’ Nupe i.e. the assumption that ‘unknown Nupe kings 
ruled over undefined spheres before the eighteenth century' Mason, The Nupe Kingdom 
PP- 34-5.

69. Mason, M. op. cit. citing traditions in Appendix 1 p. 491.
Nadel, S.F. A Black Byzantium, p. 74.
The stirrups of Tsoede are said to be preserved here Nadel op. cit. p. 76.
Johnson, Rev. S. The History of the Yorubas (Lagos 1921) pp. 10-11, 149-152. Ojo, Chiefs. 
(Bada of Shaki) (n.d.) Iwe Itan Oyo, Ikoyi ati Afijio although Ojo has Johnson to guide his 
work sometimes gives additional details.
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75. In rec ' ^ng lists ln Dupigny GazetteerofNupe p. 7. Nadei, 1942 p. 76.

UsC(|CCnt tin>« Shaba is a designation of the next in rank to the Etsu and this title is widely 
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(Meth $’ The Alafin-in Exile" p. 74. See also Smith, R.S. Kingdoms of the Yoruba

n. smithU^Londonl969)-
78 This is ill ' P' 69 Dup,gny Gazetteer ofNupe, p. 7.
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Bello ii„Wte prcsented for the degree of B.A. Honours, Department of History, Ahmadu 

79. Abioia 1972'
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cing~ the Alnfin some of the Alafins’ subjects, succeeded in entering Old Oyo, -n exile
Onigbogi into exile. The Nupe offensive was kept up against fourth
Old Oyo was not re-occupied until the reign of the a. in informative on this 
Onigbogi.” Although our Nupe sources are less compre ens ma(je that the three 
important period of Nupe militarism, the observation as . e been buried at 
kings who reigned immediately after Tsoede are repute t -p^ede. This later
Mokwa,” which could have functioned as a centre of power ), Zugunla and
information would make the Etsus Shaba (if it was a persona Oyo- Smith has
Moma Wari the more likely candidates for the offensive a®alI^.tjon of the successful 
suggested the dates c. 1535-c. 1610 for this period. . e tra change of capitals 
repulse of the Nupe by the Alafins’forces, if it did coinci e . p<upeland could
from Mokwa to Jima, further east and deeper into the e ^,upe militarism.7 
possibly be interpreted as indicating a change in the orientation encounters with the

The traditions of the Igbomina and Ibolo mention numero jgbomina and
Tapa and it is not uncommon to find two or more lineages am ifoeage rituals.7 
Ibolo preserving memories of their Tapa ancestry in their on those for Ede of
The oral accounts of other Yoruba towns speak of Nupe inv as Ijesa. One °T E^e 
Ilesa, the seat of the Owa who is the principal Oba or king o perio(i &
difficulties of accepting the narratives of the military con ron events attributed 
historical facts is the crucial issue of identity. One wonders w e ^upe and
to the ‘Tapa’ in some accounts do not in fact refer to the 
vice versa. of tfce female Owa

The Ijesa, for example, narrate that during the reign at esa^ siniilar]yi during 
Waye or yeyeWaye the‘Tapa’were said to have attacked Ilesa ' in came with
the time of another female Owa Ori or Yeye Wan the ap jn which palm 
formidable cavalry forces and they were only repulsed by a stra which made the
kernels were sprayed across a platform of slippery bam o episode, we do
horses slip and fall.79 While our Nupe sources are silent on sue i itjon into the 
have an Oyo tradition which says that the Alafin Obalokun sent an  -thc Oyo
Ijesa country but that the attacking forces were ambushe an reigned during 
being then unaccustomed to bush-fighting”.’0 The Owa On pro > .-j apa’ could
the second half of the 17 th century-a contemporary of Oba o un.
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well refer to a ‘northern’ (from the Ilesa point of view) force, and the Oyo cavalry 
could well have included Tapa (Nupe) and other northerners like Hausa and 
Bariba.81

The great victory described in Benin traditions over a northern power which is now 
thought to be Oyo and to have occurred during the reign of Oba Ehengbuda (c. 1578- 
1606)82 could well refer, not to the Oyo but to the Nupe. If indeed the period of the 
withdrawal of the Alafin from Oyo He (Old Oyo) in the face of Nupe supremacy as 
tentatively worked out is reliable,83 the Oyo would be the less likely invaders of Benin.

There is little doubt that Nupe was a power of prime importance in the military 
politics of the Niger valley during the 16th and 17 th centuries. The source of its power, 
in sharp contrast to those of the kingdoms further east like Dorna, Igala and Biepi 
(Kwararafa) which exercised great influence of a religious nature, was military. Nupe 
is also unique in that a fairly comprehensive account of the last century before the 
upheavals brought about by the jihad is quite possible. 84 The Etsu Jibrilu (about 
1750) had achieved fame partly because of his religious policy as a muslim king, but he 
appeared to have faced a serious rebellion which forced him to take refuge in Kutigi. 
The reign of Jibrilu did, apparently, coincide with an expansion in trade between the 
coast- and Hausaland via Nupeland—muskets being probably among the traded 
commodities. The Etsu Mu’azu temporarily succeeded the deposed Jibrilu, but was 
himself forced out to Yauri after an eight-year reign. Jiya who expelled Mu’azu was 
well-known as a warrior and one who had a good hold on the kingdom. Jiya had one 
successor or two (Samaza and Ilyasa) before the successful come-back of Mu’azu. The 
latter exchanged gifts of slaves and cowries for horses and female slaves with the ruler 
of the Hausa state of Gobir. It was during his reign that an invading Oyo army was 
defeated with great losses for the Oyo in c. 1790. The circumstances of this war 
appears to be an attempt by the Alafin of Oyo either to renounce an overlordship 
which the Nupe could have exercised over the Oyo at an unknown date (if the tribute 
referred to in contemporary European accounts implies subjection of one kingdom to 
another), or to challenge a menacing northern neighbour. Like Jiya, Mu’azu appeared 
to have had an effective control of his domains, but he was perhaps the last Etsu of the 
Tsoede line to hold all of Nupe together in an effective way. Kolo, his son and 
successor, was deposed and he fled to Zugurma in western-most Nupeland which then 
seceded from the rest of Nupeland. In the rivalries between Jimada and Majia which 
followed, the Fulani were invited —an event which extended the jihad of Usman dan 
Fodio into Nupeland.

One of the outstanding themes in the history of the Nupe, is the forging of a nation 
out of fairly heterogeneous though contiguous groups. The results of the interaction of

On this confusion of identity we can cite tendency for Yoruba to refer to all ‘northerners'— 
Hausa, Kanuri, Gwari etc. as Gambari or the Igala and Idoma to use the term Abakpa for 
'northerners’ or muslims in general. Names like Woruda, Sokia etc. cited in Oyo military 
traditions reflect this northern factor.
Ryder, A.F.C. A reconsideration oflfe-Benin relations).A.H. 1965. Vol. VI No. 1 pp. 25-37. 
Smith, R.S. op. cit passim suggests that Oyo He was abandoned about 1535 and was not 
re-occupied till about 1610: the Nupe rather than the Oyo would have been the invading 
power in the events dateable if approximately to the sixteenth century.
The information for this session comes from Mason: The Nupe Kingdom Chapter li.
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One other power which casts its long shadow acrossthecon u confluence
Pa, Wapan or Jukun. No consideration of the history of t ei ige_inma Igbirra 

area can ignore the role,'presumed or actual, of a Jukun empire c wmetime» 
and Igala often describe themselves as being related to the Ju un, an j not a 
>01n‘ly referred to as ’Apa people'. Although the outline of Jukun h.stog is 
Object of this paper, aspects of Jukun influence call for attention here. *
reassessment of the Jukun history based primarily on artistic traditions 
mid;18th century date for the coming of the Jukun into the Wukan area« We 
Panial evacuation of Biepi in 1792, a walled town 100 km. north-east o 
do not know for how long the contacts between the Jukun and the Idoma (and A Jagh 
the Jukun and the Igala and probably also the Jukun and the Igbirra lasted, 
reovements of the Aku first into the Wukari area, then north of the Benue 
c-1750 to c. 1820 before the re-establishment at Wukari brought the Aku physica y

military conquest and acculturation in the promotion of the influence an
the Nupe kingdom in the tradition of Tsoede, in which the Beni upe are nternal 
had been the emergence of a recognizable culture group whic , wit so

'Variations in the area now covered by Nupe or some NuPe’’*e P^fution of the 
described as the Nupe culture. It was a process in whic j-hm of the
'mythical charter around the peronality of Tsoede and all the boun
kingdom within Nupeland gradually came to coincide. Ce of the River

Of crucial importance to the Igala and Nupe states is the presen exercise<j
Niger and its great tributaries, the Benue and the Kaduna, in d tQ titled
sovereignty over sections of the river, but the actual contro was cultural and 
officials. In order to place the Nupe and the Igala politica ’ fco”°n

area, we must social relations with the other peoples and states in t e ‘8e$ summary for the 
emphasize the riverain orientation of these states. Nadel provi ,tjtution of corres- 
Nupe which we can substantially apply to the Igala, with t
ponding Igala names:

The river Niger, ndaduma, as the Nupe call it. Father, iger werful king- 
the mythical Tsoede where he set out to unite the Nupe into £ar across 
dom. Even later, in historical times when the Nupe states ever_Qf,ara, Jima, 
central Nigeria, the capital always remained near the ■'ive e' of thc
Mokwa and Raba. But also economically the Niger was t e river
country. The welfare of a large section of the population ars. then, in the
And traffic and trade were bound up with the Niger- W at af $ t^e actual
context of myth as the path of the ancestor — king of Nupe. p o|jtjcal and 
tribal life the role of a ‘king’s highway , of a vital artery special, sacred 
economic organism over which the king extends is
authority.”’6

Nad'! NUPC State and community (Africa 1935) Vol. VIII No. 3, p. 261. 
rul' ’ W The king's Hangmen ... p. 131.

D’ A- The Arts or the Fukun!
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contact with the confluence peoples. The large'kingdom of Keana (but not the older 
kingdom of Dorna) was more directly related to the Jukun. The authority of the even 
more demonstrably “dependent” peoples was apparently more religious than anything 
else, and ‘tribute’ payment was more of voluntary donation.88

Whether the mid-18th movements of the Jukun led to displacements and 
subsequent migrations of other groups is not clear. The Kakanda (Ihabe), the Igbirra 
and the Idoma mention migrations from ’Apa’ territory in their histories, and though 
not yet clearly demonstrated in those cases, one important theme in the: history of the 
Niger-Benue confluence area, is migration. The more important groups whose 
migrations have brought revolutionary genealogies which go back some fifteen to 
eighteen generations of remembered ancestors place the ultimate homelands of the 
Tiv in the Obudu hills area.89 The Tiv expansions which brought with them a conti­
nuous readjustment of frontiers between ttyem and surrounding peoples like the Idoma 
had also seen the survival of the Idoma group, Etulo (Utuur), who inhabit the Katsina 
Ala area.90 It had also brought sections of the Tiv into contact with the Jukun, whose 

-Spiritual influence on the Tiv has been profound. The Igbirra of the Okene area 
appear to have begun their secondary expansion from the Igbirra Kpete area and, 
over the years displaced groups of Bassa (Nge?), northern Edo and possibly some 
Yorub a -speaking elements.91 1 /

Of the individual histories of peoples like the Idoma, Alago and Afo before about ~ 1 
1800, wc are faced with the handicap that we can in the present state of available 
information make only a few general statements. Linguistic and other evidence 
suggest that the Idoma-speaking peoples had been resident in the present area and 
further to the east for several millenia. They operated the system of government based 
on 'clans’ or ‘lands’ —a form which is identical with those described for the north-east. 
Yoruba in which there were kings, a hierarchy of title-holders but all of which were 
independent of each other and of any outside power except for those who paid ‘tribute’ . 
to the Atta at Idah and to the Aku at Biepi (Kororofa) and later at Wukari. There are 
references in Idoma oral histories to the.'Horse War’ which seem to be too early to be 
identified with the jihad-inspired upheavals of the 19th century—but which could 
refer to offshoots of the Chamba raids beginning in the upper Benue. This ‘Horse 
War' together with the expansion of the Tiv led to displacements of Idoma from 
earlier settlements of which the present settlement pattern is an adjustment. The 
Alago kingdom of Keana appears to be an offshoot of Dorna and it appears that this 
was a response to the discovery and processing of salt from the salt lake at Keana. The_ 
attachment of Keana to the Jukun receives greater emphasis than that of Dorna to the 
Jukun but both acknowledge relations with the Jukun ruling dynasty.

Bohannan, Laura, 'A genealogical Charter.” (Africa 1952) Vol. XXII, No. 4 p. 301.
Armstrong 1955 pp. 134-5.
Ibrahim The Search for Leadership p. 18 citing Koelle’s informant (1852/3) identifies the 
Bassa Komo as the inhabitants of the Okeneba area. In the light of other circumstantial 
evidence however, these might have been Bassa Nge.
Ibid, citing Koelle’s informants (1852/3) identifies the Bassa Kano as the inhabitants of 
the Okenaba area. In the light of other circumstantial evidence however, these might have 
been Bassa Nge.
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Abakwa, which somehow is the Idoma name for

19-23.94.
95.

t half of 
aditional 
—. The 

Rubin 
Aku. Maga and 

(hi and Dodo 
actual equi- 
z area. The 
1Ci Alekwu of

92. Th
ries^IStatements are based on summaries from Fagg, W.B., Nigerian Images (Lond Humph- 
Coli London 1963). PP- 16. 27, PL 57 and Willett, op. tit., pp. 166-173; Allison, P.K.

f°r Algeria's Museums, Nigeria Magazine, No. 77, 1963, p. 127; Nigerian 
Oked h eS’ N°' 19’ °9* °f 18th October 19691 p- 13 " wel1 15 tw° masks iocated at 

a See Obayemi, 'Brass-working survivals imong the north-east Yoruba’

93 ■ Bost's8 (ZariaKPP 44 4 Ceremonial iron gongs among the Ibo and the Igala”. (Man, 52, 1964), 
*n thi ? notable example of the items of the religious culture which calls for attention 
by Wood^ r t*'C ^enga febo) Okegga (Igala)—the concept of a personal cult represented 
Fao„ w,'" lgures- This is also said to be found among Igbira and Idoma and some Edo, 

^ bin 05 °P cit-Boston 1 /‘^ Chapter V, pp. 39-78; Meek, C.K. Sudanese Kingdom, pp. 139, ps.
■ gala Kingdom, p. 40.

Conclusion . how much
Looking at the various groups dealt with in this paper, it is impress’ differences
borrowing took place and how much the groups had in common in material
in languages and political organization. A particular e*a™inatj°yoruha on the one 
culture and religious institutions of the Nupe, Igala, Edo, g ° an oruEa on the other 
hand, and of the Jukun, Idoma, Igala, Igbirra and the nort east which have not
indicate these complex patterns of pre-jihad interactions, muc made up of the

and the 
various objects of brass or bronze, found at intervals in t e jebba bronze
intervening areas between the urban centres, namely, t e a Idah which
figures, and the Ejubejailo pectoral mask in the possession o t mentjoned above.92  
are understood to have been of Ife and Benin manufacture as identical for^

f The Igala and the Igbo have preserved many cultural items v origin but well 
/both groups. The institution of the Attama, a priest o g Q^er things found 

established in Igbo villages of the Nsukka region are well know die large drums 
on either side of the language frontier include ceremonial iron g ^^dize individual 
(okega) and wooden figures ikenga (Igbo), okega (Igala) w ic . Ee seen to be

I fortune and achievement.93 The list is much longer and these 
shared with neighbouring groups on the right bank of the Ri'. er ^g.^o^ jndicate that

Also very attractive and striking is the impact of religions. f-)rst
Islam was seriously professed by the Etsu Nupe Jibirilu who reign the tra. 
the 18th century, but before and since the establishment o systems,
belief systems have cut across frontiers of languages an groups. ?
masques and masquerades of the Nigerian area coukl be reso /’--j
has outlined those belonging to the Jukun system, a Agasi
Akuma of the 'Wapa' section of the community and the s a .
masquerades of the nominally muslim Abakwariga Close pa nf]uence
valents of some of these masquerades are known from t e . ant
personnel behind the Egu-anaoftheIgalatheEkuobaothe.go^.ro share many 
the Idoma and the Egun of the Yoruba-speaking Abinu a with the Jukun
things.95 The Igbirra ovopa, the Abinu obakpa, appear to e cog qhe Ekwe
A bakwa. which enm^hnw the Idoma name for a m *
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Agbanabo, see Murray,96. ibid., pp. 130-131. For an illustration see Plate facing p. 130 on
K.C. "Idah Masks” (Nigerian Field, Vol. XIV, 1949, No. 3, p. 88.

97. Okura songs recording at Odo Ape, Ibuke, (Bunu), Ogbabon (Oworo) 1970 and 1971.
98. Traditions recorded at Olle (Bunu District) August. Also Notes on the Owe, Yagba, Bunu 

and Ijumu (Gbede) National Archives, Kaduna, Lokprof. 41 (2 pp. typewritten), pp. 67- 
68 in file. The language of Ofosi is not intelligible except to the members of this cult.

99. Boston, op. cit., pp. 103, 118.
100. Johnson, op. cit., p. 160.
101. Downes, R.M., The Tiv Tribe (Kaduna 1933), p. 10. Also Abraham, R. The Tiv People 

(London, 1933) discusses thejukun influence on Tiv through the tor agbande (drum chiefs) 
and the imborivungu cult.

102. Obayemi “Brass-working .. .” Savanna (forthcoming).

masquerade, sometimes described as the principal Igala masquerade is traditionally 
said to have belonged to thejukun.9* The long masquerade, the okula, ouna, iro and 
okponobi of the Abinu, Oworo, Owe and of some Ijumu towns or thi Ewuna of the 
Bassa Nge all derive from a common ttradition.97

In the area of ancestor personification, the Igbirra (Ebira) have a certain pre­
eminence as founders of a cycle of these masquerades. The Igbira (Egbira) are 
mentioned as having introduced some of the masquerades to the Abinu and Oworo, 
while the priests to some of these masquerades orders have the clan name Adoga, a 
name found among Idoma speaking.peoples.98 The powerful women’s cult Ofosi or 
Ohosioi the Abinu, Ikiri, Oworo, Owe, and some Ijumu towns are all said to derive 
from Olle in Bunu, the founder beiqgaman who come from the Igala-Idoma side of 
the Niger some centuries ago. The language of this cult is not locally intelligible. The 
importance of the intermediary position of the Igbirra groups is further marked in the 
case of the Igala by the fact (hat the clans performing the ilo (iro among the north­
east Yoruba) in the Atta’s burials are the clans of Ohimogbo and Uchada who with, the 
Ohiuga (chief diviner) are ultimately of Igbirra origin.99 Also, some Nupe 
masquerades were said to have been copied by the Yoruba of Oyo during the reign of 
the Alafin Ofinran—in the seventeenth century. The Alapini, one of the Oyo Mesi 
who is in charge, echoes the Nupe title Lakpene.100 The Tiv have borrowed some of 
the cults of thejukun like the ‘Akume’ while in recent years, ‘some Tiv chiefs and head 
of kindred had gone to Wukari or Katsina Ala to obtain certain JukqnThstfuction in 
magic.’101

The economic interrelations of the peoples of the Niger-Benue confluence area is 
discussed elsewhere, but some of its salient points will be mentioned here. Brassr 
working has been very important in the area from time immemorial—the Jukun, 
Igbirra, the north-east Yoruba and Nupe being acknowledged exponent?. The north­
east Yoruba and Nupe being acknowledged exponents. The north-east Yoruba invest 
a lot of their labour in securing brass objects as grave-goods used in second burial 
ceremonies of their chiefs and elders. Copper is an important medium in the art of 
classical Ife, Benin and in those recovered by archaeological excavation at Igbo Ukwu. 
Copper might indeed have been mined in the confluence area but the suggestion 
awaits further investigation.102

From the land of the ‘Apa’ (‘Jukun’) come galena and salt. The salt produced from 
the Alago kingdom of Kcana and other Jukun salt springs were known as far west as
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the land of the Igbirra-Tao:o3 and the north-east Yoruba, potash and ho 
obtained via Nupeland while the red cloth used for burials and for 1 e r ® 
masquerades by the north-east Yoruba is called ukpo — the Edo an ga a 
cloth—and Ikiri traditions claim that these were introduced from a Drobably
traded to the igbirra.104 The fabrics used in its weaving were 
imported by the Europeans, to Benin but obtained via Idah.

Ibid, D’ The Search for Leadership . . ., p. 21.
Thelkif j1 2 ^he doths were graded—Arabata, kpon-nu-kpon-yin, Ifale. Ebe, etc. 
Owe and j11, . °*nu werc the most famous manufacturers of these and the Oworo, Ijumu, 
(Iffe) >• * lrra wcrc customers. The use of these in burials (token) was still observed at Ufe 

>umu in March 1971.
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Sa’ad Abubakar

PEOPLES OF THE UPPER BENUE BASIN AND THE 
BAUCHI PLATEAU BEFORE 1800

1. C.K. Meek, A Sudanese Kingdom, London, 1931, p. xv.
2. See S. Abubakar, The Emirate of Fomhina: 1809-1903 (Ph.D. thesis, Ahmadu Bello 

University, 1970), pp. 65-69-

The area under consideration is bounded by the Chad basin in the north, and in the 
south by the Katsina-Ala River westwards to the Bauchi Plateau. The eastern 
boundary runs from the Mandara highlands southwards along the Tiel River valley 
down to the Benue and then along the Faro-Deo River valley down to the Mambilla 
Plateau. The western boundary runs along the Hawal River down to its confluence 
with the Gongola River and along the latter up to its source. It is an area of diverse 
physical features and heterogeneous ethnic groups. In this chapter attention will be 
focussed not on individual ethnic groups but on historical themes, such as traditions of 
origin, the emergence, decline and collapse of large centralized states, the institutions 
of government and the main socio-economic activities of the peoples before 19th 
century. This will be considered on a regional basis, the upper Benue basin, the 
middle Benue region and the Bauchi Plateau. But first, it is essential to tackle the 
question of origin since this is widespread among the peoples of the area.

The major ethnic groups of our area of study, the Jukun, the Chamba and the Bata 
claim migration into it from outside regions. The Jukun, for example, claim entry into 
the Nigerian area through the country between the Mandara highlands and Lake 
Chad.1 Then, it is said, they dispersed in two migratory streams. One moving 
westwards to the upper Gongola valley where they established their stronghold at 
Kanem. The other migrated southwards to the upper Benue basin and then westwards 
to the lower Gongola valley. Like the Jukun, the Chamba too claim migration from 
the east to the Chad basin where they then settled. But before the 18th century, they 
again migrated southwards along the valley of the Yedseram down to the Benue 
plains. The Bata, on the other hand, claim migration from Hausaland to the Chad 
basin from whence they moved south to the upper Benue valley. In the region north of 
the upper Benue valley, the various ethnic groups, Higi, Gude, Fali, Kilba, Gabun, 
Hona, Lala and the Gudu, do not trace their origin to any place beyond Mandara.2 
The Margi in the same region do not have traditions of distant migrations; they only 
claim retreat from Kanuri-dominated regions after the latter had established
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3. J.M. Fremantle, Gazetteer of Muri Prorince, London 1922, p. 47 and Aliyu Wulumbs, 
“Tarihin Kasar Dallatun Bauchi” (typed MS, in the possession of the author), pp. 1-16.

4. Anon "Gazetteer of Adamawa Province 1936" (unpublished, National Archives Kaduna), 
P- 9.

5. It is in the light of the above that we can view the tradition of the Apa peoples, Idoma, Igala 
and the Igbirra. They claim being part of the Jukun though their languages differ from the 
former’s.

6. Such as Kirfi, Pindiga, Gwana and the communities north of the Gongola-Hawal confluence 
around Jalingo Shani.

themselves in the Chad basin. Outside the Benin regions, in the Plateau area, some of 
the ethnic groups on the plains to the north of the Bauchi Plateau, the Torok and 
related clans, have no traditions of distant migrations but only of movements from the 
highlands to the plains within the same region. However, the Ba-sharawa and the 
Lerawa among others, trace their origin to Borno.3 Other ethnic groups within our 
area of study do not claim migration from the north or east. The Mbula in the upper 
Benue valley and the Mumuye to the west of the Shebshi highlands claim migration 
from the south northwards to their present habitat.

All the ethnic groups in our area of study have traditions of movements. While some 
migrated over long distances, others only moved within a single geographical region. 
The question therefore is how can these movements of people be explained? It is 
possible to state categorically that some migrations resulted from intense conflicts and 
struggles accompanying the establishment of large centralized states in the area. Its 
demographic appearance lends weight to this conclusion. The upper Benue-valley, for 
example, had, it is claimed, received three important successive waves of immigrants 
each of which had consecutively established its hegemony over the region before the 
following the decline of their hegemony. In their new areas they resuscitated and 
re-established their political institutions, exercising control over non-Jukun peoples. 
Certainly, this also gave rise to the migration of the latter as they increasingly came 
under Jukun pressure or dominance.3 The position of the Jukun in the upper Benue 
valley was taken by the Chamba who, in turn, were also to migrate to the south 
following the advent of the Bata who had preceded them. Undoubtedly, this gave rise 
to some further migrations and brought about closer contacts and social intercourse 
resulting, as we shall see, in exchange of religious and governmental institutions. The 
last of the immigrants, the Bata, remained in the upper Benue valley till the beginning 
of the 19tfa century.

This off-and-on migration of large ethnic groups is reflected in modem habitation 
distribution of the groups. The Jukun, formerly found along the lower Gongola and in 
the upper Benue valley, are at present found predominantly in the middle Benue 
region. Only small Jukun communities exist on the Gongola basin/' I he Chamba 
predominate in the region to the south of the upper Benue plains and on the Donga 
River extending southwards to the Bamenda grassfield. The last of the pre-19th 
century migrants, the Bata, exist in small groups along the upper Benue and on the 
plains to its north and south among the settled Fulbe.

Undoubtedly, some of the ethnic groups on the upper Benue basin and the Bauchi 
plateau migrated from the north. However, this does not mean that there had been no 
autochthons but only empty lands into which the various immigrants rr.oved. In the
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7. The Wur, Ankwe, Torok and the Sayawa do not trace their origin beyond the Bauchi Plateau 
region. See Aliyu Wulumba, op. cit. pp. 1-16.

8. The Gadzama clan among the Margi claim migration from central Borno to the south, see 
‘‘Gadzama Chronicle” in Ethnology Gudu (N.A.K. 2700).

9. H.R. Palmer, Borno, Sahara and Sudan, London, 1936, p. 243.

north Benue region., there is said to have existed an aboriginal group which the Bata 
assimilated, and in the south, the Chamba assimilated the Jangani and Kpenyienbu— 
both being the original inhabitants of the region. Thus, it can be said that in most 
areas the autochthons that had existed were probably eventually overwhelmed by the 
alien immigrants, except possibly op the Jos Plateau.7 This is more likely to have been 
the case because the period during which the large-scale migrations took place cannot 
be determined with certainty. What we know is that in the 14th century the Saifawa 
retreated from Kanem to the west of Chad and for over a century the dynasty led a 
nomadic life. In c. 1484 the Mai Ali Ghaji established a permanent capital, 
Gazargamo, on the Yo River, thereby stabilizing the dynasty and creating a nucleus 
for imperial expansion. The region into which the Kanuri moved was formerly 
inhabited by diverse peoples, the Margi, Kotoko, Musgu, Buduma and the Ngizim — 
the legendary So—who became subject to raids and military expeditions from the 
mais. By the end of the 15th century a new empire, Borno, came into being. Then it 
entered a period of expansion and consolidation and before the end of the 17th 
century the whole of the Chad basin came under effective Kanuri occupation and 
control. Some of the non-Kanuri groups were conquered and assimilated, others 
remained under vassalage, but, certainly, a large number of other groups in order to 
escape conquest and subjugation, migrated into the region beyond the immediate 
reach of the Mais.8 Thus, it is mainly through the activities of the Mais that the 
migrations from the Chad basin to the south, so often claimed by the peoples in(our 
area of study, can be explained. Similarly, the migrations from Mandara owe their 
origin to Borno pressure which resulted in the conquest of the kingdom by the Kanuri 
in the reign of the Mai Idris Aloma (1570-1602).9 Some groups of course migrated 
due to shortage of lands on the mountainous Mandara kingdom and some due to other 
internal problems, such as dynastic disputes which the Maiha group claim as being the 
reason for their dispersal.

As regards internal migrations within our area of study, they appear to result from 
general political and economic activities following the coming of what appears to have 
been more powerful aliens from the north. The Chamba, for example, attribute their 
dispersal from the upper Benue valley to the encroachment of alien groups; conse­
quently, according to tradition, there were land shortage and hunger. Moving to the 
Shebshi highlands, the Taraba and the Donga River valleys, they came into contact 
with the Jukun and other ethnic groups. This was followed by culture fusion and 
struggles for political dominance, the latter in turn causing further migrations. The 
Mumuye, faced with the problem of Jukun encroachment from the west and the 
Chamba’s from the east, found refuge in the Mumuye massif, leaving the fertile plains 
flanking it to be occupied by the immigrants. Also in the middle Benue regions, the 
Jukun extended their control into the region east of the Bauchi plateau. However, 
following the normalization of relations, the Torok once more broke loose onto the 
plains where they remained till the beginning of the 19th century when they became



168

vassal state

Wurbo. Kam. Dampar,

to the emirate;
10. Wase was founded in c. 1820 by the Madakin Bauchi Hassan

Fremantle, op. cit., p. 48. . . - Dobeli,Jibu,11. Such as the Gwana, Pindiga, Djen. Kumm, Jemun. Do 
Awci, Kona, Gerkawa and Abusuin.

12. “Gazetteer of 1936", p. 9- , , 1Q77 D 10613- H R. Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs. Vol. HI, Lagos. 1927, P-.W
14- Ibid., p. 106. n , • d out that Atagora hill was the
15. Molyneux, a touring officer, in a despatch toi Palmer pmnted .) Qn hc other

one north of the Gongola-Hawal confluence, Ethnology ’ thc Kan0 Chronicle,
band, Palmer regarded the Kalam hili as the Atagara mentioned
Meek, op. cit., p. xxxi.

16. Meek, op. cit., p. xxxii.
17. Ibid., p. }2.

Groundwork of Nigerian History
■ ns of large ethnic 

subject to military raids from Wase.10 Thus, the great ar to have been

to much internal migrations. Similarly, the Prol°”®e over the dominated 
ld"ons fr- s"t“ 

Inother^ making possible culture fusion over extensive a^per Benue basin and 
heterogenous nature of the society of middle Benue regie) , institutions long
the Bauchi Plateau, the different peoples had come 
before the 19th century.

The Middle Benue Region -n were the Jukun and
Politically and spiritually, the most dominant groups in this re nning of the: 1 
related w ’ There are ,e.«,M .» believe tl® before rh pj.
century, the Jukun's most important habitat was extended t
Benue basin. For, in the days when Bepi flourished, rts r hronicle the Juki* 
Upper Benue as far as Rai-Buba". ” However^ m the The former
dominion is said by implication to have exten e ro generally ass
may have been located near modem Damaturu and the = Utte^ it may equally 

be the Panda of the Igbirra, north of the Niger- tnue _an area where som
be the Panda located on the edge of the ranga^C°^ chronicle that w iei(
groups exist. It has also been pointed out in t e Atagara .

to be located on the bank of a big river. century- . ,
speculations about the main Jukun centre before the i IBth^ M„lyneUx .ndicated 
believed that it was the Kalam hill on the upper Congo confluence.
that it was the Atagora hill located north of the ng° a basin appears tO mu. 
on these bases alone it can fairly be said that t e number of Jukun to
the main Jukun habitat. More so because it still con Unlike the other J
nities, such as those of Kirfi, Pindiga’and Jahngo-Sh nrKano d 
groups, those in Pindiga have preserved traditions o -ics against Borno in
they may have also been responsible for the mi itary
17th century.11



Peoples of the Upper Benue Basin and the Bauchi Plateau Before 1800 169

21.

18.
19.
20.

Meek, “Notes on the Kanakuru" (Numan Archives, D.O’s Office Numan).
Lala Traditions (July 1968).
Gujba traditions indicate that their area was peopled by Kwonajukun and that the Walama 
(Bima hill) rock was one of their earliest centres. The capital of the Jukun was in the Jalingo- 
Shani area, probably around A.D. 1385. See J.C. Davies, “Biu Book" (mimeo, Zaria, 
1956), pp. 24-25.
Palmer, Memoirs, III, pp. 116-117.

Apart from the Jukun communities, a number of other ethnic groups in the 
Gongola basin preserve traditions of Jukun influence. The Kanakuru of the lower 
Gongola claim being a Jukun off-shoot and their political institutions bear striking 
resemblance to the Jukun of Kona.18 Before the 19th century the Kanakuru exercised 
control over some Lunguda, Jera and a number of other groups on the lala Plateau 
and in the region north of the Gongola-Hawal confluence. The Pindiga Jukun, on the 
other hand, exercised control over some Wurkum and Tangale groups. Also, the 
Pabur, on the Gongola-Hawal Plateau, and the Bachama, inhabiting the region 
around the Gongola-benue confluence, had been sending tribute to the Jukun in return 
for religious cults. Eventually, through prolonged contacts with the Kanakuru and 
intermarriage with the Djen, the Bachama came to adopt Jukun kingship institutions. 
The rites connected with the installation of the Bachama chief resemble the Kam’s 
and Kona Jukun’s. The Lala to the north of the Bachama, had also been influenced by 
the Jukun. Their religious institutions are derived from the Jukun and, according to 
traditions, they had in the past acted as intermediaries between the Jukun and 
Pabur.19 Tribute destined for the Jukun from Viyu had to come through the Lala 
who, after adding their contribution, passed it to the Bachama for the final trans­
mission. Thus, the Jukun had been influential on the Gongola basin long before the 
19th century. It may have been from those regions that the Jukun’s well-known 
external activities in the preceding centuries before the 19th were undertaken.20

It would appear from the Kano Chronicle that some sort of relations had existed 
between the rulers of Kano and their Jukun counterparts, but that these started to 
deteriorate as from the reign of Sarkin Kano Mohammad Zaki, 1582-1618.21 Hither­
to, while Kano supplied horses to the Jukuns, she in turn received slaves. This arrange­
ment might have continued till the reign of Zaki when, according to Pindiga tradition, 
Kano "was attacked for refusing to pay tribute”. Since then, there were further Jukun 
expeditions against Kano and the other Hausa states, notably Katsina and Zazzau, till 
the beginning of the 18th century. The motives for the Jukun military conquests seem 

obscure. Certainly, they were not aimed at setting up an empire. Probably, the Jukun 
were interested in looting and collecting booty. Kano and the other Hausa cities, as 
well as Birni Gazargamo which also became subject to Jukun raids, were centres of 
international trade and therefore obvious targets for any group that was interested in 
conquest for materialistic reasons.

While the external activities of the Jukun are well known, virtually nothing is known 
about their internal organization before the 19th century. In fact, what is known 
about their external activities comes from non-Jukun sources. Apart from the Pindiga, 
the other Jukun groups do not have traditions relating to the past activities of their 
ancestors. It can be argued that the present Jukun have forgotten the past deeds of 
their ancestors because of the time involved. But, if all the different Jukun groups still
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became more of a spiritual than a political centre and the Aku (chief) owed his 
position to his religious role.

By the beginning of the 18th century, the Jukun were well established in the middle 
Benue region. They lived in chieftaincies, such as Awei, Dampar Gerkawa, Gwona, 
Kona, Wurbo and Jibu, which acknowledged the religious headship of the Aku in 
Wukari. The system of government in the chieftaincies was common; that of Wukari 
has been described as a sort of theocracy.27 The Aku was believed to be divinely 
appointed and was regarded as the representative of the gods, the intermediary 
between them and the people. Through him were obtained the favours of the superior 
deities, of the ancestors and the rains to bring about good harvest. In short, he was the 
symbol and the source of Jukun existence. To obey him was tantamount to obeying the 
gods he served and represented. Thus, he was very powerful and his decisions were 
above challenge. Nevertheless, the system of government was not despotic. The power 
of the Aku was controlled in a number of ways. Being the symbol of the Jukun 
existence, he was often judged by results. Good harvests meant more prestige, but a 
bad harvest or any serious calamity would make the Aku very unpopular and may 
ultimately lead to his downfall.

The Aku was surrounded by taboos which tended to define and restrict his power. A 
serious breach of a strong taboo would certainly result in the A ku being repudiated by 
the gods and so, to avoid such a happening, he was counselled by a patrician caste, 
believed to embody the Jukun tradition. Its head, the Abo (prime minister), was the 
representative of the people in their relations with the Aku and the latter’s in all rituals 
and in war. He was also a religious dignatary. As master of the royal rituals he used to 
restrain the power of the Aku by threatening to divulge the secrets of the royal rituals. 
The Aku’s power was also curtailed by the necessity of his living in accord with the 
important priests in charge of the powerful cults. Those in charge of the royal cults 
exercised a restraining influence over the Aku because they could undermine his 
authority by merely exposing the royal relics. The priests were also powerful in the 
government because they represented spirits, including deified ancestors, whom the 
peoplcincluding the /1/tuwere expected not to offend. Moreover, in the event of a 
drought or any calamity it was the priests who had to find the cause and if they 
attributed it to neglect on the part of the Aku, he was finished. Thus, he had to be in 
complete accord with the priests in order to maintain his position, authority and 
influence. Lastly, the sacredness of the Aku was in itself a factor limiting his power 
and authority. He was not to be approached directly but thiough a chain of officials 
through whom he also communicated to the people. So the officials were in a position 
to censor information destined for the Aku and the latter’s decisions meant to be 
passed to the public.

The governments of the other Jukun chieftaincies were strikingly similar to that of 
Wukari but without the latter’s titles. Each had its chief surrounded by counsellors 
comprising elders and religious dignitaries under an official equivalent to the Abo of 
Wukari. He was known as the wuru in Kona, the kekeru at Gwona and as the senzo at 
Dampar.28 The Jukun chieftaincies had similar religious institutions also. In fact, the

27. Meek, Sudanese, p. 332. In fact, he described the Jukun as a “collection of an unwarlike 
community of people, more interested in the maintenance of innumerable religious cults 
under the presidency of spiritual potentates’ ’.

28. Ibid., p. 335.
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life of the Jukun was governed by religious cults. Two types are distinguished among 
the Wukari group, the family and universal. The most important among the former 
were the Aku-ahwa and Awka cults, the latter, usually employed to purge a wife’s 
adultery, was a personification of the dead and rites were performed at the shrine of 
the cult at harvest or prior to it. It was taboo for the possessors of the cult to touch a 
corpse or to treat with a person who had done so. Similarly, the cult owners should not 
come into contact with menstrous women or eat food prepared by them. The universal 
cults were under the maintenance of the Aku who appointed the servitors from 
amongst government officials. The Kenjo was the most powerful Jukun cult. It was the 
patron of the bush, of war, the special protectors of hunters and the giver of victory. 
Apart from being the mouthpiece of the ancestral aspirits. it was in charge of rains 
and lightning. Sacrifices were usually made at the shrine during drought for rains, and 
by the sick for health. Magical powers were attributed to the spear of kenjo and it was 
used by the Aku in the past only during difficult wars. The other Jukun groups had 
cults similar to the Kenjo of Wukari; viz, the Adorn of the Kona and the A dang of the 
Gwona.29 Such cults were usually deified powerful past chiefs and so the cults were 
feared and revered by all. Other prominent universal cults of the Jukun of Wukan 
were the Yaku and the Achu-nyanda. The former represented the goddess Ama. In 
fact, it was a possessive cult controlled by the Aku through the priestess Avu. Like most 
possessive cults, the Yaku was patronized by women.50 The Achu-nyanda, on the 
otherhand, wasthe judicial arm of the government. Being the cult of lightening, rites 
were performed in cases of theft and it was believed that lightening would strike the 
house of the culprit.

The authority of the various Jukun chiefs was supported by traditional religion. 
They were at the head of spiritual authorities radiating from their capitals. Since the 
beginning of the 18th century, the Aku of Wukari was recognized by all the Jukun as a 
spiritual overlord. Until fairly recently, all Jukun groups used to attend the annual 
Puje festival in Wukari.51 Jukun influence seems to have spread over non-Jukun 
within our area of study not by conquest by the military but through mutual contact 
and the consequent adoption of Jukun institutions. In fact, the Jukun chieftaincies 
were pinnacles of religious authorities, centres for the distribution of cults. Kona, for 
example, was important for its control of Mam, a cult which was widespread among 
the people of the middle Benue region. Groups such as the Murnuye, Karim, Munga, 
Bandawa and Kunini looked to Kona for the supply of the Mam cult. Its importance 
derived from the fact that Mam in Jukun theology was the creator god, the lord of the 
underworld, the fashioner of men and all living things-32 The various non-Jukun 
groups used to send selected elders to Kona for training in the ritual of the cult. Then 
they returned to their groups as priests, but continuing to look to Kona for spiritual 
guidance. During the rituals, which involved mutilation (slashing of hands) and blood 
drinking, the priests officiated in the Jukun language specially learnt at Kona.
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The Jukun north of the Benue had influence also over the Ankwe and the other 
groups to the north-east of the Bauchi Plateau.33 The chief of Dampar was probably 
acknowledged as a spiritual overlord and along with Awei and Gwana they diffused 
Jukun influence. The Ankwe’s religious and kingship institutions were derived from 
the Jukun.34 While some Ankwe clans paid annual tribute of salt and cloth to the 
Jukun chiefs of Dampar and Gerkawa, the people of Gumshir and Nyonyon together 
with a number of Burumawa kindred claim migration to their present habitat under 
Boi from Kwararafa.35 It may have been that groups such as these were responsible 
for the spread of Jukun institutions among the numerous groups in the middle Benue 
region. For long, a number of Jukun groups had been moving westwards from the 
environs of Wukari. The Abusuin, for example, claim descent from Sagwum who had 
migrated with his followers from Wukari to the neighbourhood of Wase towards the 
end of the 18th century.36

Jukun influence was also widespread in the region east of Wukari. The Kam, found 
north of the River Taraba, claim being a Jukun group even though they do not speak 
the Jukun language. But their political and religious institutions resemble those of the 
Jukun of Wukari.37 A number of other groups have adopted the Jukun language and 
religious institutions. The Hwaye and the Kpwate regard themselves as Jukun though 
each had its distinct language.38 They had also the Jukun cults and priests who 
carried out the daily Jukun liturgy. Similarly, the Tigong and Ndoro, centred at 
Ashaku and Nama respectively, speak a language closely related to the Jukun’s. 
Moreover, the chief of Ashaku claims descent from the Aku of Wukari while that of 
Nama claims beingjukun and had under his control the Wukari cult of Aku-arhwa.39

There is little doubt that the Jukun were the most powerful group in the middle 
Benue region. Their influence had, at one time, extended westwards to the Bauchi 
Plateau and eastwards to the Mambila. But the Jukun themselves lived in autonomous 
chieftaincies whose rulers, though independent politically, recognized the Aku of 
Wukari as the supreme spiritual authority. He was also the “fountain and highest 
example of divine kingship”.40 The local Jukun chiefs were selected by their respective 
communities, but the Aku had to perform the installation of all new chiefs. On such 
occasions, he used to confer gifts and pass ritual objects to the appointee. The latter 
was to ensure prosperity for the new chief and his people provided he observed all 
taboos. Such had been the relations between the Jukun chieftaincies and Wukari till 
the 19th century when their dominance came to an end following the establishment of 
Muslim emirates.41
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The Upper Benue Region
The dominant groups in the upper Benue region were the Chamba and the Bata . The 
former inhabit the country to the .east of the Jukun, from the Donga River valley in the 
south to the Alantika mountains in the north. They had moved into the upper 
valley from the Chad basin in the 18th century. Their first base was the Bagale s 
overlooking the Benue on the north bank opposite modem Jimeta. Then they cro 
the Benue and spread along the Faro valley and the region to its east and west. eir 
leading centres being Sapeo, Mapeo and Zolba.42 The different Chamba group 
lacked a central authority but they acknowledged the priest in Yelli as t e most 
influential person. Undoubtedly, Yelli was the leading Chamba religious centre, 
introduction of secular chieftaincies among them is attributed to the tm 
Jukunized groups. Probably, some Chamba groups had been under the Ju un pnorjo 
the latter's decline arid southward migrations. It may have been that 
enslaved Chamba regained their freedom after the collapse of the Jukun 
gioup known as the Nyakanyare claim migration from Kona, a Jukun sett e 
the west, to Mayo Loru in the east and then they moved northwards to join t 
body of the Chamba in Yelli.44 Probably, the Nyakanyare intermarne ™ 
Chamba and then attempted to introduce the system of Jukun chieftains ip-
ingto tradition, a dynastic conflict developed in Yelli between two riva c at 
claiming succession on the maternal and the other on the paternal si e. 
the conflict, a number of groups migrated. The maternal claimants, 1 ent 
Nyakanyare, moved westwards to Sugu while the other branch, t e pa e 
moved to the southwest. Thus, Yelli was abandoned. - hl’ hed The

Following the dispersal from Yelli, a number of chieftaincies were esta 
first to emerge was Sugu which was founded by the Nyakanyare immigrants a 
yebbi was founded by the senior paternal claimant of the e 1 n to
Gurumpawo was founded by the latter’s younger brother who 1 
acknowledge his elder as overlord.46 A number of other groups a so m g ruled
south, but not as they claim, as a result of the dynastic conflict cannot e en .
out. After all, the Nyakanyare was an alien group and the dispute t at a 
may have disrupted farming, thereby causing famine. Perhaps, t er • 
Chamba of Donga and Daka who claim to have migrated toget!’Cr't^rt^ the south 

due to famine, as their traditions say, or to avoid being involved in the power 
in Yelli. On moving to the south, the Daka remained to the southeast of t e < y 
massif while the other group moved to the Donga River vallay. By mid-18th century 
the chieftaincies of Daka and Donga emerged.

The establishment of the Chamba chieftaincies was partly through mutua con 
and partly through conquests. Yebbi and Gurumpawo were founded by assmu a mg
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the Kpenyienbu and Jangani aborigines.'48 Eventually, the leader of the latter, 
Sumshin, submitted.peacefully to the Chamba leaders, Kingking and Bunjikango.49 
Sugu, on the other hand was established after the Jangani were conquered while Daka 
emerged following the military activities of Shebshi and Binywa against the Mumuye 
and the Kwarami people. Similarly, Donga emerged after prolonged conflicts between' 
the Chamba, Tikar and Jukun.

The Chamba chieftaincies, unlike the Jukun's, had different kingship structures. In 
fact, the various Chamba groups lacked homogeneity of social practice, the custom of 
each having been modified very considerably by those of its'immediate neighbours.50 
Among the northern chieftaincies for example, the only common political practice 
was the title of the chief, Gang. In Donga the ruler was titled Gara and the structure of 
the government reflected that of their dominant western neighbours, the Jukun. The 
chief was surrounded by secular and religious officials headed by the Abo. His 
functions were similar to the Abo^of the Aku of Wukari.51 Other leading officials were 
the Kowati who settled inter-village disputes; the kuni who was in charge of the 
installation of new chiefs; the Nya and Gangum, war chief and field commander 
respectively. The heir apparent was titled the Mukodashi. An important official was 
the Mala, usually the Gara’s aunt or sister. Her function was similar to Angwu-tsi 
among the Jukun of Wukari; she was in charge of the Vonkima cult and was the 
‘spokesman’ at the Vara rites.

The structure of the northern Chamba chieftaincies differed from that of Donga.58 
There was little Jukun influence. In Gurumpawo, the Gang was surrounded by two 
types of officials, the Mban (advisers) and Kamen (executive). The former headed by 
the Kaigama, comprised the Gangta (regent), Mbanyaso (in-charge of royal burials) 
and priests of the most important cults. The executive class was headed by the 
Mbanishem and comprised the Kuni (judge) Mb ant am (ushers) and Mbansoro 
(proclaimer). In Yebbi, on the other hand, the two categories were under the 
Banjeano (chief adviser). The Sugu officials comprised thd Mabnku (elector), 
Ganguramcn and Nyagang (war leaders), Gangtoma (regent), kamadimen (collector 
of tribute) and Mbangurimen (war leader for youths) Yebbi and Gurumpawo had one 
thing in common; each of the kindreds within them had a number of offices in the 
government which it should normally occupy. Finally, in all the chieftaincies religion 
was closely tied with the exercise of political authority. Priests were usually important 
members of government and their advice was normally adhered to. The religious 
institutions of the Chamba of Donga were derived from the Jukun. Their cult, the 
Voma, responsible for rain-making, corresponded to the Jukun’s Buhor while the 
Mwa-lebsa in Donga was equivalent to the Wukari’s Achu-nyanda. 53 Tike the Jukun, 
the Chamba too had, through mutual contacts, assimilation and conquests, culturally 
and linguistically influenced their neighbours and subjects. The Kolbila speak a
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language closely related to the Chamba's and a number Mumuye groups to the east 
and southeast of the Mumuye massif had been under Chamba. Eventually, they even 
adopted the latter's cults, vara and voma.54 However, the majority of the Mumuye 
lived as autonomous communities within the massif. Most of the village groups, 
comprising kindred members, lived under the influence of the priests of the Vabo an 
Padosu cults. Their highest political authority was the supreme rain-maker, the ^ar^' 
at Yoro.66 Other segmented groups included the Vere on the plains north o t e 
Alantika hills, the Nyadang, Waka, Gengle and Bille in the region west of t e ayo 
Balwa River.

In the region north and south of the upper Benue valley were the Bata groups. 
Broadly speaking, they fell into two groups, the Jirai an early stratum, an t e aza 
the later.56 The former occupied the region north of the Benue, from Song in t e wes 
to Holma in the east. The Baza group occupied the valleys of the Tiel, Benue an ar 
Rivers. The early stratum was the first to establish its hegemony in the ^ort 
plains. But, towards the end of the 18th century, their ascendancy was rep ace y 
Baza’s who had migrated from the Benue-Chad watershed region. us. t ey 
over the control of the small Jirai chieftaincies, Zummo, Holma, Kopa, ° ' 
and Zulke. These were established by conquering the autochtons, sue as t e 
who had migrated to the Pirgambe lulls as a consequence.57 But the ascendancy o 
Baza came through possession fo more powerful cults rather than by conquest. y 
also established new chieftaincies, the most important of which was msa p . 
Tiel River. Eventually Bata influence extended down the Faro v ey 
Chamba stronghold of Lamurde Njongum was conquered an esy°^e. . j the 
other Demsa kindreds established small chieftaincies which ac o which 
authority of the chief of Demsa-pwa. However, the most powerful waj o 
was described as "the chief and central place of the Bata , w political
have “exercised paramount authority over the neighbouring tribes . n ,c._.
organization of the Bata, information is derived from Demsa Mosuestab^hed atter 
the conflicts with the Fulbe in the 19th century.61 The chief was titled He men 
government comprised officials headed by the Kpana. ° c . v
counsellors were the Zumoto (head courtiers), Zumodogbakt and Guva (ci viI a d vi h

To the north of the Bata, between the Hawal valley in the west an t 
the east lived the Kilba. The region was an important centre of refuge a 
received different ethnic groups from all directions. The Margi from t e n > ,
Pabur from the west and the Bata and Mbula from the east and south re5P«ct,v y. 
The term Kilba therefore refers to the various heterogeneous elements t at a 
evolved through mutual assimilation and intermarriage. The earliest in a itan
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the region were the jirhuba who occupied the mountains, each community headed by 
a Till krama discharging politico-religious functions. The centralized Kilba chief­
taincy resulted from the military activities of Mandara immigrants from the north and 
the Mbula from the south. Before the coming of the aliens, the Jirhuba communities 
were, probably since the 17th century, involved in cut-throat struggles for political 
and spiritual leadership. Such was the relations between Batari and Bulama kindres in 
the neighbourhood of modern Hong.

In the 18th century, the position of Batari was strenghthened following the arrival 
of Mandara and Mbula elements. With the support of the aliens, the Batari defeated 
their rivals but only to be defeated by their allies who then took over the Till-ship of 
Hong. While the Mandara leader Furkudil became the Till (chief) the Mbula’s 
became the Yaduma (chief adviser). The authority of the new rulers was very limited, 
the various till krama had either to be overthrown or made to acknowledge the 
superiority of Hong. But because the new rulers had identified themselves with the 
powerful cults in Hong, they obtained the support of some of the mountain dwellers. 
Some groups were however conquered. Those that submitted peacefully lived under 
their Till krama who served as advisers to the Till Hong. He was surrounded by an 
elaborate class of advisers in three categories, executive, judicial and courtiers.64 In 
addition, there were royal members who served as district rulers, shall.

The government in Hong reflected the ethnic heterogenuity of Kilbaland. All the 
major groups were represented in the different organs of government. The Till Hong 
belonged to the Kabu kindred and the Yadutna-ship alternated between the Mbula 
and Mudaku kindreds. Following the growth of the dynasty, the problem of succession 
arose but was resolved by adopting a rotation system whereby the TzZ/-ship alternated 
between the two leading royal houses, Arabiu and Mininga.65 Thus stability was 
maintained. The Kilba lived in clan villages each headed by a local Till and the 
villages formed districts under each Shall. The Kilba religion was an important 
unifying factor. The Till Hong was not divine, but the most important cults centred 
around him and the leading priests were either his officials in Hong or his vassal 
district rulers. Similarly, the representation of the different kindreds in the govern­
ment in Hong was also responsible for the unity of Kilbaland. Harmony and under­
standing among the various groups prevailed and by the beginning of the 19th century 
the once heterogeneous elements became mutually assimilated by means of inter­
marriage. political solidarity, common beliefs and attendance at the Hong shrines.

Further north, in the Chad-Benue watershed region other Mandara immigrants 
established the chieftaincy of Muvya. Unlike the Imshi aborigines, the immigrants 
were hunters and possessed superior weapons.66 Consequently, they easily subdued 
the Imshi with the aid of the Fali to establish their political ascendancy under kanara.



178 Groundwork of Nigerian History

of the new 
This was followed by expansion and consolidation. One of the aCt^<°-yu which 
rulers was to spread their religious influence. Their deities were base based at
became an important religious centre in the region. The dynasty was -—gj. in
Mount Muvya where the first three chiefs, Kanara, Dewa and Kob o a
the reign of Jamali, the fourth chief, the capital was moved to Fun ar^_^e latter is 
reign of Janataka the dynasty and the chieftaincy were firmly estab is emoved to 
attributed to have possessed over three hundred horses, the centre was i wt anj 
Golemva. The shift of capitals appears to mark distinct stages ° nurnber of 
expansion. Having cavalry and being hunters, the immigrants broug northem 
other groups under their control. While groups such as the Matakam a of
Fali were conquered, the ba and the Muvidi peacefully accepte t
the immigrants. , ntrol extended

At the height of its power, probably in the 18th century, Mu'^as -^h Paka and 
north to Mushalla and Wudda. In the south it had common or Wudili and 
Kilba. Its numerous vassal states, Dagala, Matava, Vatadai, Digi, away from the 
Yawa were governed by royal members appointed mainly to keep t the cbjef or 
capital. Thus, the possibility of a powerful royal member oven. a Barkuma,
usurping power was eliminated. The offices in the government Muvya: the
intermediary between the other officials, vassal chiefs and tec
Birma, Hedima and Kadalla. ndara established a

To the north of Muvya, the immigrants from Gudur in * a .^y of the priest 
number of small chieftaincies which acknowledged and spintua au 
in Gudur.67 The first and leading chieftaincy, Sukur, was esta magical powers
the Duwa (blacksmith) by three brothers believed to have posse*w expand iu
from Gudur. Having taken over power in Sukur the Duuo ynas through conqUests 
territory and extend its authority and influence. These came a ° thejr periodic
and the spread of Gudur religious institutions. As regar t e ° ,ed westwards 
raids extended eastwards to Marua while their religious in oence ^argj Mijili. was 
to the Yedseram basin. Consequently, the strongho o t e yyu]ar Kamale 
overshadowed by the new Sukur centres, Gulak, Palam. u u, • • affixing the
and Kafa-Miya. Their chiefs were installed by the Llidi (chief) wcarers.
sacred hair lock which symbolized the political and spiritual vassa magical
The Llidi was the vicar of the gods and was believed to ave po large body
Power. Thus, he was widely feared and respected. «e was surrounded^ 
of civil, religious and palace officials. The most senior o i , . as the titular
others were the Medella, Barguma and Fate Llidi. The last was re»a h
father of the Llidi. because only princes whose fathers died were eligible for th 
•kip. Th. .hertta . father ials ~e" Z
despotism of the Llidi through'paternal reproach. The rehgio 
heads of the cults concerned with the day to day affairs of the c^eftain^ through

The other leading ‘Gudur’ chieftaincies, Mokule and Kafa-Miya, emerged hro g 
*e influence of religion.68 The early immigrants from Gudur arrived with their

source here is the traditions I collected at Baza and Michika in> August 1968. There is also A.H.M. Kirk-Greene, The Kingdom of Sukur, Nigeria Field, XXV, 2, p.
68 Michika and Baza Traditions, (August, 1968).
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priests and cults. The former were looked upon for spiritual guidance and direction. 
Ultimately, two priests, one at Mokule and the other in Kafa-Miya, both on the Magar 
mountains, emerged as priest-chiefs. Their authority was supported and maintained 
by bonds of common origin and religious belief. The priest-chiefs acted as heads of the 
clan leaders. All newly appointed clan leaders had to appear before the priest-chiefs 
to be consecrated by affixing the hair lock. The priest-chiefs were not, strictly 
speaking, political leaders. They were concerned with religious affairs; their prayers 
were regarded as being responsible for the rains. They also performed rites before 
sowing and harvest and in return they received gifts such as goats, cor, salt and daura 
(cotton cloth).

The chiefs of Kafa-Miya and Mokule acknowledged the seniority of the Llidi Sukur, 
who was also subordinate to the Gudur chief. Mukule in turn exercised authority over 
the Margi on the western plains, it is said that the Higi were first to occupy the region 
and so, they were ‘land lords’ to all the new comers.69 But, it appears that the earliest 
Margi settlements, Huyum, Dille, Musa and Multaffu were too small and ill-equipped 
to defend themselves against attacks, such as were launched from time to time by the 
Wandala and the Kanuri. Thus, they looked to Mokule for protection. Two of the 
migrant kindreds, the Mamza and Woba, acknowledged the authority of the Mokule 
chief and proceeded to the foot of the .Magar mountain. The Mamza leader was 
installed as the ‘government-general’ of the plains Margi.70 He then established his 
base in Baza and appointed Chiduma (governor) for the rest of the outlying settle­
ments. The government of Mokule was not very elaborate, the clans were headed by 
the Mbugas. The chief had no body of officials around him except intermediaries 
(tulli) who transmitted information to the Mbugas and vice-versa.

The upper Benue chieftaincies have had a number of common characteristics in 
their development and organization. The founding groups of most chieftaincies claim 
being immigrants from Mandara or parts of it. The similarity of the kingship 
institutions in most of the chieftaincies seems to support the claim of common origin. 
The Till Kilba, the LlidiSukur and the chiefs of Muvya, Mokule and Kafa-Miya were 
religious dignitaries and the authority of each was strongly supported by the sanctions 
of religion. The system of the installation of chiefs was also similar, the sacred hair 
lock signified accession to office and the sanction of the gods. Finally, the titles of 
officials in the chieftaincies were similar, no doubt indicating that contacts and 
intercourse between the various groups had been going on for long.71 Also, in all the 
chieftaincies there were a number of factors which not only bound together the various 
elements within them, but also accounted for their continued allegiance to the chiefs. 
In Sukur, for example, the Margi and the Pabur immigrants were bound and held 
together not through kinship, but by the magico-religious power of the Llidi. As the 
custodian of the most powerful cults his orders were obeyed because doing otherwise 
meant incurring the displeasure of the gods manifest in bad harvest or widespread 
epidemics. Similarly, it was believed that should the behaviour of the people lead to
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The Bauchi Plateau Region
The peoples of the plateau fall into two broad groups, the autochtons and immigrants. 
Of the former, the Wur of Lere district claim that most of the ethnic groups surroun 
’ng them had found them in their present habitat.” Similarly, the Ankwe in Shendam 
area claim that their ancestor came from among the Lalin, a Montol cl.in inhabiting 
the eastern piedmont of the Plateau. The Montol on their part, claim being on the 
“ilk around Mata Fada from early times.” In fact, the Mata Fada Hill is still their 
religious centre. The Ankwe tradition is that when their ancestor left the Lalin, he at 

settled at Jalban to the north of Shendam. He gave birth to two children who.
•tiding no mates, intermarried and so the Ankwe developed. Another tradition is that 

1 e ancestor of the Ankwe was an Angas who had moved into the Montol community 
and got married. Their issues became the progenitors of the Ankwe whose first centre, 
*>an Lorop, Was north of the Mata Fada Hill. Certainly, the two traditions suggest 
*°me s°rt of relations between the Ankwe, Montol and Angas. it appears that there 

ad been intermarriage between the three groups and this probably led to the deve­
lopment of clans speaking variant dialects of the three closely related groups. The 

n we clans, Piapum, Kanum, Doka, Miriam, Dinmmuk, Kwolla, Bwol, Gworom,

security also served to bind heterogeneous groups under
northern chieftaincies, the Magi, Higi and Pabur were “ --o some Margi as 
against Mandara and Borno depredations. Moreover, the Pa ur a
late-comers, regarded the Higi as 'landlords' and this explains t eir centra-
overlordship of the Higi chiefs. Finally, in some chieftaincies t ere^ 
lization of authority and this tended to create stability, n . • j gjj were repre- 
Chamba chieftaincies of Yebbi and Gurumpawo all the major . of
sented in the government. It is remarkable that these chieftainc.es st.ll 
the 19th century jihad in the upper Benue region.
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the Llidi not performing the essential rites before the rains, there would be drought 
and famine. Other chiefs performed religious functions similar to the L t is an t ey 
maintained their authority through such functions. In Kafa-Miya and o u e t e 
chiefs were the foci of unity, and through their religious duties suceesfu a^e^t 
obtained, child birth promoted and epidemics averted. Thus, to offend t e c e 
to offend the gods they served, thereby endangering the welfare of the peop e.

Social organization among the Bata was on kindred basis and a group o 
formed a distinct exogamous social unit, its members regarding one a 
brothers. The practice of kindred exogamy was important in t e main Qcjate(j 
kinship bonds. Various exogamous groups had common cults whic . . A
with the chiefs either through priests or officials appointed by t*ierr' as j^jj]3aian(j 
Bata chief was therefore a focus of ethnic and religious unity. Similar y , 
while the Till was the priest of the Vidigal cult, his Yaduma was inc or£jers 0£ 
Garga. Both were regarded as custodians of health and prosperity, us, anj
the Till were respected so as to avert drought and misfortunes. moenn'^tjiorjty jn the 

held together for protection 
the Pabur and some

chieftainc.es
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fadan and Bogolon speak a language which is very similar to that of the Angas, Sura, 
Thai, Pai and the Chokfien clans to the south-west of the Plateau. Similarly, the 
Montol and the Ankwe speak of one another as jan (twins), a definite indication of 
common ancestry as the traditions seem to imply.

Before the 18th century, as it appears, the Ankwe occupied the Plateau piedmont 
around Jalban and Pan Lorop. But in that century, they moved to the plains under the 
leadership of Logni who established Mudut as his base. Then, some groups moved 
away because the land was farmed out. Thus, from Mudut they moved to Kwoblong, 
then, to Ungu, Midgal and Kwokup. Eventually, others moved away and established 
Shendam. But after about two years, they again moved to Piship on the River 
Shamankar till the beginning of the 19th century when Shendam was rebuilt. Some 
Ankwe groups also migrated to the plains from the Plateau. The Bwol, for example, 
claim moving from the plateau under pressure from the Tai. But on moving down to 
the Bwol valley they fell into conflict with the Dimmuk who forced them out for a short 
time. The latter had been occupying the northern parts of Shendam but were also 
forced to migrate southwards. Similarly, the Kwolla inhabited the hills to the south of 
Bauchi till the 19th century when they moved south following the activities of the Amir 
Yakubu.’5

Though detailed information on the political organization of the Ankwe-speaking 
peoples is lacking, it is known that a number of clans had been under the influence of 
the Jukun. The Gerkawa hills to the east of Shendam were peopled by Jukun 
immigrants from Dampar. The inhabitants of the area were known as Nya, a Jukun 
word which means scattered. Certainly, the Jukun from the middle Benue valley had 
been spreading westwards for long and they may have intermarried with the Montol, 
Torok and Ankwe. The socio-political institutions of the Ankwe were influenced by 
the Jukun as a result of prolonged contacts and intermarriage. However, unlike the 
Jukun, the Ankwe lacked a central political authority and so the various clans tended 
to be in conflict over farming land, such as that between the Bwo and Dimmuk, 
Kwolla and Kurgwi. As a result of such conflicts, the Dimmuk used to send tribute to 
the chief of Namu in return for military protection and the chief of Dimmuk was in 
turn acknowledged as leader by the Gworom. However, the most powerful group in 
the plateau was the Montol who were feared by all their neighbours, the Torok in the 
east and the Tai on the northern hills. This fear resulted from the Montol’s control of 
powerful cults centred in Mata Fada, their spiritual base. The Ankwe too regarded 
Mata Fada as their Mecca. But it was only with the consent of the Montol that they 
could visit the area to perform the rites necessary for health, fertility and prosperity. 
Thus, they had to be in accord with the Montol for religious reasons.

To the east of the Montol, the Torok (also called Yergam) meaning people who had 
dispersed, claim migrating to the south from Tai on the Bauchi hills. They attribute 
their migration to a quarrel over marriage between Bank and his brother, both sons of 
the chief at Tai. Thus, the Torok developed from Bak and the Gazum from his 
brother. The first Torok chief, Bak himself, died at Iche and so it became their 
religious centre. The other Yergam groups, the Burat and Gani, are said to have 
developed from Gadon, Bak’s son and successor in Iche. The country which they
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eventually inhabited was formerly occupied by the Jukun. In fact the Torok imnu 
grants were permitted to settle in the region by the Jukun with whom they su 
quently developed good relations. The Torok had also been very friendly wi 
Ankwe and their chiefs used to exchange gifts.  ,

The groups that claim migration from outside regions inhabit the no e™ P , 
the Plateau. The Lere, for example, trace their origin to Borno, but a a 
moving to the Plateau they had settled in Hausaland, 7« first m an 
where their leader married the daughter of the Sarki. From finally
been involved in conquest till they reached Lere oth" ^migrants, the
conquered and assimilated the Rafawa aborigines. UnliK .. Hausaland.
Lere claim being Muslims and Hausa-speaking due to t eir on . had been 
Their tradition appears to be far-fetched. Certainly, the auc jt may have
contact with Hausaland for a very long period before t e autochthons
been that either Hausa immigrants had settled in states.
may have been Hausaized due to prolonged contacts wit t e ^rom tbe east, except

Like the Lere, the Zar and related groups also claim ongi fiave been in the 
that they have forgotten their definite ancestral home beca^jni tfiat their ancestor, 
Plateau region for a very long time. One clan, the Sigidawa, . a dynastic dispute 
Sigidi, was at one time on the Sayawa mountains. A^'L-d to the surrounding plains, 
developed and so his children and their following dispei" ^wari. Bar and Bom,
Thus, autonomous settlements, Bogoro, Kurum, ^’waran?^j The language of the 
emerged. Subsequently, new immigrants, the Sayawa, arn ^a£jjtjon probably means 
immigrants was not very different from the Zar s. VVhat t e bo<jy of the Zar or
is that the Sayawa may have been a clan that had rejoin 
thatthey were merely assimilated. ^TC who had come with

The Zar claim that their territory was invaded by t e j^^ter for the invaders, 
horses from the west. The first encounter at Mwari ende in^mbcr of prisoners, their 
Not only were they repulsed, but, apart from capturing a n“ againJt Vok Magut 
leader, Biri da Geza, was killed in the fighting. Another expe rcsistance of the Zar
and the third against Bogoro were unsuccessful. ” The success^^ cxplanation. In fact, 
is attributed to their magical powers. But this is not a su ici borjernen to penetrate, 
the Zar inhabited mountainous areas too difficult for the rCjncj within. Thus, the 
Moreover, they built walls between the mountains and remain c(_ til] tfic J9th 
Lere failed to conquer them. Subsequently, the two groups ive 1 
century when the jihad began. from Borno though they

The third major group, the Jarawa, also claim migration Bununu in the
cannot date the migration. Their first settlement on the Plateau Bajimi, a
Bula country. They too dispersed following a dynastic con ict. . brother fie 
contender to the Jarawa chieftaincy, was by-passed in favour 01 area were
and his supporters moved away to Kardam. The Kibo inhabitants o •
subdued and Bajimi became chief. Other groups in the Lere d«tn« fae Jand 
from the neighbouring areas. While the Bankalawa claim origin from Lnng 
Zujgur, the Bigim claim to have come into Borno from the east and subsequ y

76. Aliyu Wulumba, op. cit., p. i.
77. Ibid, because when the jihad started it was dpring the reign of Lere’s second chief, Jan-Hozo 

The information which follows is derived from Ibid.
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moved south onto the plateau. Their first settlement was near Wase, then, they moved 
to Chika, Kobwir, Mudat, Gwabi and eventually to Bijim. The Bijim are probably 
related to the Angas who also claim migration from Borno to Wase, then to Chika and 
Kobwir before settling permanently at Tabshin. The tradition of the Angas speaks of 
conflicts with different groups in the course of their migrations. In fact, before settling 
down at Tabshin, they had fought and subdued the Famawa inhabitants of the area. 
Finally, the Basharawa of Wase claim migration from Konkiok in Borno under their 
chief, Tokta.78 Their migration appears to have been at the beginning of the 19th 
century, probably following the outbreak of the Falata rebellion in Bomo.”

The Plateau area is different from the other regions considered in this chapter. 
Firstly, it was a region of diverse ethnic groups, of aliens and aborigines. Secondly, it 
lacked an all-embracing extensive centralized authority such as the Kilba chieftaincy 
in the upper Benue region or the Kingdom of Wukari in the middle Benue. The 
various plateau ethnic groups, even clans tracing a common ancestry and having a 
common language and similar institutions, lived as autonomous communities under 
clan chiefs. The exceptions were the Ankwe and some Montol groups who, at one 
time, acknowledged Jukun overlordship. Also, some groups used to acknowledge the 
overlordship of the other in return for military protection. It may have been that the 
physical nature of the region made it difficult for an extensive polity to emerge. 
However, the plateau with its numerous small ethnic groups has been in some ways, a 
very remarkable area. Though there were inter-group conflicts, there were also social 
intercourse and intermarriage between the different groups. This is perhaps one 
explanation for the similarity of the various languages. Thus, with continued close 
contacts and intermarriage, the various groups came to share socio-political 
institutions. They had also a common outlook and this persists down to modern times. 
Indeed, the plateau has been an important area of culture fusion.

Social and Economic Activities
The social structure of the people of the beniie basin and the Bauchi Plateau was quite 
organized on a patrilineal basis though some groups, such as the Mumuye, were 
matrilineal. The society fell into two basic categories, elders and youths. But, each 
category was subdivided into classes according to age. In fact, for most groups age was 
the main determinant of social status. Thus, age-group associations were common 
features in all groups no matter how large or small. Advance from one age-set to 
another was through initiation. The old men in the societies were generally the ‘wise 
men’. This was largely due to the prevailing educational system. Conformity to the 
norms of the society and the task of ensuring the continuity of ideal characteristics 
which distinguished one group from the other, were part of the training the youth 
acquired through different age sets. Thus, by the time the youths became the elders, 
they had acquired the necessary knowledge (education) for leadership. The teaching 
of techniques, such as family occupation, was the responsibility of parents.

Agriculture was the main economic activity, especially subsistence farming. The
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rainy season was therefore a most important period in the lives of the different 
groups. The onset of the rains was of religious significance. Thus, clearing t . 
hoeing, sowing and the like, were all preceded by religious rites performer- n for 
or chiefs. In fact, it were due to such functions that priests were loo e
prayers, so too when heavy rains threatened to spoil the crops. Sim ar y ’ 
rains, at the time of harvest, rites had to be performed by priests. Fina 
always existed rain cults among all ethnic groups. Certainly, this is a me 
importance of agriculture among the different people in our area of sta

The plains and river valleys were the important farming regions. T ey fanning 
most favoured areas for habitation. Mountains are generally nut ®janger> such 
regions, but they served as fortresses to which people resorted in time o devejoped
as when faced with military attacks. But the inhabitants of the Plateau about
a system of terrace farming on the gentler slopes. The agricultural year fields
nine months, though the rainy season seldom passes six. Long be ore fieing very 
have to be cleared and in the case of a new farm, shifting cu tl',a^ade & tfiat as 
common, treeshave to be felled, cleared and burnt. Then. ridg<-= are 1 m regjOn to 
the rainy season starts, sowing can commence. The main crop^ •aO been the 
region, but, Guinea com, millet and maize have been common. e a., The
main crop on the Mambilla Plateau and acca predominates on t e
Mumuye have specialized in yam farming. . fishing and

In the dry season, the people engage in other pursuits, such as IUI most of
collecting honey. The first was the most important dry season occuj fiunting was 
ethnic groups. Among the Jukun, Bata and Chamba for <.xamp ‘
controlled by the chiefs.80 They consulted with priests before permit chiefs
to be mounted and after each outing, all the big animals hunte riverine
Collecting honey was also important among the Chamba, an ]erably in the
communities its equivalent was fishing. The river Benue shrin ■ toral farming
dry season leaving pools and lakes which form good fishing are as. possessed
was also important. The autochthons, especially in the upper t nue ,nlkuru, for
cattle long before the coming of the Fulbe. The Kilba. Lala arie^ - 
example, possessed the humpless cattle (muturu). I hese ■•-.ere han milk.
manner of the Fulbe’s but k^pt as domestic animals, mainly for mea .
Apart from owning cattle, the Kanakuru also practised chicken farming

Akhough it would be difficult to talk of industrial activities
People, it should be realized that fanning and huntrng requireijome industria]
making of such tools-hoes, axes, arrows, spears and knives co f the
activity. Thus, iron smelting was widespread especially among the in ‘ \ and 
Erogenous mountains and plateaux. In the upper Benue region the ’ 
Mumuye were great iron smelters. The ore, usually black sand, was gat^re y 
Panning after heavy rains and then smelted into short iron bars, taje. t w 
regular currency and also for making the required farming and hunting imp- - •
Iron-working appears to have been fairly common in the different regions. - raditio

See Meek, Sudanese, pp. 414-19 and Tribal Studies, II, p. 330.
“igeod, Gazetteersof Yola Province, Lagos, 1927, p. 27.
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82. S. Abubakar, op. cit., p. 53.
83. Fremantle, op. cit., p. 53.
84. Ibid., p. 54.
85. “Song District Notebook” (D.O’s Office Yola).
86. A.H.M. Kirk-Greene, “Tax and Travels among the Hill Tribes of Northern Adamawa”, 

Africa, Vol. 26, No. 4, October 1956.

are still full of accounts of kindred who specialized in iron works. In Sukur, the Llidi 
by tradition had to marry only from the Duwa (blacksmith) kindred and in Kilbaland 
the Killa (blacksmith) kindred was in charge of the rain cults.82 Another important 
industry among the Bata of Holma and Zummo and in the Chad-Benue watershed 
region was the making of cotton cloth. Cotton was locally grown and the cloth was 
made through local spinning and weaving. Up to the end of the 19th century local 
cotton cloth was widely used, among the Higi for marriage consummation, and for the 
burial of notables among the Kilba and the Gude of Muvya. South of the Benue cotton 
cloth was unknown; instead, the people used the skin of animals and bark clothes.

The industry in the middle Benue region was salt-making, especially among the 
Jukun. The leading salt mines were at Akwana, Awe, Jebjeb and Bomanda.88 The 
industry was solely in the hands of women, the role of menbeing limited to performing 
religious rites without which, it was believed, the women would have little or no salt. 
Antimony, (tozali) was also worked out at Arafu, east of Akwana, and at Zurak, 
northeast of Wase.M Tozali was discovered by the Jukun in the reign of the Aku 
Matswe but they did not know what it was. Eventually, the Hausa identified it and 
with the permission of the Aku they began to work it out passing about twenty per cent 
of the output to the Aku as tribute.

There is little information on trade in our area of study and so we cannot talk with 
certainty about pre-19th century trade. Certainly, commercial relations existed 
between the peoples of the different regions as well as between them and their 
neighbours to the north and south. The Benue River traversed the region from the 
northeast to the southwest and its tributaries served as channels for inter-region 
contacts. The Kilenge and the Tiel run from the Chad basin to the Benue River in the 
south and the Faro-Deo from the Cameroun highlands northwards. Similarly, the 
Gongola-Hawal, Taraba and Donga Rivers linked outside regions with our area of 
study. No doubt, the regions were not isolated geographically. They also contained 
resources that gave rise to internal (if not external) trade. There were iron 
implements, cotton, as well as wild life, such as elephants. In the 18th century, an 
important Kanuri settlement of elephant hunters emerged north of the Benue around 
modem Song.85 Thus, it cannot be said that trade between the upper Benue region 
and Borno did not exist before the 19th century. The ivory acquired by the Kanuri 
hunters were exported north to Borno. Similarly, the traditions of the people in the 
Chad-Benue watershed region speak of ‘going abroad’ mainly to Borno in the dry 
season.86 Some of those who thus travelled out, did so in search of employment .before 
the onset of rains; but others may have gone to Borno solely to acquire goods and 
commodities not found in their localities.

The River Benue provided an easy and cheap system of communication and fish to 
the inhabitants of its valley. The fish caught by the riverain communities were partly 
eaten and partly smoked for trade. The people of the Niger-Benue confluence, the



186 Groundwork of Nigerian History

Nupe and Kakanda, used to ascend the Benue to acquire smoked fish for export to the 
markets of the south.87 Also, Hausa traders from the north used to visit the Benue to 
acquire smoked and dried fish for export northwards to the Hausa states. Other 
important trade commodities in the middle Benue region were ivory along the Taraba 
valley, antimony mined by the Hausa and exported north and finally, there was salt 
which was very essential to all communities. The salt trade, which extended 
southwards into Igboland and northwards to Nupe, was certainly in the hands of the 
Jukun.

87- M>geod, op. cit„ p. 32.
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KANEM AND BORNO* TO 1808

John E. Lavers

The death in 1846 of Mai ‘Ali of Borno brought to an end the rule of the Bani Saif, a 
rule that had lasted for more than one thousand years.1 First in Kanem, then in 
Borno, the Saifawa state at varying times exercised authority over most of the Central 
Sudan but always had its heart centred around the shores of Lake Chad and was 
always most closely associated with speakers of. the Central Saharan group of 
languages.

on the south side of the

*By a recent decision of the Shehu and council BORNU should now be spelt BORNO.
1. For valuable re-assessments of Kanem and Borno history see T. Hodgkin's introduction to 

Nigerian Perspectives, London, (1961) and J.F.A. Ajayi and M. Crowder (eds.) History oj 
West Africa, I, London (1971), cited hereafter as HWA (1971), for Abdullahi Smith ‘The 
early states of the Central Sudan’, pp. 158-201; J.O. Hunwick, ‘Songhay, Bornu and Hausa- 
land’ in the sixteenth century’ pp. 202-39: R.A. Adeleye, ‘Hausaland and Bornu 1600-1800’ 
pp. 485-530.

2. A.T. Grove and Warren, A. 'Quarternary landforms and climate 
Sahara’s Geog.Jr., London, 134 (1968) pp. 194-208. ‘

3. HJ. Hugot, ed., Missions Berliet: Tenere-Tchad, Paris, (1962).

The Environment and Early Inhabitants
The vast area over which the empires held sway is today divided between the Republics 
of Niger, Chad, Cameroons and Nigeria. Its boundaries coincide to a considerable 
extent with the boundaries of the Chad basin, an area of more than 300,000 sq. miles.

At present the region is primarily savanna land bounded by desert to the north and 
forest to the south. In the past the area underwent many climatic changes, which are 
reflected in the history of Lake Chad and its environs. The present lake represents the 
diminished minute remains of a former lake of great extent’and depth which scholars 
now describe as the Mega-Chad.2 The increasing dessication of the Sahara after 
c. 8000 B.C. eventually led to the contraction of the Mega-Chad to its present size. In 
the earlier period the shores of the great lake provided easily gathered food supplies for 
stone age man while the banks of the rivers flowing onto it—particularly those in what 
is now desert —supported a considerable population. Communications in all directions 
were easy. Dessication and the spread of the desert areas subsequently restricted such 
communications.3 The most important example of this was the development of the 
erg or dune country of Tenere to the northwest of Lake Chad.
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4 PaulH*" ShaW' The Prehistory of West Africa', HJTA (1971), pp. 78-119; Pierre Beck, Gen
5 Qr l uu“’^«rr, Carrefour de laprehistoire saharienne, (1969) passim.

(197lVp C°Dnah’ '^ecent contributions to Bornu Chronology’, W. Afri. J. Archaeol., I 

J- Chapelle, Les nomades noires du Sahara, Paris, (1957) pp. 40-48.

To some extent, as we shall see, the history of Kanem and Borno is the history of the 
peopling of the drying bed of the Mega-Chad. By the beginning of the Christian era 
there were probably two lakes, Chad itself which was linked with the other lake in what 
is now called the Jufab Depression by way of the Bah al-Ghazal, a situation that 
continued until perhaps as recently as 250.years ago when the Bahr al-Ghazal outlet of 
Lake Chad became silted and water ceased to flow.

The drying bed of the lake must have provided ample food supplies for hunters and 
gatherers, while the many water courses and wet season pools were frequented by pos­
sessors of a culture transitional between mesolithic and neolithic. If we are to accept the 
manufacture of pottery as one of the criteria for the dfinition of the latter then the 
neolithic, or more correctly, food productive cultures, were represented in the Central 
□aharan region at a very early date.4

About 1000 B.C. groups of such people moved into the area south west of Lake 
Chad known as the firki, an area still subjected to annual inundations.J To begin with 
they probably visited the area for only part of the year, later they began to occupy the 
low hillocks that rose above the level of the flood plain. In time they improve t 
islands, raising them above even the highest floods by piling clay on t e ongina 
surface. Cattle-keeping and hunting occupied their time. Later their ’ 
enriched; stone was traded over some distance, simple pottery fighjrt’s ■'* * ‘
agriculture was practised. It is perhaps significant that the cultivation of a
sorghum of the durra race, is even now largely co-terminous wit t 
evidence would suggest that culturally there has been little change si  ’ , 
there has been more or less continuous habitation in this area since 
Many of the earliest settled sites are still occupied by towns >uc i a . g 
Affade and others —these towns are today inhabited by the Kotoko peoples. wtio speaK 
a Chadic language. We can draw the conclusion that this area has seen ° P 
Chadic speakers from at least as early as 1000 B.C. We do not have so much data from 
the rest of the Borno area but almost certainly its inhabitants were a so 
speaking as were the peoples to north and north-west I his sugg<- stion > r f i l 
With relatively little population movement seems to be repeated east of tne faKe. 
although the evidence is less detailed and less persuasive.

The Tibesti region has been aptly called a pole of attraction and dispersion for he 
Teda-Daza-speaking peoples in recent time.6 It is possible to speculate that tins has 
always been so, that it forms the nuclear area for the Central-Saharan branch o the 
Nilo-Saharan vallay language family. Other members of this wider family hve in the 
Nile. It is suggested that we may assume on the present evidence that in this region 
there has been little population movement for the last three or even four thousand 
years, that the present linguistic boundaries within the Nilo-Saharan language group 
and between it and the Chadic branch of the Afro-Asiatic language group reflect a 
long established linguistic and cultural differentiation.
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7.

10.

8.
9.

It is against this background that we must view the emergence of recognizable 
groups of peoples known to history by name and by the growth of state structures. An 
older school of speculators who believed in the Hamitic hypothesis saw the area under 
examination as a region of backward negro or negroid peoples conquered and led to 
the light of politically centralized states by white — or whitish-peoples from the north or 
northwest. It is rare for any people to develop in isolation from their neighbours; all 
peoples tend to be influenced by and to influence others. A process of selection, 
stimulation, and adaptation comes into operation giving rise to something new yet, 
owing something to the old. So it was in the Central Sudan.

To the north of our area lies the Fezzan, today an area of fertile oases which in 
antiquity were of greater extent and occupied by the people known to history as the 
Garamantes.7 By the 5th century B.C. they were unified in a centralized state which 
engaged in trade with the towns of the Mediterranean littoral. The extent of their 
contacts with the interior is uncertain, although Herodotus informs us that they raided 
the negro cave dwellers to the south. Such raids were conducted in chariots and indeed 
rock engravings of chariots indicate routes leading to Niger. Elsewhere he also records 
an expedition of Nasamomean youths from North Africa which penetrated to a river 
running from west to east. Although often interpreted as a mission to the Niger, a 
critical analysis would suggest a route running along the western slope of Tibesti and 
south to the swampy banks of the Bahr al Ghazal.

Most of the early documentary sources speak of the inhabitants of the regions south 
of Fezzan as Zaghawa, now a semi-nomadic group of little importance divided 
between the Sudan and Chad Republics. The Zaghawa soon became known to the 
scholars of Dar al-islam through information gathered by traders. Al-Ya‘qubi writing 
in A.I). 872 is the first to mention that they lived in a land called Kanem.8 In addition 
to the kingdom of the Zaghawa there were Hawdin, Mallei and al-Qaqu. The ruler of 
Mallei seems to have held the title of Mai, while the Zaghawa king was called 
Kakarah.9 Was it the ruler of Mallei or of Zaghawa who won the wars to become the 
ruler of Kanem a Kanem of much greater extent than the present administrative 
Canton? The same writer adds the detail that the ruler of Kanem had extended his 
authority to include the economically important Kawar oases and at this point 
external documentation begins to be supplemented by internal traditions as Mai Arki 
c. A.D. 950 is credited with settling slaves at various points in the oases.10

So, by about the year A.D. 1000, a loosely structured but centralized state had come 
into existence in the region east of Lake Chad. It had crystallized from a number of 
smaller feuding states probably founded by migrants from further north, states whose 
growth had been stimulated by the development of trade and the associated needs of

R.C.C. Law, ‘The Garamantes and trans-Saharan enterprise in classical times’, Jr. Afr. Hist., 
VIII (1967) pp. 181-200.
Al-Yacqubi, Tar'ikh, seeTrimingham, HIWA, p. III.
Ibid. The ruler of Mallei was known as Mayusi of Mai Wash It is difficult to accept J. Mar- 
quat's derivation of Kakara or Ka-kura from the Kanuri Koa Kura ‘great man’ (Die Benin 
Sommlung, Leiden, (1913) p. ccciv.).
Ibid. Diwan salatin Bornu Deutsche Morganlande Gesselschaft, Halle, Arabic MS 53. trans. 
0. Blau, Zeitscbrift derDeutscbe lAorganland Gesselschaft (1852) pp. 305-330; Palmer (BSS, 
pp. 90-95.
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royal

11. Suhh al-Ac sha, Amiriyya Press,.Vol. V, Cairo, (1913-22) pp. 279-81. Trans. A. Smith. Fora 
discussion of this legend see Smith, HW'A (1971), pp. 164-5 and in great detail his paper 
'The Saifawa Legend' (presented to the Borno Seminar of the Ahmadu Bello History Depart­
ments, Dec. 1972).

12. Manan and Tarazakt together with the towns of Kawar.
13. op. cit; quoted in Trimingham HIIP'A, p. Ill.
14. Smith, HIFA (1971) passim: J. Chapelle, Nomades Noires (1957).
15. T. Lewicki, 'Traits d'histoire du commerce transsaharien: marchands et missionnaries ibadites 

en Soudan occidental et central au cours des VUIe-XIIle siecles’, Etnografiapolska
VIII (1964) pp 291-311. The importance of the dbadites as pioneers of trans-saharan trade to 
the Western Sudan has long been accepted. Thanks to the work of Lewicki their role in the 
Central Sudan is now coming to light.
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security and transport. Oral sources have forgotten their diffuse origins, and the 
multiplicity of states and suggest that the Saifawa dynasty ruled Kanem unoppo 
from the very beginning. They tell of Sayf b. dhi Yazan, the Himyaritic
who came to Kanem and whose descendants ruled the land. This claim was 
based upon the similarity in meaning or usage between Kanem, meaning t 
Teda-Daza and Yaman often used colloquially to mean the sour . ancestry
were frequently seized upon by Arab genealogists when producing a su.
for the newly converted rulers on the frontiers of Islaim. The c aim v tbat
Middle East at least by the 14th century when al-Qualqashan i merit tbis
Sultan of Borno ‘is descended from Sayf b. Dhi Yazan. But e ° ous genealogies 
ancestry as he also mentioned that he is of the Quarays . ,ime known as the 
should not obscure the achievement of the ruling group °
Bani Saif. • j adventures began.

By A.D. 1000 a stable state had been established an impkingdom on royal 
The court continued to be semi-nomadic, moving aroun ajmjnjstrative and 
progress, but at the same time a number of towns had dev e ope ebgjous attributes of 
commercial centres.12 The office of Mai had already deveopc n(j worsbjp (the King) 
a divine nature —al-Muhallabi reported that 'the people ex a t ' death, sicknes
instead of God . . . and believing that it is (the King) who brin5 j no foo£i enhanced 
and health’.13 Royal seclusion and the idea that the ru'er,n ” and in modified form 
such beliefs. Such practices survived the introduction of s ovjded a unifying
continued until the eclipse of the Saifawa dynasty. King wors u^s were linked to 
focus for the loyalties of the subject peoples. The defeated rujng remcmbcrcti in the 
the Saifawa by marriage ties, a fact important enoug i 1umj trjbe which was 
kinglists. The descendants of these unions gave rise to t e, from the early
composed of the main Saifawa line and various clans -j-be Magumi, the
rulers —the Arkiwa from Arki, Umtnewa from Lmmr an fonn tbe people of
Kayi, elements of the Tomaghera and related groups coa ^et other groups broke
Kanem, some of whom later became known as the Kanem u^ outsicje the kingdom, 
away to form new ethnic units such as the Bulala or rema among the Teda of 
Thus clans of the Tomaghera are found in Borno, Kanem
Tibesti.14 r be statc so the powerful

Just as trade must have played a vital part in the grow Africa, pioneers
unified state in turn attracted trade. The Berber Iba ites o n s]aves ancj alum and
of the Sahara trade, were at an early date drawn to Kawar or Ibadite
also on to Kanem. As early as the first half of the nmt ^cenu inhabitants of 
governor of Jebal Nafusa spoke ‘the language of Kanem .
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16. Our information is drawn from the Mahram or document of privilege granted to Muham­
mad b. Mani the agent of Umme's conversion (Palmer BSS, pp. 14-15). In its present form it 
contains later interpretations but it does represent the accepted version of the Islamization of 
the Saifawa. (see J.E. Lavers, ‘Islam in the Bornu Caliphate’ Odu No. 5 (1971) pp. 27-53).

17. Al-Makrizi in Trimingham, HlU^A, pp. 118-119: Smith HIPA (1971) pp. 199-201 quotes 
a passage from Ibn Said which refers to the Badi living on the Northern shore of Lake Chad. 
Almost certainly an early reference to the Bedde who today live in Western Borno. There are 
still a few Bedde living close to Lake Chad (National) Archives) K(aduna). J.R. Patterson, 
‘Special Report on Mobber District, Bornu Emirate, Bornu Prov., SNP 10/183p 1919). 
These peoples can probably be equated with the ‘So’ of Kanuri traditions the Chadic 
speaking original inhabitants of Borno (R. Cohen 'The just-so So: a spurious tribal grouping 
in Western Sudanic culture’ Man, ixii (1962) 239.

18. Diwan: The horses of Kanem seem to have been the small type still found in Musgu and 
certain parts of Nigeria, certainly not suitable for cavalry. It would seem possible that the duty 
of the hereditary Royal factors of Borno, the Tura Bani Mukhtar, to bring horses from Egypt 
and Nonh Africa (Palmer, BSS, p. 29, Mahram I) dates from this time. There was continual 
need for new bloodstock as many horses died of tsetse.

19. Smith, HWA (1971) pp. 118-119.
20. It was Dunama who occupied the Fezzan in alliance with the Hafsids of Tunis (B.G. Manin, 

'Kanem Bornu and the Fezzan. Notes of the political history of a trade route’, Jr. Afr. 
Hist. X, I (1969) PP- 15-27.

the region were in close contact with Dar al-Islam and in the 1080s, a date more or less 
confirmed in the Arabic sources, the ruler of Kanem was converted to Islam —the 
same source adds that it had ‘been spreading for some years before’ and that earlier 
rulers had read the Quran.16

Umme's successors are described as scholars and pilgrims, and the power and 
reputation of the state grew until the early empire reached its apogee during the reign 
of Dunama Dibalami whose reputation as a warrior and patrpn of learning spread to 
North Africa and the Middle East. Dunama is credited with extending the bounds of 
the kingdom from Niger to the Nile. Be that as it may, he did carry the frontiers north 
into the Fezzan where adventurers from Egypt were disrupting communications and 
westward beyond Lake Chad, where in A.D. 1252 he campaigned against the Mabina, 
Kalkin and Afuno. On another occasion he fought the Badi who lived close to the 
shores of the lake, apparently near the mouth of the Kamadugu Yobe.17 The 
hyperbole of the Diwan credits him with 40,000 horsemen and it is certain that his 
power was based upon the possession of a strong cavalry and measures were taken in 
his reign to ensure the suppiy of fresh bloodstock from the north.18 In addition 
amphibious warfare was conducted against the islanders and dwellers on the shores of 
the lake.19

Already the apparatus of Islamic government had been established and while on the 
hajf he founded a riwaq or madrasa for Kanem students in Cairo. Arabic sources 
regard him as a great Muslim ruler. Yet in the midst of his success the signs of disinte­
gration were present. A war lasting for the proverbial seven years, seven months and 
seven days was waged against the Tubu.20 Othdr sources mention a war against the 
Bulala and war among the sons of the ruler.
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The Foundation of the Borno Caliphate
Ali, known as ‘Gaji, the small’ initially settled on the north-western shores of Lake

21. Diwan; Ahmad b. Fartuwa in Ta.rikh Mai Idris wa ghazawatiht trans, by J.R. Redhouse as 
History of events during expeditions against the tribes of Bulala’ ]rR. Asiatic Soc., ser, I, XIX 
(1862) pp. 43-123 and by H.R. Palmer Sudanese Memoirs (3 vols), Lagos 1928. (in vol. I) 
ibn Fartuwa compares them with the sakina (Qur'an ii, 249) The Bulala are said to have 
broken way as a consequence of Dunama’s action.

22. B.G. Martin, ‘Kanem-Bornu’ op. cit.
23. Smith HJFA (1971) pp. 218-22.
24. Hunwick, HIP A (1971) pp. 218-22.
25. Smith, H17A (1971) p. 181.

Groundwork of Nigerian History

hi< nrv. years were a time of troubles blamed by Dunama’s successors on
natio^TV State Charm Or tahsman.21 Be that as it may, assassi-
problems Of Z R M ambitions of nobles ^thin the kingdom compounded the 
Le bv st 3 ed tO WarS’ 7116 decline was arrested for a few years at a
heJ? ““ WaS StiU Kanem’s control by c. 1300 although the
r«kr the Bani Nasur’ broke away soon after.22 In spite of strong
anrhn FeSU tbe deatb °f a number of rulers the Saifawa established their
years of \°Ver ™UCb ®orno and trade continued to flourish. After some twenty 

p ospenty under Idris b. Ibrahim Nikale his brother Dawud was faced with 
Bul7U1TkgSreSS,Ve Bula)a State’ Dawud and five of his successors were killed by the 

. . 3’ be third> Umaru b. Idris (c. 1386/7-1390/1), abandoned Kanem on the 
vice o the ulama and established himself in Kaga in'Bomo. Even this faded to stop 
e enemy who followed the Saifawa to their new home.

i t is were not enough there were troubles with the major title-holders —the 
gamas and Yerimas — both offices held at this period by scions of the royal family.

b th’1'?^ln.Ce Kaga’ established in the previous generation, had been administered 
y e a(i)ga-ma and these semi-independent governors resented the presence of 

d t °Vedords’ Similarly the Yeri-ma, apparently an office with an obligation to 
Protect the state from attack from the direction of Yeri (i.e., the north-west or Air 
bl^h>n ’ Probabty acquired power in this period when the preliminaries to the esta­

ts ent of the Sultanate of Acades were underway.24 The listing of a number of 
. tbe^^a” and Gtrgam without genealogical links with the Bani Saif suggests 

er t e seizure of supreme power by usurpers at a time of weakness and dissension, 
or possi ly the election of strong men able to cope with the deteriorating situation, 
b atStnCt ndes °f succession were manipulated for reasons of state has been suggested 

y t e case of Amr b. Aisha, a uterine grandson of ‘L'thman b. Dawud. The 
bU<N^1J)n tO some extent alternated between the descendants of Idris and Dawud 

e, but this had not prevented war between the various claimants, thus com­
pounding the troubles of the Saifawa. Smith has suggested that Amr was put forward 
11^11 awudids in an attempt to avoid a serious confrontation with the Idrisids.25 By 

60s the leadership of the Idrisids was in the hands of 'Ali b. Dunama. For 
asons unknown he was content to work through nominees by c. 1472, on the advice 

oi certain Muslim scholars, he drove the last Dawudid from the throne and finally 
rought an end to the civil war.
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Chad possibly building the brick palace-cum-fortress complex of Garumele which 
controlled the northern route into Borno. At Ladi, nearby, he was attacked by the 
Bulala. A counter-attack resulted in a major defeat for the invaders from which they 
took many years to recover.

Not long after this he moved his capital up the valley of the Komadugu Yobe to a 
site near the confluence of the Yobe with the Kamadugu Gana. Legends relate how he 
obtained the land from the ‘So’ by trickery, perhaps an indication that the Kanembu 
were not yet powerful enough to seize it outright —the associated legend of ‘The 
Torture of the Henna’ might be interpreted as a memory of the seizure of large 
numbers of local women by the newcomers.27 Such an interpretation is supported by 
archaeological evidence which indicates that elements of the classical ‘Birni’ culture 
including pottery styles were present in the area at least as early as A.D. 1000, a fact 
that can only be explained by intermarriage on a large scale between the Kanembu 
and the local women. It was this intermarriage over several generations which must 
have given rise to the Kanuri people and their differentiation from the Kanembu.

The significance of the foundation of Bimi Gazargamu cannot be overemphasized. 
Its importance was recognized by the Kanuri as shown by the saying: ‘Ali . . . who 
built the city’.28 The correlation between walled towns and military power and 
security is shown in another praise song ‘Mai ‘Ali ... he of the tall-walled towns and 
long spears'.29 The provision of a secure base enabled ‘Ali to concentrate on esta­
blishing his authority throughout Borno and his successors to direct the expansion into 
the neighbouring lands. At least as important was the fact that Birni Gazargamu was 
well placed to become a major entrepot of Saharan and Sudanic trade.

Initially the area directly administered from the Birni seems to have been small, 
although a considerable part of the surrounding region appears to have acknowledged 
some form of relationship. The exact nature of this relationship is not yet clear. We 
know of campaigns waged over considerable distances, while at the same time hostile 
communities existed within thirty miles of the capital. The answer might lie in the 
foregoing reference to 'tall-walled towns' fortified settlements from which the 
surrounding areas were controlled —areas which were also watched by the still 
considerable numbers of pastoral Kanuri. It is significant that ‘Ali’s wars were 
defensive. The defeat of the Bulala was not followed up, nor was his victory over the

26. Also known as Garu Kime (the red walls) Cap. Binet, ‘Notes sur les ruines de Garoumele 
(Niger); Notes Africatnes, 53 (1952) pp. 1-2; A.D.H. Bivar and P.L. Shinnie, ‘Old Kanuri 
Capitals’Jr. Afr. Hist. Ill, I (1962) pp. 1-10.

27. There are two legends associated with these events, both involving trickery. The former relates 
how the ‘So’ chief granted ‘Ali as much land as could be encompassed by an ox-hide. When 
cut into thin strips the hide surrounded the area that became Birni Gazargamu. The second 
legend tells of the desire of the ‘So’ mates to learn the secret of dyeing their hands with 
henna. By a stratagem they were bound with hide thongs, slaughtered and their women 
taken.

28. The Brief Diwan compiled 1165 A.H. (1751/2) reproduced in Kitab ft Sha'n Sultan Idris, 
Kano, (1932) and a translation by Palmer in the introduction to the same pp. 5-9.

29. Palmer, BSS, p. 223.
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30. Palmer, BSS, p. 223; the form Kona has been followed in this chapter in preference to 
varients Kwana, Kororofa or Kwararafa.

31. Palmer, BSS, 26-28; The Kano Chronicle refers to a campaign against Kano by Mai of Borno 
in the reign of Sarkin 'Abdalla (c. 1499-1509) SM III, p. 112.

32. Palmer, BSS, pp. 21-22 and 23-28. Both families remained prominent for several centuries 
(A.D.H. Bivar, ‘A dated Koran from Bornu’, Nigerian Magazine 65 (I960) pp. 199-205).

33. BriefDiwan.
34. J.E. Lavers, 'Islam in the Bornu Caliphate.’ Odu ns 5 (1971) pp. 27-53.
35. Hunwick, HW'A (1971) pp. 202-39; the late Musa Baba Idris in his draft Ph.D. thesis con­

vincingly identifies Leo’s Guangara/Wangara with the Borgu state of Mikki. This would seem 
to suggest that the trade route from Hausaland towards the area that later became Gonja was 
already established (see also P. Lovejoy's paper on the Wangarawa in Hausaland Kano 
Studies, 1, 2 (1973).

36. Jean-leonl’ African, Description de 1’A.jrique, Paris, (1956) p. 473. Leo's Zingari in this 
context must refer to the Bedde/Ngizim peoples who were famous caravan raiders in this 
very area until the present century.
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Kona who invaded Borno some years later.50 The only other military activities were 
primarily police actions against recalcitrant tributaries such as Lagone.51

‘Ali’s military ability ensured security at home. Expansion did occur but only 
towards Borno’s natural frontiers. The moderation is reflected in his work and an 
administrator. More so than any of his predecessors he relied upon Islamic advisors, 
men such as ‘Abd al-Qawwata and later ‘Umar b. ‘Uthman.52 ‘Umar, who became 
Wazir aided ‘Ali in his attempt to rule according to the Shari’a, to reduce abuses and 
to curtail the activities of over powerful office-holders. It was widely accepted that he 
was the founder of the Caliphate. "Of the Khalifas of Borno who built the city ... the 
first.. . was our Lord Amir al-Mu’minin and Sultan of the Muslims, 'Ali b. Dunama”, 
wrote an 18th century scholar.35 The decision to claim the Caliphate can perhaps be 
seen as a counter to the activities of his contemporary Askia Muhammad of Songhai 
who returned from the hajj as Khalifa of Takrur in 1495. When ‘Ali died in 1503 he 
left a state, still small, but secure with great potential. The foundations were well laid 
and his successors built on them.

Idris b. ‘Ali, known as Katagarmabe, is remembered for his military activity over a 
wide area. His greatest achievement was to defeat the Bulala Sultan, and re-enter 
Njimi the ancient capital of Kanem 122 years after its evacuation. Unfortunately his 
victory and the treaty that followed resulted in only a short peace —a paradigm of 
Bomo-Bulala relations for the next three-quarters of a century. The accession of a new 
Mai would be followed by a Bulala attack, then a Borno counter-attack, victory and a 
peace treaty. Only after Idris Aloma’s victories later in the century and the rise of the 
Tunjur and Bagirmi states to the east and south of the Bulala kingdom was the 
problem solved.

At this time another long term problem arose in the west —Songhai. Askia Muham­
mad's reduction of the major Hausa states to tributary states c 1510 followed by a 
campaign against Agades directly impinged upon an area that had been regarded, 
however loosely, as within Borno’s sphere of influence. Idris and his successors raided 
the area and possibly encouraged revolts. However the paucity of information relating 
to this period of Hausa history make our task of interpretation difficult — all we can say 
for certain is that for many years both states regarded the region as their own. How 
far these activities disrupted the developing trade through Hausaland is uncertain.34 
Leo Africanus attests to the importance of this trade and the associated growth in 
caravan raiding by the Ngizim peoples on the Borno borderlands.36 It is possible that
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i Idris b. ‘All c. 1569-1600

The dynastic history of the Saifawa in the mid-6th century is confused. Oral traditions 
relate how the Magira, the senior royal female, ‘A’isha Kili bint Dunama acted as

the raid mentioned in the Kano Chronicle against Nguru in the reign of Sarkin 
Muhammad Kisoki (c. 1509-65) was a result of this propensity for raiding although the 
Borno counter-raid the following year suggests the situation was more complex, and 
might even be connected with Songhai’s activities in the area.”

The interests of the Borno government extended beyond the lands of the Sudan. 
Missions were despatched to renew ties with northern Africa and to seek les 
merchandise d'Europe.30 The importance of trans-Saharan trade was probably 
behind Borno’s role in the establishment of the Awlad Muhammad dynasty in the 
Fezzan at this time.39

Idris died in the Lower Gongola region, an area through which the Kona had raided 
Borno in the days of his father. The early sixteenth century was a period of intensive 
state formation among the Chadic-speaking peoples in the area south and southwest of 
Borno, from Mandara through Babur country to the Bolewa. Such a potentially 
dangerous development was likely to interest the rulers of the Caliphate.40

The sons and grandsons of Idris had to cope with continued Bulala and Songhai 
incursions. In 1544/1545 Mai ‘Ali b. Idris was killed by the Bulala. In 1554/1555 
Songhai actually raided Borno territory while soon after c. 1561 the Kebbi-Borno war 
occurred at the end of the reign Dunama b. Muhammad.41 While Songhai had 
conquered Agades in 1515 there is evidence to suggest that it was brought under Bomo 
in 1532/1533. Certainly Kebbi’s attempts to control the area in the time of Kanta 
Muhammad led Agades to call on Borno for aid. The invasion of Kebbi was unsuccess­
ful and the retreating forces of Borno were pursued as far as Nguru. Kanta’s death on 
his victorious return journey terminated a dangerous threat to the Caliphate.41

Throughout this period diplomatic and commercial links were maintained with 
Tripoli and Tunis resulting in an alliance d’amitie et de commerce in 15 5 5.43 There is 
some suggestion that firearms were used in Borno before the usually accepted date in 
the reign of Idris Aloma, possibly as a consequence of this alliance.

37. Kano Chronicle, SM III p. 113.
38. Bibl. Nat. (Paris), M.S., francais (ancient fonds) 12219 & 12220, ‘L'histoire chronologique 

du royaume de Tripolie,' This work was compiled, probably by a certain Girard, in the 
1670's.

39. J. Lethielleux, Le Fezzan, ses jardins, sespalmier;, 1BLA, Tunis, (1948) p. 18.
40. Relatively little work has been done on these regions. However, see B.B. Mubi, Outline of 

Mandara History from Early Times to 1900 A.D. (Final Year, Special Honours Dissertation, 
Department of History, Abdullahi Bayero College, Ahmadu Bello University 1973); V.N. 
Low, Three Nigerian Emirates, Evanston, 1973; J.E. Lavers, 'History and people of Fika 
Emirate’ New Nigerian 23 Dec. 1972.

41. cAbd al-Rahman al-Sacdi, Ta'rikh al-Sudan (Arabic text and translation O. Houdas, Paris 
1964) trans, p. 169. See also M.B. Alkali, A Hausa Community in Crisis, Kebbi in the 
Nineteenth Century, M.A. Thesis. Ahmadu Bello University (1966).

42. Hunwick, HWA (1971) p. 223; Alkali, A Hausa Community in Crisis (1966).
43. With Dragud Basha of Tripoli, French Surgeon, Discours historique.
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45.
ofBi

regent for the young Idris b. ‘Ali having earlier saved him from threats to his life by 
both her father and her brother 'Abdullah. Idris, the posthumous son of his father, 
must have been at least seventeen years old at the death of Dunama and in his twenties 
on the death of 'Abdullah—hardly young enough to need a regent. In addition none 
of the Arabic records refer to the Magira or to a regency. ‘A’isha may have saved his 
life. He seems to have spent some years with his maternal kin, the Bulala. She perhaps 
even recalled him at the critical time for his succession, but until more evidence is 
available we can note the tales but must not draw any conclusions.4

That the Caliphate reached its apogee under the wise leadership of Idris is an 
accepted fact among the historians of Borno. By the twelfth year of Idris's reign Ibn 
Fartuwa was comparing him with his illustrious namesake Idris Katagarmabe. The 
new evidence coming to light shows that he did play a significant role in the historyo 
the Sudan in the second half of the 16th century, that he was active at home as a 
soldier, administrator and Islamiser, while in foreign affairs he was a skil e P omat

Within days of his appointment as Mai the first crisis of the reign occurred 
under the Bulala Sultan himself penetrated almost to the capital. T e inva 
repulsed and in the course of six campaigns the Bulala and their allies were 
and the Mai’s maternal uncle Muhammad was placed upon the t rone, 
important consequence for Borno was the signing of a covenant by w c ' 
Partitioned, the major portion falling to Borno. We do not have sufficient e 
say whether or not this agreement brought an immediate end to severa c 
warfare. We can, however, say that there are no further referent e to con 
surviving records. , .

It must be clearly stated that we have no evidence for widespri ad onques y 
Kanem, in spite of the frequent claims to the contrary. Idris s major cont u 
Borno history lay within the metropolitan area. For reasons that we cannot exp 
Pockets of resistance as represented by the original inhabitants of Borno 
allowed to exist and to endanger the internal security of the state. Some sue 
resistance existed within a day’s march of the capital. I he probk m was reso ve 
Period of time by a scorched earth policy and continual harassment y w 
dissident elements were forced either to submit or migrate. In the south of the country 
dissident groups such as the Gamaghu were contained by a series of rtbat. or rn'lt 
ortresses on the Borno side of the frontier and by alliances with the rulers o t 

nascent states of the Mandara and Pabir on the other.
In the west the Ngizim and related peoples were punished for caravan raiding an 

°r attacking the pastoral Fulani who must already have been grazing their herds in 
1 e so-called great forest region. Further to the west Kano had established a series of 
strong points from which to threaten western Borno. A campaign successfully resulted 
ln their destruction although the army failed to take Kano city. Other campaigns

44. Hunwick, HWA (1971) P- 207, and ‘The Dynastic Chronologies , KS, No. 1, 1 (197 ) 

Ahmad B. Fartuwa, (see Notes 36 and 44); J.E. Lavers’ review of the Cass reprint of Afar Idni 
ofBonu, 1571-1583, London, (1970), in Jr. Hist. Soc. Nigeria, (forthcoming).
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46. The evidence provided by Ibn Fartuwa has been substantiated and supplemented in recent 
years by materials discovered in Istanbul (B.G. Manin ‘Mai Idris and the Ottoman Turks,’ 
Int.Jr. Middle East Studies, 3 (1972) pp. 476-479). In spite of the chronological problems the 
French surgeon Girard’s Discours (note 57) has also provided valuable data. It is, however, 
the rediscovery of the writings of the Italian cosmographer Giovanni Lorenzo Anania 
(L'Universale fabrica del mondo, Overo Cusmografia, Naples (1573 & 1576), Venice, (1852) 
that have substantiated much of Ibn Fartuwa’s material.

47. G.A. Krause, ‘Zur Geschichte won and Tripoli un Afika’. Fesan Zeit des Gesell f. Erdkunde, 
Berlin, Bd. 13 (1878) 356-373 which appears to be a version or perhaps shares a common 
source with lb Galbun's 18th century chronicle (E. Rossi, ed., La cronaca Arabe Tripolina di 
Ibn Galbun (see xviii), Bologna, 1936).

overawed the inhabitants of the developing states of the Gongola region and the 
southern Abzin area.46

The efficiency of Mai Idris's armies was greatly enhanced by numerous innovations 
in the spheres of transport, supply and armaments. A camel corps was instituted 
facilitating campaigns against the Tuareg and the control of Kawar, while improved 
boats speeded up river crossings. In addition, the building of ribats garrisoned by 
regular troops, the storing of military supplies at strategic points and the training of 
disciplined companies of gunmen enabled him to meet any emergency and rapidly to 
recover from any reverse.

Idris is credited with the introduction of firearms into the central Sudan. Certainly 
he was very interested in their use and utilized foreign experts to train his men from 
the early years of his reign. Indeed this early interest—an interest developed before he 
made the Aay with its opportunity to see gunmen in northern Africa—suggests that 
guns were already used by his immediate predecessors, a not improbable suggestion 
when we remember the treaty signed with Dragud (Turgut Ra’is) Basha of Tripoli 
in 1553.

To accept this suggestion is not to underrate Idris's contribution to military science, 
for it would seem on Ibn Fartuwa’s evidence that the Mai, unlike so many rulers who 
adopted firearms, immediately recognized the need for training. It was not sufficient 
just to use the guns; disciplined firepower was what counted. Indeed he seems to have 
extended the idea to other arms as we read of disciplined units of spearmen and 
bowmen. He probably reached this conclusion with the aid of his 'Turks’, adventurers 
from North Africa experienced in the use of the complicated arquebus, the cumber­
some form of gun available at the time. The end result was the establishment of a 
corps of gunmen who proved to be especially valuable in the prosecution of siege 
warfare as well as in open battle.

‘Turkish’ adventurers-were not' the only foreign elements to visit the country. 
Numerous North African scholars were also attracted to the court which thereby 
gained a cosmopolitan character. Possibly under their influence together with the 
sights and experiences of his pilgrimage, Mai Idris introduced a number of reforms 
which attempted to bring the country more into line with other Islamic lands. These 
reduced the influence of ‘ada’ (customary law) and emphasized the Shari’a. He 
attempted to remove the administration of the law courts from the control of the 
title holders. His campaigns against Dar al-Harb were called jihad and in general 
he conscientiously attempted to fulfil the obligations of an Islamic ruler.

When in 1575 the Turks occupied Fezzan and Sultan Muntasir fled to Hausaland,4’ 
Idris quickly renewed the friendly relations between Borno and Tripoli, in spite of the 
close ties between the Awlad Muhammad and the Saifawa. However, the Ottoman
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occupation of the frontier fortress of Goran, a fortress claimed by Borno, resulted, 
an embassy under a certain al-Hajj Yusuf which was sent directly to t e u t . 
The Sultan Murad III refused to withdraw his men but ordered his o®"” “
provide Idris with any aid he might require for the prosecution or ay? a ' f h 

be„«n.g.».a this relationship and the revolt of th. .nh.b.<»«£
Fezzan and their massacre of the Turkish garrison m o
c°ran- rn their greatest rivals, the

In 1584, disillusioned with Turkish promises Idris turned to s *
Sa'adians of Morocco. Al-Hajj Yusuf was again chosen as^ outc0me of which was, 
number of embassies to the court of Ahmad al-Mansur tr~t£( be khalifa 
according to Moroccan sources, that Borno accepte a - a c]ajms were advanced 
of the age and that the khutba was said in his name. - oroGG ajso c]aimed the 
as part of al-Mansur’s confrontation with the alltiiority Over the Sudan.
Caliphate and in connection with his plans for exten ng btbened his demands on
Borno’s acceptance of his claim, if accept it they 1 st ab[e to threaten the
Songhai and promised to provide an ally or loya su jn[entjoni in practice the 
latter’s eastern borders. Such must have been t e js significant that when
negotiations produced little of value for Borno an or fugitive Askia Ishaq
in 1591 the Songhai army was defeated by the Morocc
sought refuge in Borno territory.49 know however that the newly

Evidence relating to Idris’s last years is scanty , ,e Abdullah b. Luketko
established state of Bargirni-under the dynamic ea er’ against 'Abdullah that 
(died c. 1607) was troublesome and it was while on campaign a
the aged Idris was assassinated.50 , [bc empire collapsed on the

Many writers have accepted uncritically the 7“ J* While the period of military
death of Idris; the available evidence suggests

.>* 17lh expansion had come to an end, the gains were n j- consolidated and their
time in which the conquests of the previous century Borno hegemony
administration rationalized. There are ground-, or ie , ^the protection of what 
increased as some states placed themselves voluntan y of Songhai.
was now the most powerful state in the Sudan fo o g bundred years intermittent 

This position was not unchallenged and for the nt Agades became strongly 
warfare was carried on with the Kona in the south-west. w °f small fricndly states 
hostile to the north-west. Borno’s encouragement of the autjonary measure to
around the borders of the country can be interpretc a potential enemies,
provide a buffer region between the metropolitan pro , bad intervened and
This policy had begun in the previous century. Idris, or exa
the rulers of the Pabir state were given support. Idris. Muhammad

The throne now passed in succession to three cap- e s fjrst crjsjs of
(c. 1600-1616); Ibrahim (c. 1616-1623) and Umar (c. father, as it
Muhammad’s reign might have been inherited from the las y

48. cAbd^Aziz al-Fishtali Manah.l al-safa quoted in Ahmad b. Khalid a<-.~ui, Kita
Istiqsa, Casablanca, (1954), V, pp. 104-11 (trans. A. Smidl.)

49. cAbd al-Rahman al-Sacdi, Ta’rikhal-Sudan {.uvss.) V- 227. Hornu Province, NAK,
50- J C. Patterson, 'Special Report on Uje District, 'Bornu Emirate. Bornu

S.N.P. 69p (1920).
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53.

51.
52.

Palmer, BSS, p. 244.
G. Nachtigal, Sahara and Sudan, Vol. IV, trans. A.G.B. Fisher and H J. Fisher, London 
(1971), PP- 2O5ff; M-J Tubiana, Un document in edit sur les sultans du Wadday’, Cahiers 
d'Btudes Africaines, 2 (I960) p. 49-112.
BSS, p. 245, ‘The Mai who made men like a ball of chaff.

involved Borno’s embroilment in a succession dispute in Agades. There the Sultan 
Yusuf, whose claim to the throne was through his mother, was appointed c. 1594. 
However his cousin Muhammad al-Mubarak, grandson of a previous sultain obtained 
Borno’s backing in an attempt to seize the the throne. Yusuf was deposed but in turn 
he sought foreign allies and was restored with the help of Kebbi. A period of confused 
fighting followed in which both parties had varying fortunes until finally Muhammad 
al-Mubarak was taken prisoner'and died in captivity. Thereafter Yusuf and his heirs 
remained intensely hostile to Borno. Endemic raiding by various Tuareg groups was 
interspersed with major campaigns directed by the Sultan which ultimately brought 
about the abandonment of most of the Borno settlements on the desert fringe.

Ibrahim’s relatively short reign is said to have been taken up with ten battles and 
thirty skirmishes but unfortunately we are not informed of their location.51 The fact 
that his brother Muhammad died during a jihad in Kanem suggests we might seek an 
answer in that direction.

In the years that followed the partitioning of Kanem between Borno and the Bulala 
in the 1580s the latter gradually lost their predominant position. The aggressive new 
Tunjur state, based upon Kadama, was pressing down the valley of the Batha towards 
Lake Fitri, while Bagirmi pushed its frontiers up from the south. About 1630 the 
Tunjur were overthrown in their turn by ‘Abd al-Karim b. Jame, founder of the 
Wadai sultanate, and the refugees fled towards the borders of Kanem.52 This period 
of population movement and unrest undoubtedly occupied the attention of Borno and 
also certainly prompted the reorganization of Kanem that took place some years later.

The Age of Consolidation

We have suggested that the 17th century was a time of consolidation. The evidence 
suggests that the reign of'Umar marked an important stage in the development of the 
Borno state, and that in the years between his accession, c. 1623, and the death of his 
son ‘Ali, c. 1680, the state began to assume the classical form remembered in oral 
traditions. It might be said that they did their wbrk very well for the system survived 
with little change until the time of the Fulani jihad, with the result that by the late 
18th century the earlier military and administrative flexibility had been lost and the 
system had become ossified and incapable of adapting itself to new conditions.

All sources remember ‘Umar as a hard unrelenting ruler: in the words of a girgam, 
" 'Umar the Warrior . . . who would brooke no opposition.”53 The Fezzan Chronicle 
records his execution of Sultan al-Mansur and his sons, while Muhammad Bello in 
Infaq al-Maisur accuses him of martyring the learned Shaykh al-Jarmiyu. The little 
information that we have suggests that such actions were not simply manifestations of 
arbitrary power but rather were taken for justifiable reasons of state.

When his son ‘Ali ascended the throne c. 1642 —he was still a young man but with 
experience of the wider world as he had accompanied his father on the hajj in 1634. 
Pious and scholarly by nature, he was to make four more pilgrimages, and was able to
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56. Thepo<

54. Landeroin in Documents scientifiques de la mission Tilho (1960-1909). Paris (1911), Vol. II, 
p. 403f; A.K. Beniokeikh Field Notes from Machena and Nguru 1971.

55. See Sard Abubakar, 'The peoples of the Upper Benue Basin and the Bauchi Plateau from the 
early times to c. 1800’, in this volume.

>em has only been published in translation (Palmer BSS, pp. 246-247).

surmount all the problems that faced him in his long reign — Agades and the Kororofa 
of Kona abroad, dissident nobles at home and the problems of administering his 
great inheritance. ' •

In Agades Sultan Yusuf had been succeeded by his son, another Muhammad 
Mubarak. His long reign of thirty-four years coincided with ‘Ali’s. Under his leader­
ship Agades seems to have been at its most powerful and, in consequence raiding 
increased, finally escalating into a series of invasions of Borno territory which in turn 
brought about retaliatory invasions of Abzin.

The worst consequences of the raids were avoided by establishing fortified towns 
along the desert fringe under the control of the Yerima. Remembering Borno’s long 
term policy of protecting itself with buffer states, it is significant that the tributary of 
Muniyo was founded about this time and quickly became a major barrier to direct 
attacks on Borno.54 In 1657 ‘Ali led an army to Agades but his victory was apparently 
not sufficient to deter the enemy for long and some ten years later c. 1667 when he was 
on his fourth pilgrimage al-Mubarak besieged Birni Gazargamu itself, ravaged the 
northern provinces and even succeeded in carrying off members of the royal family 
into captivity.

The causes of these conflicts, in addition to the rivalry between the ruling families, 
must be sought in the age-old jealousy between the nomads of the desert and the 
sedentary inhabitants of the savannah, in this case exacerbated by competition for the 
control of the carrying trade between the Sudan and the north. The J uareg of Agades 
controlled the route from Hausaland to Fezzan, while Borno controlled the direct 
route via Kawar. Both sought to monopolize transportation on their own routes. 
Further, there was the problem of Bilma salt, where the deposits were owned by Borno 
but the production was mainly carried away by subjects of the Sultanate of Agades. It 
is not a criticism of ‘Ali to say such problems were insolvable so long as the traditional 
politics and economic existed.

The other major adversary linked with ‘Ali’s name in legend and history was the 
Kona state or states. 'Ali Gaji had fought them in the early 16th century. Later in the 
same century they began raiding the Hausa area and by the middle of the century they 
had defeated both Kano and Katsina, on a number of occasions entering Kano City. 
Who were the Kona? It is agreed that they were connected with the Jukun peoples but 
with which groups is uncertain - the inhabitants of Wukari. today the capital of the 
leadingjukun ruler, have no traditions of any past military exploits. It is possible that 
the Jukun of Pindiga in Gombe were more aggressive but at this stage we can say no 
more than that the Kona were a people who lived in the Gongola Benue region. "

It is possible that the Kona threat brought an end to the Kano Katsina wars but 
even then neither was able to stem the invasions. The celebrated poem of the Katsina 
scholar, Dan Marina, records the relief felt when news arrived of a major defeat of the 
Kona ruler Luwefaru by Mai 'Ali "in the land of the heathen’ . From the accepted date 
°f the poet’s death this must have occurred before 165 5.56 As in the case of the defeat
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tribute ‘to Bornu, whose intervention in favour of the Gunjur he thereby averted’.

of Agades, however, this victory did not bring an end to the conflict. Echoes of the 
wars reached North Africa where it was noted that the king of Bomo was at war with 
the ‘Emperor of Ethiopia’ and that the latter had invaded Borno. This invasion must 
be the source for the oft repeated tale of the double siege of the Birni by Kona and 
Tuareg. Time and oral tradition have linked the two separate historical events. 
Hostilities continued until the early 18th century, only coming to an end in the reign of 
Dunama b. ‘Ali.

In addition to their skill as warriors ‘Umar and his son appear to have been 
administrators of ability. Evidence suggests that the vice-royalties of Nguru and 
Kanem were established in their time. The first Galadima was established at Nguru 
between 1630 and 1645, the son of‘Umar by a concubine, with responsibility for the 
territory ‘from the Niger to the gates of the Bimi’.57 In Kanem the Khalifas of Mao 
began to exercise authority about the same time administering the lands east of Lake 
Chad.

This delegation of authority to two officials living away from Bimi Gazargamu had 
far-reaching consequences. The ambiguous relationship between Borno and the 
Hausa states where they paid tribute through Daura and the Galadima,58 came about 
with the establishment of the latter at Nguru as a strategic centre for rapid penetration 
of Hausaland. As Abdullahi Smith has pointed out, Nguru ‘was within some 80 miles 
of the north-eastern corner of Zazzau with easy and direct communication between the 
two states by the valley of the Iggi River’.

The ancient Nguderi states of Shira, Teshena and Auyo also came under the control 
of the Galadima.59 In'the Sosebaki area the ruler ‘Abdullah (c. 1627-72) unsuccess­
fully tried to have himself placed directly under the Mai in order to protect himself 
from the interference of Nguru. Clearly a tighter grip was being established over the 
western sphere of influence following the emergence of Nguru.

That there was apparently no open resistance leads one to suggest that the states 
were persuaded to accept the position by a combination of circumstances: Kona 
invasions; Kebbi and Abzin raids; the role of Bomo in combating them; and the 
reputation of Borno as undisputed leader of the Islamic states of the region, the 
acknowledgement throughout the area that she was one of the four sultanates of the 
Islamic world.6I’ Whatever the cause the consequence was the successful consolidation 
and formalization of the former loose ties.

In theeast a similar series of events took place. The territories falling to Borno after 
the partitioning of Kanem in the 1580s were loosely administered by clan heads and 
governors of provinces, most of whom were probably non-residents. The territories 
beyond the Bahr al-Ghazal were again a sphere of Bomo influence—the Tunjur had 
recognized her primacy if nothing else, but there were no formal ties.61 The Unjur 
expansion, and subsequent collapse, although followed by the foundation of Wadai
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and its recognition of Borno, led to considerable population movement and general 
unrest throughout the region. It was in this context that we must see the establishment 
of the Khalifas at Mao. The first, Dala Afuno, is credited with legendary exploits as a 
‘So’ killer but the names of his later adversaries indicate a concern with re-establishing 
royal authority over the disturbed areas.62

The alliance with Tripoli in spite of the failure of the Ottomans to provide t e ai 
required by Mai Idris was continued and renewed at frequent intervals ur . 
invasions of Fezzan always prompted missions from Borno.63 Relations were part 
cularly good at the time of the powerful Saqizli Bashas (c. 1634-72). The security o 
the route to the north was a continued source of worry to the Mai. The suggestion o 
Muhammad Saqizli that ‘Umar b. Idris and Sultan Muhammad of the Fezzan s o 
join him in establishing a monopoly of trade of the Fezzan was seized with ent usiasm 
Unfortunately, however, it was found to be impossible to maintain for mo 
a few short years. , him on

‘Ali b. ‘Umar’s coldness towards the Tripoli ambassador sent to K 
his accession was taken as a slight and an abortive attempt was made to se 
return from his second hajj; but the route was too important an too va 
parties for serious differences to last. And with the appointment o
Basha inc. 1652 the treaty was renewed.64 have been a

The reigns of these two rulers and in particular that of Ali aPPears^^ jncursions of 
time of prosperity and general security for the peoples of Borno, even t Islam
Kona and Tuareg failed to hinder the general development ot e maize
spread and scholarship flourished. The introduction of new foo cr°Panj to alleviate 
and possibly tomatoes must have helped to provide a more vane < ie -tv cor
famine. All in all, ‘Ali’s time was looked upon as a golden age. H.s
frequent pilgrimages had earned him the ^ ^ffi'Syp^wkile returning from 
journey to Mecca was to him as a night ride . He aieci in
his fifth pilgrimage. was maintained

Under his sons and grandsons the security of the metropo 1 attempting to
but increasingly the northern borderlands were distur t . n . ’ . news of
benefit by the absence of Mai 'Ali as he had in 1667 or even respon in 
his death, Muhammad al-Mubarak sent the Kel Owi and his own J
desert fringe carrying off cattle and children. A second rai c. j. .
destruction of the great Islamic centre of Kalumbardu and the scattenng 
community.66
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The Early 18th Century: Maintenance of the status quo

With the death of Dunama the age of expansion and consolidation came to an end. In 
the period that followed, dynamic leadership was lacking but Borno did not stagnate 
under weak rulers as has often been implied. Rather the arts of peace were able to 
flourish as a consequence of the sound administration established in the 17th century. 
Agades continued to be troublesome but the well-tried principle of strong buffer states 
did much to hold the Tuareg in check. Muniyo grew in strength, the new state of 
Damagaram to the west, founded by a refugee cleric from Kalambardu, provided 
further security,68 while at Gaskeru, east of Muniyo, the main body of Kalambardu 
refugees established what was to become a theocratic state under the patronage of the 
mais. The last buffer to be founded was Tunbi c. 1750 under the protection of the 
Machena thus completing the zone of tributaries extending in a protective arc along 
the western and northern borders of the metropolitan area.

Elsewhere in the Caliphal lands, police actions against dissident vassals were the 
only form of military activity. The Mandara War from which many historians have 
dated Borno’s final decline was not an isolated event but the last and apparently most 
successful of a series of revolts —‘Ali b. ‘Umar had fought in Mandara c. 1656 but 
serious trouble only arose in the time of al-Hajj Hamdun b. Dunama (c. 1717-31). The 
cause of the revolts can possibly be traced to the conversion of the rulers of Mandara to 
Islam as well as the building of a new capital in a more inaccessible position in the hills 
where Borno’s cavalry was at a disadvantage. Muhammad b. Hamdun also fought 
against them and their allegiance seems to have depended to a considerable extent 
upon the proximity of the Borno army. It was Muhammad who also besieged Kano 
some time between 1731 and 1735 —again a police action to restore the status quo, in 
this case to prevent Kano from upsetting the balance of power by importing guns from 
the coast, a situation which must have been beyond the means of the Galadima to 
control.69

It was in the course of the long reign of ‘Ali b. Dunama (c. 1750-91) that cracks 
began to appear in the structure of the Caliphate: a certain lack of flexibility, a 
hardening of the administrative and military arteries made themsleves felt but it is

In the same period the tributary state of Bagirmi proved troublesome when its 
sultan ‘Abd-al-Qadir (c. 1680-1707) raided the frontier states of Logone and Kusseri. 
However, it was not Bargimi but the Kona who continued to constitute the major 
threat to the security of the state. North Africain sources continue to speak of wars with 
Ethiopia or the kingdom of Goulfa. It was not until the early 18th century in the reign 
of al-Hajj Dunama b. ‘Ali (c. 1699-1717), ‘the warrior who suppressed robbery, of 
renowned fame’,67 that this problem was resolved. Again we are dependent upon 
North African sources which reported in 1706 that peace negotiations were being 
carried on between the belligerents in Bimi Gazargamu. We do not know whether 
these particular talks were successful but it is significant that there are no more 
references to conflicts between the two states.
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Economic Organization
The pre-Kanuri inhabitants of Borno were sedentary agriculturists who supplemented 
their diet by hunting, fishing and gathering. The newcomers also practised agriculture 
but they contained a considerable nomadic element. As time passed many of them lost 
their pastoral habits and became farmers. Their economic niche was filled by new 
pastoral groups —Fulani from the northwest and west, Tubu from the north and 
northeast and later Shuwa Arabs from the east. The camel-owning pastoralists played 
an important military and economic role in the kingdom, providing transport for raid 
and trade.

Recent botanical studies have shown that Borno was distinguished from the rest of 
northern Nigeria by its peculiar cultigens; that while the farmers cultivated crops 
common to most of the savannah lands — sorghums, millets, pulses, etc., the specific 
varieties were unique to the area.70 Exotic cereals were also introduced. Nlasara, 
(flint maize) was most probably introduced in the late 16th or early 17th century, at a 
time when contracts with Egypt seem to have been strong. Wheat, essentially a luxury 
crop, was grown on special farms in the Komadugu valley. In the 19th century 
irrigated farms worked by slaves were farmed along the river banks to provide the 
courtiers of Kukawa with fruit and vegetables.71 Certainly similar irrigated farms 
were in existence in the 17th and 18th centuries providing pomegranates, figs, lemons 
and limes to the capital. The fruits of semi-domesticated plants and trees from the 
bush were brought in from the south-west.72

Agricultural and sylvan products were generally consumed locally, but a consi­
derable trade in grains and dried fish was carried on. supplying the needs of the larger 
cities and of the people of the desert fringe. If, as it would seem, the metropolitan 
provinces were self-sufficient in foodstuffs they were deficient in minerals except for 
various salts. Iron was available but was of a poor quality, necessitating the importa­
tion of finished products or of pig-iron. In the 16th century it was reported that at the 
Kotoko town of Quamaco ‘there is a great trade in iron which is brought from 
Mand[a]ra’.73 This trade continued to flourish into the 19th century when, if,not 
earlier, it was supplemented by unfinished tools, etc. from Shira in the west. ‘‘ High 
quality iron in bars was also brought across the Sahara. Tin and kohlt (antimony or

perhaps advisable to digress at this point and survey such topics as, administration, 
and economic organization which achieved their classical form in the 18th century, 
the form in which they are remembered in oral traditions.
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lead sulphide) was imported from the plateau and Wase areas, while the trans­
Saharan trade in copper and brass —in the form of finished products, were bars and in 
sheets is attested from the 17th century. Almost certainly much of this was re-exported 
southward to supply the brass industries of Fombina.

In the time of the Caliphate, Bimi was an important centre of the gold trade. Leo 
Africanus implies that gold was plentiful as early as the reign of Idris Katagarmabe 
and by the 17th century gold dust and ingots were being exported from both 
Hausaland and Borno. While small quantities might have ben obtained from the 
Upper Shari and from Zamfara, the greater part must have been obtained through the 
medium of the 'Gonja’ trade.76

Birni Gazargamu was one of the major entrepots of the trans-Saharan trade; a large 
community of foreign merchants lived near the palace in a special quarter called 
Wasiliram, handling such commodities as slaves, ivory, ostrich feathers, leather and 
gold dust. Slaves were gathered by means of trade tribute rather than direct military 
action, although major campaigns always yielded large numbers of captives. Ivory was 
obtained within Borno although in the 18th century Kanuri hunter-traders opened up 
and exploited Fombina, while ostrich feathers were gathered from the nomads and 
from ostrich farmers. A staple of the trans-Saharan commerce, and one frequently 
ignored, was the trade in hides. In 1852 it was reported that from Borno ‘there set out 
every year merchants who carry such quantities of the best cordovan (leather) that it is 
counted a great thing in the Fezzan and from where they return with infinite 
(numbers) of horses for their country. In return for its exports Borno sought “the 
manufactured goods of Europe”76 and the Middle East: cloth of varying quality from 
France and the Greek Islands in the 17th and early 18th centuries and from England 
thereafter, caps, perfumes, metals, armaments, chain-mail, swords, firearms, and 
horses.

The continued references to horses are explained in a 16th century source: “When 
the sun enters the sign of Leo (i.e. the rainy season) many die each year.” Imported 
horses were necessary for improvement of blood-stock but were particularly susceptible 
to the ravages of tsetse. So important did the rulers of Borno regard the horse trade 
that the Tura Bani Mukhtar, hereditary royal traders of Borno, had special privileges 
in return for bringing horses from the north. This north-south trade must not be 
allowed to obscure the fact that large numbers must also have come from the Nile 
valley, for today the distinguishing characteristics of Borno horses are Dongolan. By 
the 18th century such horses were exported to Nupe and perhaps Oyo. In addition to 
horses, the large Egyptian donkey came this way, through Darfur, while cloth —both 
imported and of local manufacture—was carried together with choice slaves as far as 
Darfur, and Sennar from at least as early as the 17th century.77

‘Gonja’ trade which according to the Kano Chronicle began in the 15th century was 
certainly flourishing by the 18th century when the gold and kola of the Ashanti region 
were exchanged for manufactured goods from North Africa together with indigo dyed

75. Anania in Lange (1971).
77. The transverse Sudanic trade was well established by the late 17th century (P. Krump. Hoher 

und Pruchtbahrer Palm Baum dass Heiligen Evangelische Angspurg, (1710). Gray, 
(Christian Traces) points out the Bornu Mission originally tried to reach their destination 
via Sennar.
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cloth, onions and, most important of all, kanuia, the potash of Borno which was also 
. exported to Yoruba and the Benue valley. This trade was in the hands of people of 

Mande or Kanuri origin, and it was not until the 19th century that the 'Hausa' begin 
to enter the trade in large numbers.

Until the mid-18th century Bomo controlled the important salt deposits of Bilma 
whence Bomo and Hausaland derived most of their salt. The transportation of this 
commodity was divided between the Tuareg of Abzin and the Tubu. However, after 
c. 1759 while the trade continued as before, political control of the deposits passed to 
the Sultan of Agades.

As we have seen in North Africa, ‘Barbary’ merchants. Moors, were engaged in the 
trans-Saharan trade; but while Tunis and Tripoli were the main northern termini 
their merchants were supplemented by numbers of Egyptians and Moroccans together 
with representatives of the Saharan trading centres, Tuat, Ghadames and Fezzan. The 
inhabitants of Bomo, ‘the Borno’ or ‘Bonoese’ were themselves involved, apparently 
from early times. The Fezzan was a popular point of exchange and only relatively few 
merchants of any origin passed beyond in either direction. However, the Turkish 
traveller Celebe in the 1670s reported the presence of Bomo merchants who come to 
Egypt every year . . . bringing with them gold dusts.”78

The Caliphate authorities, unlike for example their contemporaries in Wadai, 
interfered very little with trade; generally their role was restricted to providing 
security. Ibn Fartuwa’s emphasis upon the duties of a Muslim ruler is significant in this 
respect. The Mais were active in promoting and encouraging commerce from as early 
as the 15th century, witness the letter to the murabitun of Tuat and the series of 
commercial missions to successive powers in northern Africa. T he need for European 
foods led to missions to the Spaniards in Tripoli in 1512, to Khayr al-Din Babarossa, to 
the Knights of Malta and to the Ottoman Bashas of Tripoli.

The Crisis of the Late 18th Century
The long reign of ‘Ali b. Dunama (c. 1750-91) was a time of considerable unrest 
expressed in population movements that brought about a considerable change in 
demographic patterns. The population of Borno on the eve of the jihad can be 
conveniently divided into two language-speaking groups: Central Saharan and Afro- 
Asiatic.

The Central Saharan speakers include the Kanuri, but to define a Kanuri is often 
impossible. All would agree that the Magurni fall into that category together with the 
Ngalma Dukk but after that there is much disagreement. The term Kanuri itself is 
first found in an 18th century source,81 and it is possible that it only came into use in 
the late 16th or 17th century. Indeed, Kanuri as a distinct language probably only 
came into existence after the immigrants from Kanem settled and intermarried with 
the original Chadic-speaking inhabitants of Bomo. The number of clans or sub-tribes
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that are common to Kanuri, Kanemu and Teda underscores the problem of 
definition.

As we have said, the speakers of Chadic languages were the original inhabitants of 
the Borno area most of whom were either assimilated or driven away to the marsh 
areas where many formed small states that later came under the protection of the 
Mais. The Kotoko peoples south of Lake Chad have retained their languages and 
customs while being strongly influenced by Kanuri culture. The Bedde Ngizim peoples 
who were almost certainly driven up the Komadugu by the immigrants from Kanem 
left representatives near the shores of Chad in towns such as Arege. The main body 
became separated into the Beddes and Ngizims, most of the former settling in the 
inaccessible swamps south of Nguru. Others came under the control of the mais and 
those accepting Islam became known as Margede.82 Many such groups were 
assimilated as Islamization and Kanurization tended to proceed simultaneously.

The Arab groups came in two waves: those who followed the Saifawa in their move 
to Borno — it is generally reckoned that there are five tribes who followed the Mais who 
came soon after in the 16th century —the Mai’in, the Sarajiyye, Juwama Bakariyye and 
Bani Malik.83 Today, most representatives of these groups are indistinguishable from 
their Kanuri neighbours. Most are sedentary farmers and have ceased to speak Arabic.

Those tribes immediately recognizable as cattle Arabs —Baqqara in the Sudan, 
Shuwa in Borno —came in in the late 18th and early 19th century and have generally 
maintained their identity. Most of them are sub-sections of tribes found also near 
Bagirmi and Wadai.

The last group of significance are the Fulani or Fellata as they are known in Bomo. 
The early history of their movements from the west is obscure. It is sufficient for us to 
note that they must have been present in Bomo by the 15th century since by the 
beginning of the sixteenth they were to be found in considerable numbers in Bagirmi 
and played a role in the foundation of that state. By the end of that century they were 
grazing their herds in the so-called Great Forest area. By the later 17th century there 
arc records of their presence near Bimi and by the 18th century, if not much earlier, 
they were grazing on the shores of Lake Chad. It must have been in the late 17th and 
early 18th century that the first parties moved south to the slopes of the Mandara hills 
and the plains of Kilba, before pushing on into Fombina along routes pioneered by 
Bomo ivory traders. By the late 19th century the main concentrations were on the 
shores of Lake Chad, and in the Damaturu area in the west. But the greatest number 
seem to have been in the area known in North Africa as Dar Fellata which, from the 
context, can only be identified with the Kilba area.84

So, then, we are faced with a situation in which the best grazing areas of Borno are 
occupied by Fulani. There is a certain tension between the court and the Fulani 
scholars. This is the very time that Kanembu and Shuwa groups—themselves 
pastoralists—begin moving in. The Kanembu as a result of conditions in Kanem 
moved north of the Lake and began to settle along its western shores. The Shuwa, 
many fleeing from Muhammad al-Amin of Bagirmi, grazed their cattle on the south-
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western shores of Lake Chad. Both
favoured over the Fulani.

Other significant movements occurred at this time. We have observed the 
southward drift of the Manga Kanuri. Under Tuareg pressure the refugees moved into 
Tunbi, pressing on into the Hausa-speaking area, into the eastern part of the Sosebaki 
state, reinforcing their relatives in Machena and Nguru and beginning a movement 
into the province of Gazir that has today turned it into a predominantly Manga 
region.85

Much of western Gazir was populated by Ngizims who began to move down the 
banks of the Komadugu Gana late in the century, some settling to the south of the 
Bedde, others settling around Potiskum before 1800 where they met the Kerikeri who 
were expanding westwards. The Ngizim migration cannot be unconnected with the 
move of the Manga into western Gazir.

In the case of the last fifty years of the 18th century important demographic changes 
occurred within the metropolitan area engendering a general feeling of insecurity and 
distrust of the government. The stability of the government was affected by unrest in 
many of the vassal states. The installation of ‘Ali b. Dunama was followed by an 
expedition against Bedde, presumably because of their propensity for caravan raiding, 
but a number of other areas quickly came to the fore as centres of dissidence. In 
Bagirmi Mbang Muhammad al-Amin (c. 1751-85) threw off Borno overlordship and 
launched a series of campaigns into Kanem, Logone and even into southern Borno. 
Wadai, under the leadership of Kolak Jawda (c. 1747-95) continued its westwards 
expansion which brought its frontiers to the Bahr al-Ghazal. These activities set in 
motion a series of migrations of Teda, Kanembu and Shuwa into Kanem and on into 
metropolitan Borno.86

The long-term struggle with Agades continued, leading to the loss of control of the 
Bilma salt deposits c. 1759. Retaliatory action by Borno brought more misfortunes as 
it was followed by an Abzin raid into Borno itself in which large numbers of cattle and 
children were seized. Sultan Muhammad Hamed of Agades was even able to exact a 
promise from Borno not to attack the annual salt caravans from Bilma. Information 
collected in 1789 suggests some revival of caliphal authority as it was reported that the 
Borno frontier lay only three days south of Fezzan but. significantly, it goes on to make 
clear that the salt trade was firmly controlled from Agades. The overall conscquencies 
of this continued raiding was the abandonment of many towns on the desert fringe and 
a southward shift of their mainly Manga population.

A series of revolts in the Sosekaki states at this time cannot be unrelated to these 
troubles, while Sarkin Gobir's decision to refuse tribute c. 178 587 must surely have 
been taken in the light of Gobir's increasing power following her defeat of Zamfara 
and Borno’s inability to prevent Abzin raids into the Hausa states. The fact that the 
other states remained loyal until their eclipse in the jihad suggests that a fear of Borno 
was balanced by a fear of Gobir. We might even go so far as to suggest that the Katsina
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wars with Gobir at this time were partially undertaken at the behest of Borno. 
Certainly it was a Bomo policy to utilize vassals.in this manner.

According to Barth, writing some sixty years after the event, ‘most of the intelligent 
Bomo people attribute the weakness of the empire to the serious defeat suffered by 
Bomo when the best part of the army were slain by the inhabitants of Mandara’.88 
Palmer on unknown authority states that the Mandara assisted by Fulani and Shuwa, 
who had settled there in large numbers, defeated the Kaigama.89 It is probable that 
there were at least two campaigns, the first in which the Kaigama was defeated and 
the second c 1781 led by Mai ‘Ali in which the bulk of the army was routed and the Mai 
abandoned him to his fate. It is salutary to note that the Fulani turned against the 
ruler of Mandara some years later and he was forced .to call on Borno for aid.

The storm broke in the reign of Ahmad b. ‘Ali (c. 1791-1808). The earlier part of 
his reign saw a continuation of what might be called traditional troubles —Bedde and 

’ Ngizim raids, Tuareg attacks culminating in the destruction of the theocratic state of 
Gaskeru about 1800, unrest east of Lake Chad and trouble on the southern frontier. 
But by the beginning of the 19th century a new problem emerged in the form of Fulani 
discontent in the western and southern parts of the empire. In 1805 the ruler of the 
province of Day a revolted and defeated two armies sent against him. He was 
encouraged in his revolt by the local Fulani in the Great Forest region—probably 
under the particular stimulus of the clerics of the Wurobkki scholar community.

Since the scholar communities around the frontiers of Borno were predominantly 
Fulani, it was natural that they should keep in touch with developments elsewhere and 
should be fully aware of the ideas emanating from the Gobir region. Already scholar 
adventurers such as Buba Yero, who began his activities in the 1790s, were building up 
military forces on the frontiers of the caliphate, while Goni Mukhtar encouraged the 
revolt in Daya.90 When after 1805/1806 the rulers of the Hausa states called upon 
their overlord to fulfil the commitments implied in the client-patron relationship, the 
Fulani communities felt free to act. The Bomo army was unable to cope with the 
situation, the army was defeated, and the Galadima was killed in battle in western 
Bomo.

In the south the pastoral Fulani around Daya under the leadership of Goni Mukhtar 
united with Buba Yero and the combined force defeated elements of the Bomo army 
at Kalalewa. Advancing through the Great Forest and the province of Gazir they 
eliminated the last resistance and entered the gates of Bimi Garzargamu from the west 
as Mai Ahmad, who had gone blind, fled from the east with his son and the Magira. 
Although the Saifawa dynasty continued to rule until 1846, their time as independent 
rulers was at an end. Their future lay in the hands of a Kanembu mallam, Muham­
mad al-Amin al-Kanemi.
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1- J.S. Tnminghim, History of Islam in West Africa (Qrdotd University Press, 1962) p. 22,

Islam which, to Muslims, means total submission to the will of Allah, was prea 
and spread by Prophet Muhammad in Arabia early in the seventh ^entu^2 
religion was spread to North Africa during the caliphate of Umar - a a 
(634-644), the second successor of Prophet Muhammad as the religious an po 
head of the Muslim community. ,. .

Since West Africa had established trade links with North Africa be ore t . 
advent of Islam in North Africa was bound to affect West Africa. Among o • 
important caravan routes connected North Africa with West Afnca in t 
period. To the West was the Sijilmasa to Awdaghast route through I agnaza 
linked the area of Morocco with ancient Ghana; and to the east was t e 
Kanem route which passed through Fezzan and Bilma. It seems t at routes 
reached West Africa through the Muslim merchants who used these cara 
We are told that by the end of the seventh century. Muslim traders from North 
African areas of present-day Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco 
Western Sudan markets.1 , , •

Among the areas of West Africa into which Islam was early introduced is Kanem 
Borno, some territory of which now forms part of present-day t
communication systems on land and water connected several areas which 1 a ter 
be known as Nigeria. It is difficult for the present writer to date the existence o 
of the long and short trade routes which provided links between severa commu 
and trading centres of present-day Nigeria. Whereas it can be suggestc t at m 
ments between Kanem-Bomo and Hausaland apparently became more d ' ' 
the transfer of Bomo headquarters from the. east to the west of La e a , it 
difficult to say, as of now, that contacts between the two areas began on y in t e ate 
fourteenth century when the transfer took place. Islam may also have come via the 
Niger-Benue water-way which was a major carrier of trade. .

At this point, it may be observed that an attempt to discuss Islam in Nigeria ore 
the nineteenth century generally faces a major problem of scarce source material, 
is unlike the post-1800 era of Islam which is fairly well, if not evenly, documented 
throughout the country. However, there are some sources in Arabic which were 
written by alien travellers and indigenous Muslim scholars. There are other accounts



History of Islam up to 1800 211

compiled by European explorers, merchants and colonial administrators, which give 
some information especially for the later part of the period under discussion. But these 
sources generally only give scanty information, leaving vital gaps in our knowledge of 
the various parts of the country and in the details and chronology of events. The 
contribution of oral tradition to our understanding of the history of Islam in this early 
period of present-day Nigeria is also marginal.

Islam in Kanem-Borno
Considering our present state of knowledge, it is difficult to date precisely the advent 
of Islam in the areas of present-day Nigeria. It seems that the earliest indication of the 
possibility of Islamic influence is the reference to a Muslim party led by Uqba b. Nafi 
in about 666, which raided into the area of Kawar on the caravan route to Kanem.’ 
Since trade on this route continued, it is possible that Islamic influence penetrated 
into the area of Kanem in the early decades of Islam. Al-Bakri ini 1067 mentioned the 
presence in Kanem of the descendants some Ummayad refugees.’ But it was not until 
the late eleventh century, according to Borno records, that Humai, son of Selemma, is 
said to have reigned as the first Muslim ruler in Kanem-Borno.4

It is quite possible, however, that Islamic influence could have been established in 
Kanem-Borno before the reign of Mai Humai. If examined closely, the Borno 
Mahram which specifically mentions Humai as the first Muslim ruler is also capable of 
being understood as suggesting the presence of Islam in the area.hefore the reign of 
Humai. For instance, the Mahram suggests that one Muhammad ibn Mani from 
Fezzan introduced Islam into Kanem-Bomo. But this same Ibn Mani is reported by 
the same source to have lived in Kanem during the three reigns (of Mai Bulu, Mai Arki 
and Mai Kadia Hawani) which preceded that of Humai. And each of the three 
predecesors of Humai is reported to have learnt various parts of the Qur’an from 
Muhammad ibn Mani. In this early period of Islam, the study of the Qur’an and other 
Islamic texts was usually associated with the profession of Islam. Normally it was only 
the Muslims who learnt to read and recite the Qur’an to enable them to fulfil certain 
religious obligations such as performing ritual prayers. Probably there were other 
Muslim rulers before Mai Humai. It may well be that what distinguished Humai was 
his greater knowledge of the Qur’an and other related Islamic texts. For instance, 
whereas his predecessors are reported to have learnt only sections of the Qur’an, Mai 
Humai is said to have learnt the whole Qur’an and studied the Risala — a popular 
Maliki text on Fiqh (Islamic Law). It was also during the reign of Mai Humai that 
Islam began to spread to the general public. Before then, the acceptance of Islam was 
largely confined to the ruling group. 5

In fact, it may be unreliable to date the advent of Islam with the conversion of the 
first Muslim ruler even where such a ruler could be correctly identified. To do this is to 
assume that the first Muslim ruler in an area was necessarily the first Muslim. Often,

2. Abdullahi Smith, "The early states of the Central Sudan" in J.F. Ade Ajayi and Michael 
Crowder, (eds.) History of West Africa (Longman, 1971) Vol. 1, p. 171.

3. Thomas Hodgkin. Nigerian Perspectives, An Historical Anthology (Oxford University Press 
1960) pp. 67-68.

4. H.R. Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs (Lagos Government Printer, 1928) Vol. Ill, p. 3.
5. Ibid.
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6. Imam Ahmad Ibn Fartua, (translated by H.R. Palmer) History of the first twelve years of the 
reign of Mai Idris Alooma ofBomu (The Government Printer; Lagos, 1926) pp. 85-6.

7. Abdullahi Smith, "The early states of the Central Sudan in J.F. ade Ajayi and Michael 
Crowder, History of Vest Africa (Longman, 1971) Vol. l,p. 172.

8. Ibid.
9. Ibid. p. 173.

10. Ibid. p. 172.
11. John E. Lavers, "Islam in the Bomu Caliphate: A Survey”, Odu: A Journal of Vest African 

Studies, New series No. 5, April 1971 p. 29.

this was not so. Although Islam was initially introduced by Muslim aliens who needed 
the support and protection of the ruler who, therefore, had to deal with the court, 
these Muslims aliens were also merchants who had to transact business with rich 
traders outside the royal court. In this latter case, the first Muslims could be ordinaty 
traders whose conversion to Islam might not be considered significant enough to merit 
keeping a special record of. But the conversion of a ruler was usually seen as a major 
achievement and a landmark in the history of the group; hence it was generally 
recorded or its remembrance kept alive for a long time. It is possible, therefore, that 
before its first Muslim ruler, Kanem-Borno had its colonies of alien Muslims as traders 
and itinerant scholars and preachers.

In any case, it is fairly clear that from the late eleventh century the rulers o 
Kanem-Bomo generally paid attention to their practice of Islam. Dunama w o 
succeeded Humai performed the pilgrimage twice and got drowned in the Red Sea 
during his journey for the third hajj.6 Other rulers were either learned scholars, sue 
as Mai Biri,’ or pious and generous Muslims such as Selemma, grandson of Bin, w o 
engaged in mosque building and giving material comfort to the ulama. Proba y, it 
was Dunama Dibbalemi who established a hostel in Cairo for the welfare of Sudanese 
students and pilgrims.9 The suggestion by Al-Maqrizi that Mai Dunama Dib a emi o 
the mid-thirteenth century was the first ruler of Kanem-Bomo to be convene to 
Islam could not have been based on accurate information. Not only was aqnzi 
writing much later, he could also have been carried away by the fact that t,e inter 
national fame of Dunama Dibbalemi exceeded that of any of his predecessors.

It seems that the rulers of Kanem-Borno, were early committed to t e cal“e o 
Islam. This early commitment by the rulers and the patronage given to t e re igion 
through the granting of privileges to Muslim scholars and leaders eventua y e to t e 
development in Bomo of a strong Islamic tradition. This tradition became manliest m 
the growth of Bomo as a major centre of Islamic learning in West Africa an a so 
the application of Islamic principles to the conduct of government.

The Mahrams testify to the generosity of Bomo rulers to the Muslim sc o ars an 
clerics. This generosity had the effect of providing the basic material comfort whic 
made it possible for education to be pursued as a full-time business. Fu -time sc o ars 
with the patronage of the rulers, devoted themselves to learning and rendering s rvic 
to the rulers as Muslim leaders and administrators. We are told, for instance, 
Islamic offices of state such as those of the Imam, the Qadt, the Waztr, the treasurer 
and the chief of police were established as early as the reign of Mai Selemm a (c. 1 -
1221).11 Ali Gaji (c. 1472-1504) was advised, among others, by his Chief Qadt, 
Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Kuwata and the Masbarma, ‘Umar b. ‘Uthman-a sound scholar
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and teacher, who studied under Shaikh Ahmad Fatimi in Masina. The scholar and 
teacher also served the son of Ali Gaji — Idris Katagarmbe —as adviser and 
chronicler.12 It was as the Chief of Imam of Mai Idris Alooma that Ahmad b. Fartuwa 
compiled an account of the ruler’s activities, especially his wars and battles. Apart 
from possible earlier isolated cases, it is known that from the time of Mai Ali .Gaji, all 
the rulers of Borno bore the title of Caliph (Amir al-Mu’minn) 13

Borno had a high international reputation for islamic learning. It was particularly 
famous for the specialised’knowledge of its scholars in tafsirf* This specialisation 
brought into Borno several learned scholars and students from the Niger-Chad 
region.15 Many scholars from Borno later migrated into Hausaland and became 
instrumental to the establishment of a similar Islamic tradition in the area and further 
south.16

12. Ibid.
13. Ibid. pp. 30 and 32.
14. Ibid. p. 36. Tafsiris explanation and interpretation of the Qur'an.
15. Ibid. p. 35.
16. Seepp. 18, 19. 21.
17. H.R. Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs op. cit. pp. 92-132.
18. Muhammad Al-Hajj, “A sevententh century chronicle on the Origins and Missionary Acti­

vities of the Wangarawa", Kano Studies. Vol. l.No. 4, 1968. pp. 7-42.

Islam in Hausaland
It would appear that the next area in present-day Nigeria to which Islam spread is 
Hausaland. The introduction of Islam into this area is generally associated with the 
coming of the Wangarawa —a group of Mande Dyula Muslim merchants and clerics 
from Mali. The Kano Chronicle11 puts the advent in Kano of the Wangarawa and the 
introduction of Islam in the reign of Sarkin Kano Yaji (1349-1385). According to this 
document, the Muslim immigrants preached Islam to the Sarki who accepted and 
built a mosque. The Sarki also appointed several of the Muslim immigrants to offices 
associated with the practice of Islam. These included the posts of the Imam, the 
Muezzin, and an official responsible for slaughtering animals. In addition, Sarkin 
Kano Yaji ordered all in his state to accept Islam. But a certain chief opposed Islam, 
and continued to defile the mosque. The story goes further that, as an eloquent 
testimony to the superior power of Islam, the stubborn chief was rendered blind by the 
effect of prayers offered by the Muslims.

The story seems to have epitomized a series of activities including a protracted 
struggle between the adherents of Hausa traditional religion, on the one hand, and the 
converts to Islam on the other. These activities and the struggle may not have taken 
place within a single reign as this account appears to suggest. If Islam had become so 
consolidated during the reign of Yaji how do we explain the non-profession of the faith 
by his son and second successor Sarkin Kano Kanajeji (1390-1410) who is described 
in the Kano Chronicle as a “pagan”? Is it possible that Hausaland wa completely 
dosed to Islamic influence until the arrival of the Wangarawa even though Islam had 
been spreading in Kanem-Borno not later than the eleventh century?

Information from a seventeenth century Arabic document on the Wangarawa — 
Asl al-Wangariyin'" —can throw some light on some of these questions. The
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document, dated 1061 A.H. (1650/51 A.D.) identifies Rumfa as the Sarkin Kano 
when the Wangarawa, led by ‘Abd al-Rahman Zagaite, arrived. Rumfa, according to 
Palmer s dating of the reigns of the rulers of Kano in the Kano Chronicle, occupied the 
throne c. 1463-1499. If Islam was introduced during the reign of Yaji, it may have 
been through agents other than the Wangarawa referred to in Asl al- Wangariyin. And 
it is quite reasonable to suggest that Islam could have been introduced and accepted in 
some form in Hausaland before the arrival of the Wangara group of the fifteenth 
century. Although constant contact between Hausaland and Kanem-Bomo could 
have been hampered by Lake Chad until the late fourteenth century when the Sefawa 
dynasty moved its headquarters from the east to the west of the lake, it is difficult to 
imagine that Hausaland was completely isolated from Kanem-Borno even before the 
transfer of the Borno capital.

It would appear that Muslim traders from the west were already in Hausaland 
before the Muslim scholars and clerics of the fifteenth century described in Asl 
al-Wangariyin. It is possible, therefore, that Hausaland received several waves of 
Wangara Muslim-traders and scholars missionaries respectively—at different times. 
The earlier wave of Wangara traders could have succeeded in spreading Islam in 
Hausaland, especially among Hausa traders and a few of the ruling elite, before the 
advent of the Wangarawa who were immigrant Muslim scholars and missionaries who 
later helped to establish a strong and more widespread Islamic tradition.

This impression is further strengthened by the suggestion in Asl al- Wangariym that 
the visit to Kano of Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Karim b. Muhammad al-Maghili, the 
celebrated North Muslim scholar and theologian, coincided with the arrival of the 
Wangarawa in the city. Al-Maghili visited Kano about 1492. But the circumstances in 
which he left North Africa were not auspicious. After his attack on the Jews of Touat 
he had to flee when another attack on the ruling Bami Wattas failed. In such 
circumstances, Al-Maghili would reasonably enquire about his subsequent places of 
abode. He was able to find out about Hausaland from Air and I akidda which he 
visited before going to hausaland.20 If Al-Maghili was compelled to leave Air because 
of his intolerant attitude to nominal Muslims there,21 he would have had to be assured 
of a more congenial Muslim atmosphere in Hausaland before he decided to go there. 
In fact, Al-Maghili was in correspondence with Sarkin Kano Muhammad Rumfa in 
1491-2 before he shortly afterwards visited Kano.22 I therefore agree with Muhammad 
Al-Hajj that Islam was widely known in Hausaland before the fifteenth century even 
though, at that point of time, it remained largely a religion of the ruling elite while the 
masses for the most part stuck to their traditional religion.2’ A record of earlier 
conversion to Islam might not survive since the Muslim merchants who probably 
carried it out. might have been indifferent to keeping any records, especially if the
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converts were non-royal. The situation would change when Muslim scholars and 
clerics as itinerant preachers and teachers emerged. Unlike traders, Muslim scholars 
and clerics took preaching, teaching and writing as full-time business. For material 
support, some of them depended more on the ruler with whose court they might be 
closely associated as advisers, administrators, charm makers, and sometimes, 
diplomats.

Notwithstanding the suggestion that Islam must have been introduced into Hausa­
land much earlier, it would appear that it was in the fifteenth century that a strong 
Islamic tradition began to be established, especially in Kano and Katsina. It was not 
only the Wangara Muslim scholars clerics that arrived, the Muslim Fulani with books 
of law and theology also immigrated, some of them staying in Hausaland while others 
continued their journey to settle in Borno.14 About 1487, Ahmad b. ‘Umar b. Muha­
mmad Aqit of Timbuktu, the great-great-grandfather of the celebrated Ahmad Baba, 
was reported to have stayed and taught in Kano.25 It was the same fifteenth century 
(about 1492-4) that Muhammad al-Maghili visited Kano and Katsina; at the request 
of Sarkin Kano, Muhammad Rumfa, Al-Maghili wrote the Obligations of Princes, 
apparently to guide the Sarkin Kano in his administration as a Muslim ruler.

Some details of the activities of Sarki Muhammad Rumfa indicate that Islam was 
spreading and becoming increasingly influential in Kano by the end of the fifteenth 
century. He built mosques on the site where the sacred tree, a symbol of traditional 
religion, was cut down, and converted into a market KurminJakara — a. wooded shrine 
similarly associated with traditional religion in Kano.26

In Katsina, Sarki Muhamad Korau, probably a contemporary of Rumfa, is reported 
to have been the first Muslim ruler of the state. His successor, Ibrahim Sura (c. 1493-8) 
is said to have been so active a Muslim ruler that his name was mentioned by Al-Suyuti 
in his letter addressed to the rulers of the Sudan. And the third Sarkin Katsina, ‘Ali 
(c. 1498-1524) was such a devoted Muslim ruler and reformer that he was given the 
honorific title Murabus (al-Murabit). It was during the reign of Ali Murabus that Aida 
Ahmad of Tazakht (c. 1529-30) settled in Katsina after performing a pilgrimage to 
Mecca during which he studied there and in Cairo. Ahmad was appointed Qadi of 
Katsina.27

Both in Kano and Katsina, as ready observed in Kanem-Borno, the royal patronage 
given to Islam through rulers’ generosity to Muslim scholars, teachers and preachers, 
ensured the emergence of a strong core of ‘Ulama. This learned group, consisting of 
both alien immigrant and indigenous scholars, ably assisted by other Muslim traders, 
saw to it that Islam continued to spread steadily into various parts of the areas. It 
seems that Islam was growing fairly steadily even though its political influence varied 
according to the degree of commitment to it by the rulers and their differing 
circumstances. There is hardly any doubt, for instance, that the practice of Islam was 
always mixed, in varying degrees, with customs and practices associated with



1

Groundwork of Nigerian History216

lam began to gain adherents 
similarities in the nature

a threat to the

traditional religions in the different areas of present-day Nigeria under discussion. 
But, by and large, it seems that the Islamic tradition was quite strong in Borno an 
such Hausa states as Kano, Katsina, and probably Gobir and Zazzau. Bythe end o t e 
eighteenth century, Islamic tradition was stronger in these areas than in e 
Yawuri and Yorubaland. . • ts of

Apart from the possibility that Islam began to gain adherents at different P01" 
time in Kebbi and Yawuri, there are similarities in the nature an c ara our 
Islamic tradition which came to be established in these two areas y t e 
period. In both places Muslims remained a negligible minority an t effecti
those who professed Islam associated with it traditional religious practic
islamic tradition in the two areas was relatively weak. , Kanta and

According to a study on Kebbi,28 the first Sarkin Kebbi, reigned about
some of his chiefs (sarakuna) accepted Islam. Kanta is believe hammad Ture of 
1516-1554. As a former military leader under Askia influence. And
Songhai, Muhammad Kanta could have been exposed to s - n (tsafi) Islam 
although some of his successors might be adherents of tra 111 .. anj considered
was generally tolerated, because the mallams were neg igi traders. And the
harmless. Most of the Muslims were aliens, especially the u a ^at both
Muslim leaders among them tolerated so much mixture o 
religions were no longer mutually exclusive, hence none
other. The majority of the Kebbawa remained adherents o Mu ^teenth century, those 

Although Islam was being accepted, up to the end of t e eig ^at the 

who accepted Islam still constituted just a sizable mino , ment of customs and 
acceptance of Islam by the Kebbawa did not mean the a ^m jte the profession of 
practices associated with traditional religion. Sarkin e . continued to
Islam, was himself the chief custodian of the sacred places trac]itional priests,
propitiate spirits (ishoki) either personally or through the sen
Even in the latter case, he had to provide the animals ^°^SaC^c Abershi dan Ayi (1799- 

Our information on Islam in Yawuri is fragmentary. e or ra^unam Yawuri) bore 
1829) of the jihad era, eight of the other preceding rulers s of i5]am in the
Muslim names.29 This is scarcely enough to attempt dating prcsence of some
state as the bearing such names might indicate no rnorc 1 yawuri was a place of 
form of Islamic influence in the royal court. But realizing t ancj Qonja to the
call for kolanut traders on their journey between as far east as n to acccpt Islam
west, it is possible that some of the rulers of Yawuri ha in for jnstance, that
from about the seventeenth century or earlier. It is we wever up to the end of 
Muslim traders often spread Islam along their trade routes. non.Muslim forces in
our period Islamic tradition remained weak in Yawuri. e early years of
Yawuri, for instance, were sufficiently strong to resist t e ji a i ‘Uthman b.
the nineteeth century and reach, with the Muslim so By this arrange-
Fodiye, an understanding which granted Yawuri a dhi

28. M.B. Alkali, A Hausa community in crisis: Kebbi tn the ”'n‘,‘en>b cen,Ury (U°P

M.A. thesis, Ahmadu Bello University, zaria, 1969). pp. !20-U> • /Oxford University
29. SJ. Hogbenand A.H.M. Kirk-Greene. The Emirates of Northern Nigeria (Oxfo

30. When a9non-Muslim state or community recognises the authority of a Muslim state and pays 

jizya in recognition of that authority, it has dhimmt status.
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Islam in Nupe and Yorubaland

The Nupe country was better placed than Yorubaland in terms of accessibility to 
Islam. As already noted, the earliest Islamic influences came with Muslim merchants. 
The main directions of trade were from the north to the south, and from the east to 
the west. Perhaps, the oldest north-south trade route which connected Kanem-Bomo 
with North Africa was the one from Tripoli area. The other great trade routes which 
connected North Africa with West Africa avoided Hausaland until the fifteenth 
century when the Tuareg established their political domination in Agades, and 
thereby opened a gateway into Hausaland.31

The main east to west trade route from Borno area passed through some Hausa 
states to Gonja. Both the north-south and east-west trade routes connected Nupe 
country as well. Yorubaland was connected by these routes through Borgu and Nupe. 
Not only did Nupe have many local industries, for instance, cloth and ivory, which 
provided articles of trade, the territory, north of Yoruba country, is also the 
transitional zone between the tsetse-fly infested forest area of the south and the 
non-infested savannah north. Caravan traders dreaded staying long in the tsetse-fly 
infested south because of the danger to which their animals of burden could be 
exposed. On the other hand, the Muslim traders could stay as long as they desired in 
the savannah north where their horses, camels and asses were relatively free from 
tsetse-fly attacks. The geographical location of Nupe therefore placed her at a 
comparative advantage as it was more accessible than Yorubaland to the Muslim 
traders from the north.

The advent of Islam in Nupe is difficult to date. There is some indication that by the 
middle of the seventeenth century some Islamic influence was present. According to 
the kinglist of Nupe,32 the Etsu Nupe who reigned c. 1670-c. 1679 was Muhammad 
Wari, obviously a Muslim name. Many of the succeeding Etsus bore similar Muslim 
names, including Etsu Jibril (c. 1746-c. 1759) who was described as the first Muslim 
ruler by Nupe tradition. This tradition may, in fact, be suggesting that Jibril was 
distinguished as a more enthusiastic practising Muslim than his predecessors who 
could have nominally professed Islam.

As already observed, the period when the ruler was converted to islam does not 
necessarily indicate when the first group of ordinary citizens accepted Islam. There 
have been cases when ordinary citizens as traders who had close dealings with foreign 
Muslim traders accepted Islam before their rulers. This was very likely in Nupe which, 
for centuries, had established trade contacts with Hausaland, Borno, Dendi territory, 
Songhai and Mali empires. The commercial activities which sustained these contacts 
must have exposed the Nupe masses to varying degrees of Islamic influence. How

ment, Yawuri successfully resisted the imposition of Islam. And while it recognized the 
political authority of the Caliphate, Yawuri was left free to continue its traditional 
religion.
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widespread Islam was during our period is not easy to determine. It seems, however, 
that by the end of the eighteenth century, a strong core of .Muslim adherents existed in 
Nupe. Definitely before the jihad, an ‘ulama’ class of Fulani and indigenous Nupe 
mallams had emerged. Among the famous mallams of Nupe in the eighteenth century 
were Mallam Musa and 'Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad Sharif. According to a 
recorded tradition” of Nupe, Mallam Musa was initially more popular and had many 
more followers than Mallam Dendo of jihad fame.

Before he later became a jihad leader in Nupe, Mallam Dendo is reported to have 
served as one of the followers of 'Abd al-Rahaman b. Muhammad Sharif. Abd 
al-Rahman, a son of an Arab father and a Nupe mother, is reported to have been so 
knowledgeable in Islamic studies that when he later visited Shaikh Abd Allah b. 
Fodiye, the latter had nothing new to teach him. ‘Abd al-Rahman, according to this 
tradition, also launched a jihad which failed in Nupe.” These and other mallams — 
members of the ‘ulama’ in Nupe had become vocal in their preaching in Nupe while 

■ some others had gone further south into Yorubaland to propagate Islam.
It seems that islam spread to Yorubaland in the seventeenth century. Although 1 

Samuel Johnson suggests that it was introduced' late in the eighteenth century,55 the

jS’5’
Ondo

I
•Ado Ekiti

‘7

\
V

33. R.M. East, Labarun Hausawa da Nlakwabtansu, (Translation Brcau. Zaria, 1932) Vol. 1, 
pp. 77-82.

34. Ibid.
35. Samuel Johnson, The history of the Yorubas froi



History of Islam up to 1800 219

36. Ibid. pp. 162-164.
37. Robert Smith, "The Alafin in circle: a study of the Igboho period in Oyo history". Journal of 

African History, Vol. VI, No. 1, 1965, pp. 57-77.
38. G O. Gbadamosi, The Growth of Islam among the Yoruba. (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 

University of Ibadan, 1969) pp. 8 & 13.
39. M. Hiskett and A.D.H. Bivar, “The Arabic literature of Northern Nigeria . . .” op. cit. 

p. 116.
40. Richard and John Lander, Journal of an expedition to explore the course and termination of 

the Niger; with a narrative of a voyage down that river to its termination (Thomas Tegg, 
London, 1838 second ed.) Vol. 1, pp. 24-27.
G.O. Gbadamosi, op. cit. pp. 8-19.

41. Ibid. p. 8-9.
42. Ibid. pp. 23, 26-30.

circumstances under which islam was introduced which the author describes could 
indicate that Islam was in Yorubaland much earlier. For instance, Johnson mentions 
the presence of a Nupe Muslim emissary — Baba Yigi —who was sent there by another 
Muslim cleric —Baba Kewu —to admonish the ruler, Alafin Ajiboyede, because of his 
excesses.36 Alafin Ajiboyede is believed to be one of the rulers of Oyo during the 
period of exile in Igboho; and the Igboho period of Oyo history has been dated to 
c. 1535-c. 1610.37 Even if Islam was introduced during the reign of Alafin Ajagbo as 
suggested by Gbadamosi,38 this would still fall within the seventeenth century as the 
author has also affirmed.

Apart from Nupe it appears that Muslim influence .also reached Yorubaland from 
Borno. Although Yorubaland was less frequented than Nupe by Muslim traders, by 
the seventeenth century when Islam was probably introduced into Yorubaland a good 
number of mallams had become itinerant preachers particularly in Borno and Hausa- 
land.. It is possible that a few of them, or Muslim traders, moved as far south as old 
Oyo and a few other urban centres of the old Oyo empire.

In any case, by the middle of the seventeenth century, it seems that a Muslim 
community existed in old Oyo. It hs been suggested that it was probably this Muslim 
community that sought guidance from Katsina on how to determine the precise time 
of sunset, maybe in connection with the Ramadan fast. Probably in response, Abu 
'Abdullah b. Muhammad b. Masanih, (Dan Masani) wrote Shifa’ al-ruba ft tahrif 
fuqaha' Yoruba39 . If, in fact, the document was written to guide the Muslim 
community in Yorubaland, it could attest not only to the age of Islam in Yorubaland 
but also to the amount of attention paid to the practice of the religion as early as the 
seventeenth century. Definitely, by the eighteenth century, Islam had spread, mainly 
along the trade routes, not only to Oyo but also to Igboho, Kisi, Saki, Iseyin, Ikoyi, 
Ogbomoso, Owu, Ijana, Ketu and Baagri.40 In fact, before the end of the century, 
the Yoruba were as much receivers as they were propagators of the Islamic faith. By 
now the Yoruba were already preaching and spreading Islam to Dahomey.41 
However, it may be observed that down to the end of this period the Muslims in 
Yorubaland remained only a minority. For instance, the Muslims in their respective 
communities were too few and too weak to hold their own with the outbreak of the 
jihad in Ilorin. As they were treated as suspects by their larger and stronger non­
Muslim colleagues, the few Muslims were easily intimidated, some of them fleeing to 
join the jihadists in Ilorin while the others who stayed in their respective communities 
had to keep their cool even in the manifestation of their faith.42
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It is doubtful if Islam ever spread to present-day eastern Nigeria up to the end of the 
eighteenth century. Certainly, the present writer has no knowledge of such a 
development.
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facilitated population movements generally encouraged the disptrsa o 
new areas. This was the case, for instance, of the Fulani herdsmen even though many 
of them were not Muslims initially. The story of their migration from the 
region across the savannah and its effect on the spread of Islam is fairly well kno . 
Traders also sought new frontiers of profitable business, for instance, t e a g 
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traders in southern Nigeria. For whatever reasons, once Muslims settled m foreign com­
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Muslim population grew in any centre it began to attract Muslim scholars and clerics.

By the nature of their training, which usually took many years, their activities



History of Islam up to 1800 221

43. In Ogbomoso, which is very familiar to the present writer, early Muslim leaders were appoin­
ted trade officers with the title of Parakoyi as these Muslim leaders were known to enjoy the 
confidence of the alien Muslim traders from Northern Nigeria.

44. J.O. Hunwick, '‘Songhay, Hausaland and Bornu . . .” op. cit. pp. 110-111.

demanded devotion to learning, teaching and preaching, and without a regular 
salary. Muslim scholars, therefore depended, in varying degrees, on the support given 
by the Muslim community. It was such Muslim communities that often gave the 
material comfort to the mallams so that the latter could pay due attention to learning, 
teaching and preaching as well as other religious duties. Among other things, these 
special circumstances and needs of the Muslim scholar tended to make the existence of 
a Muslim community, or some other patrons, a condition for the development of the 
class of 'ulama ’

The arrival of the Muslim scholar, especially one credited with mystic power, was 
usually significant. Because of his fame, the Muslim leader could not keep away from 
the local ruler indefinitely. In fact both the ruler and the Muslim scholar had good 
reasons to be friends. The ruler saw the Muslim scholar as a mystic who could use his 
special powers to solve some pressing problems —to cause rain to fall during a drought, 
to make him win his wars and thereby enhance his prestige, and to offer special 
prayers for protection against witchcraft or nullify the eivil effect of witchcraft if its 
spell had already been cast. It is irrelevant whether or not the Muslim scholar actually 
possessed the mystic power attributed to him. What is important is the belief that he 
did possess the power.

The power of literacy in Arabic which the Muslim scholar possessed was also 
required by the local ruler. Apart from serving as a charm maker, the Muslim scholar 
could also help as an adviser, an administrator or sometimes as a diplomat.

On the other hand, the Muslim scholar, more than the Muslim merchant, depended 
on the ruler for permission to stay in this territory, for personal safety, for protection 
and support against rivalry and jealousy, and for material comfort. More than that, 
the Muslim scholar placed a high premium on the possibility of converting the ruler to 
Islam, since by achieving that, the task of converting many in the community to Islam 
and thereafter of establishing an orderly society envisaged in an Islamic state would be 
much facilitated. Often, mutual interest generated mutual confidence especially after 
a period of interaction. And sometimes, the ruler was converted to Islam. Meanwhile 
the ruler started to grant privileges to Muslims as Sarkin Kano, (probably, Rumfa) 
did, giving certain offices to the Wangara Muslim leaders.4’ The acceptance of Islam 
by the ruler could induce some of his subordinate sarakuna to follow suit especially 
now that Muslims were preferred for certain offices.

With the acceptance of Islam by the ruling elite, and the patronage given to Islam 
and Muslim leaders, the class of Muslim scholars grew through the immigration of 
learned Muslims from other areas and by the estabishment of local-centres for Islamic 
studies. This was the situation in Kano and Katsina especially in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. For instance, we are told that Makhluf b. 'Ali Salih al-Bilbali 
(d. 1533-4) resided in Kano and Katsina among other places of present-day Nigeria 
before he returned to Timbuktu. Makhluf al-Bilbali is said to be a student of 
'Abdallah b. ‘Umar, a great-uncle of Ahmad Baba of the Aqit family.44 Another
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45. Y.B. Usman, “Some aspects of the external relations of Katsina before 1804” Savants: A 
Journal ofthe Environmental and social sciences, Vol. 1, No. 3, December 1972, p. 186.
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47. Y B. Usman, The Transformation of Katsina c. 1796-1903: The overthrow of the Satanta 

system and the establishment and evolution of the emirate. (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 1974) p. 179-

48 We find it difficult to agree with Trimingham who has described as a period of stagnation 
the two centuries (17th and 18th) between the fail of Songhay and the establishment of 
Islamic theocracies. J.S. Trimingham, op. cit. pp. 141-54.

great scholar of Katsina mentioned is Muhmmad al-Kashinawi, better known as Dan 
marina (d. c. 1655) who is suggested to have taught Abu ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. 
Masanih b. Mujamad. b. ‘Abdu Allah b. Nuh al-Barnawi al-Kashinawi of the 
celebrated Dan Masani family of Katsina. Dan Masani (1595-1667) was of Borno 
origin. He was such a famous scholar and adviser to the rulers of Katsina that his name 
has become an official state title in Katsina,45 By the eighteenth century, several 
Hausa states could boast of their own indigenous Muslim scholars. Al-Hajj Jibril b. 
‘Umar, one of the teachers of Shaikh ‘Uthman b. Fodiye is said to be one of such 
scholars.46

With the growing class of the ‘ulama’ learning, teaching and preaching could be 
carried to various sections of the communities by the itinerant scholars and preachers. 
Consequently, the Muslim population continued to grow as many more of the masses 
began to accept Islam even if only nominally to start with. Thus Islam was becoming a 
popular religion of the masses. By the end of the eighteenth century in Katsina, for 
instance, the majority of the population had identified themselves as Muslims.4’

But another consequence of the growing number of learned Muslim leaders was the 
emergence of a breed of ‘ulama’, especially those who were not associated closely with 
the royal court, who tended to be vocal in their criticism of non-Islamic customs and 
practices which, hitherto, had remained unchallenged. This vigorous criticism not 
only exposed many of the existing non-Islamic practices which had previously been 
condoned but also provoked reactions of those who were unwilling to abandon these 
practices. Rather than see this as a period of crisis, some have taken the information, 
now made available orr these existing non-Islamic practices as indicating stagnation 
and degeneration.48 This is not necessarily so. Far from being a sign of stagnation and 
degeneration, in the areas of present-day northern Nigeria under discussion, such a 
vigorous criticism probably reflected the usual lively debate and controversy often 
generated by increased knowledge of any given topic.

Since its acceptance here, Islam has always had to contend with non-Islamic 
customs and practices. The acceptance of Islam has never meant to most converts a 
complete abandonment of all non-Islamic practices associated with traditional 
religion. In fact, many initially accepted Islam because early Muslim leaders were 
liberal in their interpretation of what constitutes the profession of Islam, and therefore 
were tolerant of some non-Islamic practices, believing, as many Muslims still do, that 
new converts can, with time, improve their practice of Islam. But while some continue 
to progress along the ladder of perfection others find it difficult to improve. In a 
situation of increasing knowledge of Islam by a steadily increasing number of 'ulama', 
what had earlier been condoned, maybe out of ignorance, or tolerated with optimism
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that the new converts would improve, might later be exposed and condemned 
especially by a new breed of Muslim scholars who had no commitment to defend the 
established order.

By the end of the eighteenth century, Islam in Nigeria had reached this stage when a 
new breed of Muslim scholars such as Jibril b. 'Umar, and after him, Shaikh ‘Uthman 
b. Fodiye and his lieutenants challenged the status quo and advocated reforms for a 
better practice of Islam which would usher in a better organised society according to 
their concept and understanding of Islam.
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NIGERIA BEFORE 1800: ASPECTS OF ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENTS AND INTER-GROUP RELATIONS

Geographical Setting
Nigeria is not a self-contained geographical unit. Even the Cameroon mountains and 
Lake Chad which might appear to be natural barriers on the eastern side have not 
prevented human movement across them. Thus there were migrations of peoples 
across the southern end of the Cameroon mountains, and Lake Chad stood at the

Introduction
The history of Nigeria before 1800 can be much more than just a collection of the 
histories of individual peoples and political and ethnic units. It should also be possible 
to have a national historical perspective embracing the economic, cultural, political 
and other interactions between the units. It is, of course, necessary to begin with the 
histories of the individual groups, but we need to lay greater stress on inter-group 
relationships, to compare developments within the various groups, and to relate 
developments in each group to the emerging Nigeria-wide pattern.

Several problems confront the historian of Nigeria before 1800. First, there is still a 
paucity of studies of the individual groups and units from which the national 
perspective may be derived. Second is the traditional orientation of historians to the 
study of individual men, not or generalized man, and to the histories of individual 
political units or communities, not of human endeavour within a complex interrelated 
social system. Yet the need for a shift in emphsis from political issues to the general 
pattern of change and developments in institutions, ideas, economies and technologies 
requires a change in historical methodology. Nigerian historians must learn some of 
the methodology of the archaeologists who evaluate change with reference to ecology 
and environment rather than to ethnic and state boundaries; and of the social 
scientists who adopt a comparative and synthetic approach.

In the present state of accomplished work and available knowledge on Nigeria’s 
more remote past all this paper can do is to map out the kinds of themes that can be 
discussed, the types of data that may be sought, and the forms of evidence which seem 
likely in the future to shed more light on our subject. Here and there, tentative 
conclusions may be possible, but we shall be dealing more often with cautious 
speculations.
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Agriculture
Givcfn such a geographical environment, we can presume a good deal of interaction 
among different peoples in Nigeria from early times. Evidence from archaeology could 
gradually fill out the details of the story of this interaction between the early 
inhabitants of Nigeria as they tried to use the tools available to them in the most 
ecologically advantageous areas, and to learn from their neighbours about new 
techniques and improved tools.

The distribution of stone tools over Nigeria, even in the forest zone at places where 
stones are not available, suggests movements of peoples and goods. Excavations at 
widely separated sites at Rop rock shelter in the Jos Plateau, the Mejiro cave near Old 
Oyo, Iwo Eleru near Akure, and Afikpo have shown two cultural layers of microlithic

centre of the Kanem-Bomo empire. .To the north, the Hausa plains stretch to the 
Asben mountains. On the western side, there were no fixed barriers, except perhaps of 
the Borgu hills to a limited extent, a situation especially conducive to the free 
movement of peoples.

■ In spite of the openness of the borders, however, there is a compactness about the 
Nigerian geographical environment which encouraged greater movement and 
interaction of peoples within it than with peoples outside it. This compactness comes 
principally from two factors. The first is the complementarity of the Sudan belt and 
the forest zone with the intervening transitional Middle Belt dominated by the Jos 
Plateau. This complementarity has encouraged the movement of peoples, goods, and 
ideas north and south across the zones. Thus the growing dessication of the Sahara in 
prehistoric times may have resulted in a southward migration of peoples. Similarly, 
because of the greater suitability of the Sudan belt for the development of settled 
populations and the development of metallurgy and agriculture, people may have 
moved from this belt into the forest zone armed with iron tools, among others. On the 
other hand, there has also been movement from south to north in more historical 
times. The trans-Saharan trade of many Sudanic states had been based in part on 
products from the forest zone or the Middle Belt. In addition, many southern polities 
and peoples have, at different periods before 1800, expanded northwards or exerted 
pressure on groups to the north. Such had been the case of the Jukun kingdom of the 
Middle Belt which at different times in the seventeenth century made incursions north­
wards as far as Kano and Katsina, while the Benin kingdom of the forest zone and the 
Igbo peoples to the east exerted pressure on peoples and politics to the immediate 
north in the Middle Belt.

The second factor engendering compactness has been the essential unity of the river 
systems. Nigeria is really the basin of the lower Niger south of the Bussa rapids with 
the Benue, their tributaries, and the enormous delta spreading out into several creeks 
and lagoons. The unity of these waterways encouraged a network of relationships 
within the basin. These river networks provided routes of contact between peoples 
cutting across the north and south axis and supplementing it. Accordingly, one must 
recognise east and west movements of peoples and ideas as well as the north and south 
movements already suggested by the vegetation zones. It is because of this compactness 
that despite the fortuitous manner in which the political unity of Nigeria came to be 
achieved, culturally and economically, Nigeria was not really an arbitrary creation.
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We may consider also the problem of the transition from total dependence on 

and f°°d gathering to stock raising and agriculture because the domestication 
oo crops and animals was the basic activity necessary for control of the settled 

communities. This is a story about which we know very little. But it is a story which, as 
t e evidence is gathered, can be told on a Nigeria-wide basis.

The question of the probable areas where the agricultural revolution in the primary 
omestication of food crops took place remains very controversial and scholarly 

opinion about it changes fast.’ Current opinion favours the view that there were 
probably quite a few such centres in West Africa in relation to different crops. The 
early domestication of varieties of sorghum (guinea com) on the middle Niger has 
een canvassed as pennisetum on the Lake Chad. This invention might have been 

in ependent, or it might have owed something to the introduction of wheat cultivation 
from the Nile vallay, whose techniques were then adapted to local grasses. How soon 
the cultivation of sorghum became widespread in the Sudanic belt of Nigeria is not 
clear, but this was probably long before the first archaeological evidence at Daima 
dated to the 9th or 10th century A.D.4

The domestication of crops in Nigeria did not necessarily follow the introduction of 
technique of cultivation from outside. Many food crops grew wild in the Nigerian 
environment and were exploited by Late Stone Age people in the fertile river valleys of 
the Sudan area and the edge of the forest to the south. From gathering these in the 
wild, there was a tendency to protect them. The transition from protection and 
observation of those reproducing themselves vegetatively to domestication was a 
distinct possibility in the more open areas on the edge of the forests. It has been 
pointed out that both yam and the oil palm were susceptible to this. What is more, it is

1- EkpoEyo, “1964 excavations at Rop shelter’', West African Archaeology Newsletter, 3, 1965. 
3-13; "Rop rock shelter excavations 1964", West African Journal of Archaeology, 2, 1972, 
13-16; T. Shaw, “Excavations at Iwo Eleru”, West African Archaeology Newsletter, Vol. 3, 
1965, pp. 15-16.

2- G. Connah, Polished stone axes in benin, Lagos, n.d.; E J. Alagoa, A History of the Niger 
Delta, Ibadap, 1972, pp. 132-33; Fred Anozie, a stone-age specialist at the Dept of Archaeo­
logy, University of Ibadan, states that some of the stone tools at Oruokolo are similar to 
rock in the Jebba area of the Niger basin.

3. G.P. Murdock, Africa: its Peoples and their Culture History, New York, 1959; D.G. 
Coursey, Yams, London, 1967.
G. Connah, "Progress Report on Archaeological Work in Bomu, 1964-66. with reference 
to the excavations at Daima mound". N.genan Historical Research Scheme: Interim Report,

1967, pp. 7-27; “Radio-carbon dates from Daima, N.E. Nigeria; research note” 
Journal ofthefiistorical Society of Nigeria, Vol. 12, 1967, pp. 741-42.



Nigeria Before 1800: Economic Developments and Inter-Group Relations 227

5. B.E.B. Fagg, "The Nok Culture in Prehistory”, Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria, 
Vol. I, No. 4, 1959, pp- 288-93.

suggested that this may have taken place long before the introduction of iron. And in 
the case of the yam vine, the surrounding trees provided support rather than an 
impediment. Some of the evidence from Iwo Eleru suggests that Late Stone Age man 
in the forest possessed pottery and stone implements with which he could cultivate yam 
as early as 3000 B.C. Similarly, it is argued that the penetration of the oil palm and 
kolanut from the more open areas into the forest belt represented deliberate human 
activity since these crops grew wild only in the more open areas where they received 
adequate sunshine.

Iron, Bronze, and State Formation
There is very little known about the spread of iron from the area of the Nok culture in 
central Nigeria. Yet, unlike the domestication of food crops which could have 
happened fortuitously and happened in several places independently, the techniques 
of iron-working are very precise and more likely to have spread from one source. Iron 
does not occur in nuggets. It has to be smelted by heating the one to a high tempe­
raturein an enclosed furnace and blasting it through enforced draught. It is the kind 
of technology that probably spread by diffusion. The archaeological evidence suggests 
knowledge of how to work iron existed in Daima in the Lake Chad region in the 5th 
century A.D., but was known in the area of the Nok Culture in the Niger valley much 
earlier in the 3rd century A.D.5 We cannot presume that the technology of iron 
spread to different parts of Nigeria only from Nok, but the chances that Nok was the 
most important single source of this diffusion within Nigeria cannot at present be 
lightly dismissed. The implication of this for the history of iron technology in Nigeria, 
with the economic and political effects as well as the possible impact on the develop­
ment of agriculture, is a matter for speculation until more precise information is 
available from archaeological research. For example, apart from the more rapid 
expansion of the domesticated indigenous West African crops was the spread of iron 
also afactor in the spread of Asiatic crops, such as the plantain, banana, and water 
yam?

The 1st millenium A.D. or the first millenium following the introduction of iron is a 
very obscure period in Nigerian history. Yet it must have been a period of intense 
economic activities, rapid growth of populations and the emergence of state 
organizations. Since it was these state organizations which cultivated and transmitted 
myths of origin, it is now believed that the myths must refer to the origin not of 
Nigerian peoples, but to the origin of the states and of their surviving dynasties. They 
probably relate to the spread of iron which provided a new technology and source of 
power necessary for social control. They also relate to inter-group relationships in this 
period.

In this connection, the extent to which the myths of origin of different Nigerian 
peoples may be correlate—seems significant. Of particular significance are the myths 
of origin of the different peoples living around the Niger-Benue confluence: Borgu, 
Oyo and Nupe; Yoruba and Edo; Edo, Igalla and Nupe; Igalla and Nri; Jukun,
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Idoma, and Igalla. The Niger-Benue area would appear to be a major crossroads in 
the general spread of the technology of iron working, and the ideas of state 
organization, not in one single line of diffusion, but in several interlocking chains. 
However, the full significance of these interlocking chains of myths of origin in inter­
preting early economic contacts and intergroup relationships awaits further study.

It seems significant to note that bronze technology and the cire perdue method in 
sculpture have been widespread over Nigeria, and have often been associated with the 
regalia and court cults of the states. Thus the art of bronze sculpture has provided the 
main evidence for the validity of oral traditions placing Ife at the centre of diffusion of 
political and cultural influences to Benin and parts of the Niger-Benue valley and 
throughout Yorubaland. 7 Recent excavations at Owo have tended to confirm the 
traditions that there was indeed a traffic in artistic techniques between Ife and Benin, 
with Owo serving as a kind of half-way house. From Benin, bronze pieces were sent to 
parts of the delta and other places on the Niger within the political influence of the 
Oba of Benin, including the Igala court at Idah. Nupe traditions of origin suggest that 
they learnt the art of bronze casting from Idah. In spite of this widespread di usiono 
bronze regalia and technology throughout the states, the flowering of t e tmctive 

but not isolated school of Igbo-Ukwu suggests that, given a 
routes of diffusion through Nigeria and West Africa must 
more, a study of this art has also provided evidence for coni 

bronze age of Nigeria with those of the iron age
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7 London, 1931. J.U. Egharevba, A Short History of Benin, Ibadan, 1968.
■ Wdlett, Ife in the History of West African Sculpture: Ekpo Eyo, "New treasures from 
■geria", Expedition, xiv, 2, 1972, pp. 2-11.

case of the Nri, Awka, and tne zsro in Igboland, 

suPcmatural sanctions, and even the possession 
the security of persons engaged in long-distai

The Niger-Benue as a Carrier of Trade
The extent to which different Nigerian peoples interacted through trade becomes 
clearer in the 14th and 15th centuries as we emerge out of the obscure millenium. 
Several major trade routes become prominent, linking Hausaland with Borno; Borno 
w’th Adamawa and the Benue valley; Hausaland with Nupe and the confluence; 
Hausaland with Yorubaland; Yorubaland with Benin. In addition there was constant

diffusionist hypothesis, the 
have been diverse. What is 
meeting the cultures of the 

  ., Thus the Ife bronzes and their artistic
tradition have been identified as being closely related to the tradition of the Nok 

terracotta figurines.From the evidence of Nigeria's art history, it would appear that the state systems 
provided bases for wide-ranging activities and contacts between peoples. Even in the 
sphere of economics, the states must have provided protection for its citizens engaged 
in long-distance commerce. It is true that many stateless communities developed 
intricate systems of local markets and trade, as in the Igbo area of eastern Nigeria. 
However, some power was required to give traders the confidence to venture far afield. 
The centralized states provided its citizens with the confidence of a protective power. 
The case of the Nri, Awka, and the Aro in Igboland, shows also that oracles, 

of essential skills could serve to ensure 
ince trade and inter group movements.
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traffic on the Niger-Benue waterway and on the creeks and lagoons. These were in 
addition to the innumerable branch routes and networks of local routes linking various 
periodic markets. Each of these major routes deserves to be studied in detail, and we 
are only considering here the Niger-Benue waterway as a case study.

River systems probably played a much larger part as means of communication and 
carriers of trade and ideas in the past than they do in modem times. Before the 
coming of highways, railways, and airways, rivers provided the only thoroughfares for 
the cheap transportation of large quantities of commodities over long distances in 
many parts of Africa. The savanna areas had pack animals, but these were more 
expensive to maintain and operate than the canoe; while the forest areas had to make 
do with transportation through narrow bush paths using, in the main, human 
porterage.

In addition to their uses as carriers of trade, rivers provided a source of plentiful 
protein in the harvest of fish which riverain peoples were able to bring forth. To such 
riverain canoemen, of course, rivers such as the Benue and Niger were all important. 
To the majority of agricultural peoples however, the benefits of rivers were often 
secondary and indirect, except in desert and semi-desert areas where irrigation was 
imperative. Thus, the Igala whose territory lay within the confluence of the Niger and 
the Benue rated farming and hunting above 'watermanship or any form of riverain 
activity’.8 These attitudes were the result of the fact that important as was river trade 
and communication to the areas through which the Niger and Benue passed, canoe­
manship and fishing were specialized activities pursued by a minority of groups.

The importance of the Niger and Benue in early Nigerian history is ftirther 
reinforced by the fact that three major kingdoms flourished on their banks. The Jukun 
empire embraced most of the Benue valley and exercised influence over much of 
northern Nigeria as far as Kano, and appears to have been known in the south as far as 
the estuary of the Cross River.9 The Igala kingdom controlled areas around the 
confluence of the Niger and Benue, and traded below the confluence as far south as 
Aboh and Onya at the head of the Niger Delta.10 As for the Nupe kingdom above the 
confluence of the Niger-benue, it has been said: ‘The big rivers Niger and Kaduna 
form the two axes of the country, and efficient, natural system of communication. It is 
no accident that the early Nupe kingdom grew in the area near the confluence of the 
two rivers, which were its first high-roads as well as its natural boundaries’.11 The 
strategic location of these three kingdoms on the Niger-Benue meant that the history 
of traffic on these rivers would have a great deal to do with the history and relations of 
peoples comprising them.

Concerning Jukun control of traffic on the Benue, little is known. It seems 
noteworthy, however, that the capital of the kingdom moved gradually south; away 
from the Benue with the decline of its power through the 18th and 19th centuries, 
from Biepi to Puje.to Wukari.12 The vast majority of Jukun-speaking peoples have, in 
fact, remained agricultural, except for the Wurbo. And it would appear that the

8. J.S. Boston, op. cit., p. 1.
9. 0. Arikpo, Who are the Nigerians, Lagos, 1958, p. 19.

10. Boston, op. cit., p. 3.
11. S.F. Nadel, op. cit., p. 1.
12. A. H.M. Kirk-Greene, Adamawa Past and Present, London, 1958, p. 16.
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present time the Bata occupy 200 miles of the Benue from Garua to the Numan-Muri 
border.13

In the Igala kingdom, the riverain groups derived authority from the Ata over 
sections of the river. The heads of three riverain groups were vested with the titles of 
Abokko Onukwu Ata, Agaidoko, and Omogbaje, by the Ata to whom each was 
accountable for what happened on the Niger.14 These three then competed for 
control over the parts of the river downstream from Idah, and so over trade with Igbo 
groups and with the Niger Delta. Omogbaje presided over the waterside of the capital 
of Idah. Abokko governed the upper reaches of the river above Idah. Thus, the 
Lander brothers coming down the river in 1830 met Abokko first, and referred to him 
as the ‘Superintendent of the Board of Trade in this river'. Later explorers coming up 
from the delta came under the control of Agaidoko and called him ‘the war chief 
of the river’.

In the Nupe kingdom, the Kede (Kyedye) were the canoemen par excellence. They 
were assigned this unique place even in the traditions of origin of the kingdom. 
According to these, the Kede were the canoemen who came with the founder, Tsoede, 
from Idah, and were made ‘Lords of the Water' by him over the aboriginal groups on 
the river.15 The Kede acquired this position among the Nupe because they alone were 
devoted solely to river activities. Other groups such as the Gbedegi, Bataci (Manh 
Dwellers), Kupa and Dibo carried on agriculture in addition to fishing and canoeing. 
Accordingly, although these groups could fish in the backwaters and creeks of the 
Niger and Kaduna —[they could] never [fish] in the main river, where Kede alone are 
entitled to fish’.16

Kede control of Niger trade and traffic beyond the confluence in Nupe territory was 
challenged south of Eggan by the Kakanda. This group of non-Nupe stock said to have 
been part of the Igala kingdom at some period, refused Kede canoes entrance into 
their section of the Niger.17 Trade goods going south had to be transferred at Eggan 
from Kede canoes into Kakanda canoes.

The traditions concerning Tsoede's migration from Idah contain one of the earliest 
lists of foods and ideas carried on the Niger. These traditions suggest that prior to the 
16th century, the Igala kingdom exercised influence over the Beni federation and 
other peoples up to the confluence of the Kaduna with the River Niger. I hese peoples 
sent down the river to Idah, annually, a tribute of slaves, every family head 
contributing a male member of his house.18 It was thus that Fsoede was originally sent 
from Nku to Idah. The list of goods Tsoede brought up the river from Idah was.

13. Kirk-Greene, Adamawa, pp. 17-18; C.K. Meek, op. cit., ascribesjukun decline to Fulani and 
Chamba attacks.

14. Boston, op. cit., p. 109-
15. Nadel, op. cit., p. 19-
16. S.F. Nadel, “The Kede: a riverine state in Northern Nigeria” in African Political systems, 

Edited M. Fortes and E.E. Evans-Pretchard, London, 1940, p. 168.
17. Nadel, “The Kede”, p. 17 f. 1; D. Forde, “The Nupe” in Peoples of the Niger-Benue 

Confluence, London, 1955, p. 20.
18. Nadel, Byzantium, p. 73ff.
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naturally, longer, since it represents a list of the things the Nupe recognize to have 
come to them originally from the south. All the insignia of Nupe kingship are listed: 

‘a bronze canoe* “as only kings have”, manned with twelve Nupe slaves; the bronze 
kakaki, the long trumpets . . .; state drums hung with brass bells; and the heavy iron 
chains and fetters, which, endowed with strong magic, have become the emblems of 
the king's judicial power, and are known today as egba Tsoede, Chain of Tsoede”’ . 
The objects of bronze art may be specially noted since that art has taken hold among 
the Nupe, and the most famous Nupe bronzes, those of Tada and Jebba, have been 
related to the Ife bronzes.10 According to Nadel, some Nupe traditions list the Tada 
and Jebba figures among the gifts from Ata of the Igala to Tsoede, while other 
traditions deny this claim.

At this stage it may be noted merely, that a further study of traditions and styles of 
bronzes may reveal something of the lines of communication and exchange in ancient 
Nigeria. Willett has already suggested the lines of connection from Ife to Benin, and 
the Niger-Benue valley. The Nupe traditions suggest a direct derivation from Idah, 
together with “blacksmiths, and brass-smiths who taught the crude blacksmiths of 
Nupe their more advanced technique; the canoemen who came with him (Tsoede) 
imported into Nupe the craft of building large canoes of which the Nupe are said to 
have been ignorant at that time”.21

After the 16th century, the Kede are said to have carried mainly downstream 
produce of the interior to places outside the Nupe kingdom: ‘gowns [of Hausa and 
Nupe make], horses from Hausa, potash from Lake Chad, Nupe-made mats and straw 
hats, fish and rice from the Niger; and north: kolanuts from the markets in Southern 
Nigeria; European Salt, and palm oil’.22 Apparently, trade in the Nupe kingdom 
operated on multiple routes: [from Bida] one through Jima and Dokomba, down the 
Kaduna by canoe to Muregi, where the route crosses the Niger and goes on to Ilorin 
and Yoruba; a second, to Badeggi and Kachia, where it crosses the Niger to Eggan 
and Yagba country; the third route goes from Bida to Kacha, or Giddi, fartherdown 
the river, where the trade goods are loaded on canoes on their way south to Lokoja, 
Idah, and Onitsha. In addition to these land routes we have also an “all water” route 
the north terminus of which used to be at Raba or Ogudu’.2’ The routes overland in 
part represent the attempts of other Nupe groups to by-pass Kede monopoly of the 
carrier traffic on the Niger.

Before the 19th century, when European salt began to be imported into Nigeria in 
significant quantities, salt from the Jukun country must have been one of the most 
important commodities carried both on the Benue and the'Niger. The Jukun country 
contains a large number of salt-bearing springs, marshes, and pools. It has been 
suggested that the Jukun state owed some of the impetus for its formation and growth 
to its salt, as also the development of its ritual base.2,1 The Jukun developed rituals
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over the salt industry which were respected even by the Muslim Hausa who came to 
gain control over some of the salt springs in the 19th century. Accordingly, the Jukun 
retained ritual control even after they had lost physical control. The salt industry was 
such an important factor in Jukun influence that the name Kororofa by which it is 
known throughout northern Nigeria has been derived from that industry. The word 
kororofa derived from kororo-apa, for the salt won was distributed over the northern 
provinces in measures which were known both to the Hausa and to the Jukun as 
kororo.25 Thus Kororofa was Kororo-apa, the ‘salt people’.

When Baikie visited the Benue in 1854, he thought there existed in the area possi­
bilities for trade in ‘palm oil, shea-butter, cam-wood, and ivory, . . . [and] 
groundnuts, indigo, peppers, cotton, croton —oil seeds, hides, ostrich feathers etc.. .. 
[and] rice, com, yams, provisions, native cloth, etc.26 The volume of exchange of 
goods between the various Nigerian peoples called for the use of means of exchange 
and valuation at the intra-group and inter-group levels. The cowry shell was the most 
widespread money object in use over most of Nigeria.27 Two types of iron currency 
have also been recorded in the Benue valley. The first type was shaped in the form of a 
hoe, ‘these are tied up in bundles of a dozen, or thereabouts, and 36 are said to be the 
ordinary price of a slave’.28

It was called akika by the Idoma and Jukun, ibia by the Tiv (Mitshi in Baikie), and 
agelema by the Hausa. A second iron money was ‘pointed towards the extremeties, but 
thicker in the middle’.29 These were called kantai among the Jukun, and 100 kantai 
were equivalent to a male slave. According to Meek, this same currency was known as 
taji among ‘the Kona and surrounding tribes on both banks of the Benue’.30 In time 
manillas also reached the Benue valley from the coast, possibly up the Cross River 
valley.

In local trade and exchange on the Niger-Benue, exchange units based on produce 
were probably equally important. Among the Jukun, a 
called an agi was one standard of value. One such agi was 
large manilia. In addition, salt was used in the same manner when filled in a cup­
shaped receptacle made of plaited palm fronds’ called a baha or kororo.3 Five kororo 
were equivalent to one large manilla or to one agi.

Of the different currencies cowries were probably the best known and were first 
introduced via Egypt into the Western Sudan. Although it was not popular in Hausa- 
land or Borno till the 19th century, it was introduced from the Western Sudan into 
southern Nigeria, probably by Dyula traders in Borgu. By the time the Portuguese
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arrived, it was already well established and it was this that induced the Portuguese to 
import cowries directly from the Indian Ocean. But we do not yet know the extent of 
distribution or its pattern of expansion at different periods. The distribution of iron 
currencies is just as uncertain. They preceded the European traders, but on the 
importation of cheaper European metals, they would seem to have been diverted into 
the manufacturing of iron implements. Manillas manufactured in Europe became 
more widespread. These were modelled on copper or brass bracelets and also used as 
currencies before the coming of the Portuguese, who were able to import cheaper 
manillas and thereby made their use more widespread. Copper rods similarly became 
popular. Besides metal currencies, cloth, salt, horses and slaves were used as mediums 
of exchange. The economic effects of using these different types of currencies and of 
the importation of cheaper species need further study. Evidence remains fragmentary 
and we are not yet in a position to make a study of the changing significance or the 
monetary value of different economic activities at different periods between 1500 and 
1800. Similarly, the evidence about other trade routes is just as tantalizing and 
inconclusive, and we need to deepen our knowledge about this.

The Impact of Slave and other Types of Trade

The case study of the Niger-Benue shows something of the importance of trade routes 
in inter-group relations and contacts before 1800. But we must remember that the 
rivers were by no means the only routes through which communities exchanged goods 
and ideas. To take the inland region of the Igbo country east of the Niger, the trade 
routes developed by the Aro through the entire area and to the Middle Belt from 
periods before the 19th century are very well known.32 Similarly, the Awka penetrated 
to many parts of the Igbo hinterland with their crafts of blacksmithing and carving. 
Both the Aro and the Awka reinforced their influence and economic impact by the use 
of oracles and religious sanctions. But before the rise of the Aro and Awka systems, the 
Nri had achieved a widespread theocratic influence over the Igbo areas on both banks 
of the River Niger. Although the standard accounts of the Nri hegemony suggest that 
it was purely religious dominance, the Eze Nri also collected types of tribute, and the 
Igbo-Ukwu data provide evidence of a trade element also in the Nri system. The Igbo- 
Ukwu data suggest the Igbo heartland area received imports possibly from as far afield 
as the Sahara (copper for the bronzes), India or Venice (beads).33 The makers of the 
Igbo bronzes are believed to have exported ivory, among other goods, to some or all of 
these places. All this activity is thought to have occurred over routes developed 
between the 9th and 16th centuries.

The existence before 1800 of other long-distance land routes over most of Nigeria, 
and other parts of West Africa, is revealed in the accounts of several early 19th century 
recaptured slaves.31 Thus Ali Eisami Gazirmabe of Borno recounted at Freetown, his 
route of enslavement from Borno across Hausaland to the Borgu country, through
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Yorubaland to Porto Novo where he was shipped away at the beginning of the 19th 
century.

Finally, a study of economic developm <finally, a study of economic developments and inter-group relationships in Nigeria 
before 1800 must look at the total economic impact of the slave trade on the Nigerian 
peoples as a whole. Here we are not concerned merely with the extent to which the 
trade drained the region of manpower, provided opportunities for long-distance 
trade, and led to other kinds of relationships with Europeans, but specifically with the 
way in which the European trade had implications for inter-group relationships within 
Nigeria. Articles from the European trade did not stop on the coast, but stimulated 
increased internal trade within Nigeria. Thus European trade goods provided the 
means for the coastal peoples to expand the bounds of their trade activities and 
territory.

The trade in slaves itself was a source of inter-group interaction, not merely in terms 
of encouraging people to war, but also in providing a source for recruiting skilled 
labour from other communities. By the end of the 18th century, colonies of strangers 
originating in such slaves existed in different parts —Nupe warriors in Lagos, Hausa 
horse attendants and veterinarians in different parts of Yorubaland. Awka black­
smiths in Benin, Igbo farmers in Calabar, etc. Not all the strangers were necessarily of 
slave origin or remained slaves, but the slave trade did provide a most widespread 
network of inter-group mixing in Nigeria.

One other aspect of the slave trade of great economic importance was the intro­
duction of new food crops from the New World. Although the evidence remains 
controversial, it is becoming clear that some major crops were introduced as a by­
product of the slave trade, notably, cassava, perhaps maize rice, and citrus fruits. A 
recent comparative linguistic study of the names of these crops shows not merely how 
close to Portuguese originals the local names in the Niger Delta are, but also indicate 
possible lines of the spread of these crops across the Niger Delta and into the hinter­
land.35 Their rapid spread and the dominant position they have come to occupy in 
the people's diet is evidence of their economic, and possibly, demographic signi­
ficance. It is necessary for work to commence on the history of the spread of these and 
other crops, the agricultural problems of their adaptation and cultivation in their new 
environment, and of their economic and demographic significance in the history of 
Nigeria.

Conclusion

Until the requisite amount of research is conducted into the problems highlighted in 
this chapter, it is not possible to make definitive statements concerning economic 
developments and inter-group relations in Nigeria before 1800. Accordingly, the 
evidence on which we have to go for the moment is scanty in the extreme. Still, 
some general conclusions are indicated.

Geographical factors seem to dispose the territory of Nigeria to movement of 
peoples from one ecological zone to another in migrations or in interdependent

35. For example, the study of food crop names in the Niger Delta showed that while a few 
Eastern Delta groups seem to have derived the name for onion from the Portuguese, the 
majority of Delta peoples had got it from the Nigerian hinterland, ultimately from Hausa, 
possibly, from Arabic.
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relationships of trade exchange. These exchanges and contacts seem to have occurred 
even in prehistoric times from the little archaeoldgical evidence yet brought to light of 
stone tools, pottery, the spread of iron technology, the bronzes, and also in the spread 
of food cultivation and of food crops. In addition, oral traditions, which on the surface 
purporting to be about the origins of Nigerian peoples uniformly tell of widespread 
mixing of various groups and of migrations over long distances, mainly north to south, 
but also west to east, east to west, and south to north. The Niger-Benue system with its 
delta to the south, provided a big waterway uniting widely separated groups through 
the exchange of goods, even if the goods reached their destination through several 
relays of intermediaries. Parts of the country not linked by rivers did business by the 
use of land routes. Market systems were developed, and various sanctions were used for 
the control of these trade routes and the regulation of inter-group commerce. These 
sanctions were often enforced for the political and military authority of a state such as 
Benin, Oyo. Borno, or the Hausa states. But they could also be the mpre informal 
sanctions of religion and moral authority as in the cases of Nri and the Aro in Igbo- 
land. These local economic developments and contacts were reinforced rather than 
superseded or created by the introduction of European external trade from the 
Atlantic coast of Nigeria. The coastal people and states were provided additional 
goods for distribution through their ancient routes and contacts, and there was 
probably greater incentive for expansion of trade areas. This was especially the case 
when the Europeans required slaves in much larger numbers than were required in the 
internal trade. The overseas trade in slaves also brought new groups from the New 
World. But in considering the impact of external trade from overseas, we must also 
remember that a longer standing contact existed with places to the north of Nigeria by 
overland routes. Nigerian peoples then, in the period before 1800 were not isolated 
from each other or from the outside world.
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The first cargoes of slaves carried from Nigerian shores in European ships were 
destined not for the Americas but for the Gold Coast where Portuguese traders seeking 
gold found it necessary to offer slaves as well as cloth and metal-wares who brought 
gold to the coast. It was soon discovered that slaves could be obtained quite dose at 
hand in the rivers west of the Niger Delta, and by 1480 it had become a regular 
practice for one or two Portuguese caravels to enter these rivers each year in search of 
slaves. At this time the whole coastal region acquired in Portuguese charts and 
documents the name of the "'five slave rivers ”.1 Contact between Benin and Portugal, 
established in 1485, and the subsequent opening of a Portuguese trading post at 
Ughoton, led for a few years to a concentration of the slave trade in the Benin River, 
but before the end of the 15th century it had assumed new dimensions: to the west the 
Portuguese began to trade directly with the kingdom of Ijebu, while in the central and 
eastern delta a slave trade developed with the newly established Portuguese colonies on 
the previously uninhabited islands of Sao Tome and Principe.

On the African side the first people to become involved in the slave trade were the 
Ijo near the mouths of the “slave rivers". Their economy, when they first came into 
contact with the Portuguese, depended upon an exchange of the fish they caught and 
the salt they manufactured for the foodstuffs which they were unable to produce for 
themselves in the delta swamps. Inter-village rivalry over fishing grounds often led to 
fighting, and it may be that prisoners taken in such encounters provided the first slave 
cargoes. But the source of supply must have been expanded very early because in 1480 
two Portuguese vessels carried away more than four hundred captives in a single 
voyage to one of the rivers. It is most unlikely that such numbers could have been 
procured by force or otherwise from the small fishing villages of the rivers; more 
probably they came from the same inland sources with which the Ijo were already 
trading for food. It is also probable that they were obtained specifically for resale to 
the Portuguese, for the small Ijo communities could not, at this stage of their develop­
ment, have absorbed such numbers. • •

Pacheco Pereira’s brief but valuable descripiibn of trade with the Ijo in the Rio Real 
(i.e., the Bonny and New Calabar River) was probably based upon personal obser­
vation.2 Canoes carrying up to eighty men —“the largest in all Guinea” —were
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3. Pacheco Pereira observed that most of the Ijo wore copper collars. It is most unlikely that this

the manuscript has caused the "Agusale” to be identified as a river (no) instead of a king 
(«?)■

6. Pacheco Pereira.

metal was available in the region before the arrival of the Portuguese, so many manillas must 
have been converted into such ornaments.

4. This point is well put by Dr E.J. Alagoa in his article "Development of Institutions in the 
states of the eastern Niger Delta”, Journal of African History, Vol. XII, No. 2, 1971, p. 273. 
"It would appear that which community took up the trans-Atlantic trade and which did not 
was determined by the extent to which such a community was already involved in the internal 
long-distance trade across the Niger Delta and to its hinterland. This was so because such 
a community would, by such previous commitment to internal trade, have already built up 
the basic internal superstructure for trade consisting of institutions, trade routes and relations 
with producing communities and market’ ’.

5. Pacheco Pereira mentions both the “very large ditch" and the "Agusale". A misreading of

travelling far inland to bring to a "large village” in the river estuary great quantities of 
yams and many slaves, cows and sheep; in exchange they were taking to the interior 
the salt manufactured by the Ijo. This traffic certainly predated the appearance of the 
Portuguese and was sufficiently intensive to support at least one Ijo village of some two 
hundred inhabitants — a much larger settlement than those existing at that time in the 
"slave rivers". Nevertheless the opening of trade with the Portuguese must have 
stimulated Ijo traffic with the interior because everything the Portuguese required — 
slaves and provisions —had to be brought from inland. The Ijo had in turn to increase 
their output of salt to pay their suppliers, for they appear to have kept for themselves 
most of the copper manillas which they received from the Portuguese in payment for 
the slaves and foodstuffs.3 The opening of the slave trade thus gave a significant 
impetus to the economic activity of some Ijo villages, especially those of the eastern 
delta, and this in turn probably led to institutional changes needed to organize more 
intensive trade with the interior, increase salt production and negotiate effectively 
with new Europeans. On the other hand, it must be remembered that only a few Ijo 
communities did respond in this manner, and that their success or failure in so doing 
probably depended on an earlier development of long-distance trade.4

Where the Ijo had not developed the necessary infrastructure of trade, as was the 
case to the west of the delta, they were soon by-passed by the slave traders who took 
their ships far up the rivers in search of cities or states with whom they could 
conveniently trade. In this manner the Portuguese entered the coastal lagoon, 
presumably by crossing the Lagos bar, and sailed some fifty miles eastwards in order to 
buy slaves and ivory from the Ijebu. By the time of their arrival Ijebu-Ode, the Ijebu . 
capital, was nearly a large town surrounded by its great earthwork and ruled by the 
Awujale.3 They had to penetrate a still greater distance inland to make contact with 
the kingdom of Benin, but they found it profitable to do so because, as in Ijebu-Ode, 
they could deal with an organized state, and one moreover “which most of the time 
makes war on its neighbours and takes many captives whom we buy”.6 It is very 
probable that Oba Ozolua was ruling in Benin at this time —most Benin traditions 
maintain that he was the first Oba to receive Europeans at his court —so the 
Portuguese had come to Benin at a time in its history when it was in an especially
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favourable position to supply slaves. But there is no reason to assume that Ozolua’s 
love of war was influenced more than marginally by the opportunities of the slave 
trade. And whereas the slave trade may have hastened the development of Ijo trading 
states, it is most unlikely to have had any appreciable effect upon the already complex 
monarchical systems of Benin and Ijebu.

The principal reason why the slave trade in its initial phase could have a relatively 
major impact only on small communities was that the trade itself was on a very small 
scale. Complete figures are, of course, beyond our reach, but there are sufficient 
indications to arrive at a fairly reliable estimate of the volume of this trade. The great 
majority of the slaves were carried either to Sao Jorge da Mina or to the Portuguese 
islands in the Gulf of Guinea. An average of two hundred was received each year at the 
first destination; the settlers of Sao Tome had a licence to import 1,080 slaves over a 
period of five years from 1493. Allowing for deaths on the voyage (which would have 
been fewer than on the long Atlantic crossing in subsequent centuries) and for a few 
slaves taken to Europe, the total number taken from Nigerian shores in the first, 
localized phase of the trade is hardly likely to have exceeded five hundred a year, 
divided perhaps in the proportion 2 : 1 between the Rio Real and Ijebu.

The first quarter of the 16th century witnessed a substantial increase in the number 
of slaves carried away by the Portuguese based on Sao Tome and Principe. Slaves 
destined for the Gold Coast too now passed through these islands, the direct traffic 
having been broken off in 1514. Up to a thousand a year may have been taken from 
Benin to Principe in 1515 and 1516, while a growing number went from there and 
from the Rio Real to provide a labour force for the booming sugar plantations of Sao 
Tome. The royal factor in the latter island received from the mainland no fewer than 
6,300 slaves between 1525 and 1527; some may have been brought from the Congo, 
but most came from Nigerian sources. A rent in the veil of anonymity that covers most 
of these unfortunate reveals the names of a small number of female slaves handed over 
to an official in Sao Tome in May 1528: Caterina Xare. Isabel Ybou, Caterian Equa, 
Maria Ouziqua, Maria Usobou.7 This handful of names throws some light on the 
origins of slaves. Caterina Xare was probably an Ibibio from the right bank of the 
Cross River.8 Isabel Ybou was clearly an Igbo, while Caterina Equa and Maria 
Ouziqua would seem to have belong to the Kwa of the Cross River area; Maria usobou 
can be identified as an Urhobo.

That three of these five women should have come from the Cross River area 
indicates a shift of the slave trade pattern which is confirmed by other sources. 
Pacheco Pereira completely omitted the Cross River in his description of the Gulf of 
Guinea, and we may assume that the Portuguese were doing no trade there at the 
beginning of the 16th century. That it had become so active a centre of the slave trade 
two decades later may be explained partly by the shifting of the centre of Portuguese 
trading operations to the islands in the Gulf,9 and partly by a change of policy in
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Benin. Coinciding with the death of Ozolua and the accession of Esigie, a prohibition 
was placed on the sale of male slaves to Europeans which remained in force for almost 
two hundred years. The motive behind this embargo cannot have been resolution 
against the trade, for females continued to be sold without any restriction. Nor is it 
likely to have been dictated by manpower considerations, otherwise one would not 
expect healthy young females to have been sold. Probably it was dictated, at least 
ostensibly, by religious motives. To some extent the decline in the number of slaves 
taken from Benin was balanced by the opening of a slave market at a village on the 
Benin River. This place, known to the Portuguese as Oere, was probably an Itsekiri 
settlement. Even so the total number of slaves shipped from the Benin River seems to 
have fallen from about 1520 onwards.

Another factor encouraging the slave traders to look to the eastern delta was an 
increase in the price of slaves in the older markets. At the beginning of the century the 
price had varied from eight manillas in the Rio Real to twelve in Benin and Ijebu; by 
1520 it had risen to between forty and fifty manillas. In the Cross River it was for many 
years much lower. Unfortunately no detailed accounts of this early trade in the Cross 
River have survived, so we do not know where it was conducted nor with whom.

The direct shipment of slaves from West Africa to the West Indies began in 1532. 
Previously they had reached that destination through the slave market at Lisbon, and 
there was a noticeable increase in the number sent by that route in the decade 
preceding the opening of the trans-Atlantic trade. Though slaves no longer passed 
through Europe on their way to America, they were not yet taken directly to the New 
World. They went first to the island of Sao Tome where they were put to work on the 
plantations, then shipped across the Atlantic according to demand and the availability 
of shipping. The effect of using the island as a natural barracoon was to concentrate 
the slave trade on these parts of the coast most accessible to it, namely the Bight of 
Biafra (now Bonny) and the coast running south to the Congo River. As far as the 
Nigerian peoples were concerned, this meant that from around the middle of the 16th 
century the Portuguese slave trade, which was by then in decline, drew most of its 
victims from the eastern delta and the Cross River. Benin was abandoned by 
Portuguese vessels during the second half of the century, and their infrequent trading 
with the Itsekiri at Ode-Itsekiri involved ivory rather than slaves.

The arrival on the scene of the English in the latter half of the 16th century, and of 
the Dutch at its close, had no immediate effect on the pattern of the slave trade, for 
the merchants of these nations were initially seeking ivory and pepper, not slaves. 
Indeed the latter trade was the only one from which the Portuguese had not been 
excluded by their European rivals in the first decades of the 17th century. This 
situation changed rather abruptly when in the 1630s and 40s the Dutch and English 
developed sugar colonies in the Caribbean and the Portuguese revolt against Spain 
opened the way for northern Europeans to supply slaves to the Spanish colonies.10 A 
scramble for slaves then began with Dutch, English, Spanish, Portuguese and even 
Swedish merchants joining in. Benin was hardly affected because it sold only a very- 
small number of female slaves. The Itsekiri kingdom too, despite a professed readiness 
to furnish upto four hundred slaves a year, failed to attract traders. Dutch ships began
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11. Dapper’s description of the Itsekiri kingdom belongs to that year.
12. A disease of the sugarcane had undermined Sao Tome’s plantation economy.
13. Jones, The Trading States, p. 38.
14. C.f., K.G. Davies, The Royal African Company, London, 1969, pp. 206-7.
15. Possibly the Mbiabos, ref. Jones, The Trading States, p. 21.
16 C.f. Ryder, Benin and Europeans, London, 1969, pp. 206-7.

to visit Ode-Itsekiri in 1644li but almost immediately withdrew when their South 
American colonies demanded Angolan rather than Guinea slaves. The main centre of 
the trade thus remained where it had been during the Portuguese period, namely in 
the Rio Real; but the volume of it must have increased dramatically from 1638. Until 
then the river had been supplying only a trickle of slaves to Sao Tome; 12 perhaps 
more than a hundred a year. Quite suddenly the demand —and the supply—rose 
into the thousands.

Almost all these slaves were obtained from New Calabar (Elem Kalahari), the 
remainder coming from Bille and Ifoko. Bonny appears to have been by-passed. Jones 
suggests that the reason for the Kalahari’s virtual monopoly of this slave-trade boom 
lay in their advantageous position in relation to the inland markets from which slaves 
were obtained. Whereas it took the Bonny canoes a week or more to visit the Ndokki 
markets on the Imo River, the Kalahari could reach their markets up the new Calabar 
River on a single tide.13 This meant that a ship could expect to complete its cargo 
much more quickly at New Calabar than at Bonny. The length of the voyage and the 
risk of death from sickness among crews and slaves — both vital factors in calculations 
of profit — were thereby reduced.

While the basic pattern of trade followed that already established in the 16th 
century, the greatly increased scale of it must have hastened the evolution of those 
institutions, and especially the canoe house that directed it. The King Owerri Daba, 
who according to Kalahari tradition introduced the slave trade and founded the house 
of Duke Monmouth and Duke Afirica, may belong to this period.1' Inland too the 
growing demand for slaves necessitated an expansion of the slave-getting organization 
for. as Dapper explains, most of the slaves sold by the Kalahari were not prisoners of 
war but those "which they bring from their neighbours and these neighbours in their 
turn buy them from people removed still further to the north I he slaves we may 
assume to have been still mainly Igbo and Ibibio, but swept up from a wider area 
than hitherto.

Old Calabar and the Cross River by contrast took little part in the slave-trading of 
the mid-17th century'. Disturbances in the area may partly ac count for this: Dapper 
refers to the destruction of trading settlement on the left bank of the Calabar River by 
the “Ambos ’,15 after which the Dutch transferred their trade to the Rio del Rey. But 
the principal drawbacks se&m to have been nagivational ones: a sandbank had formed 
in the main channel, and the coastal current setting strongly towards the Cameroons 
made it difficult to turn a ship to the westward.

From 1650 onwards the chief European participants in the slave trade were the 
English, the Dutch West India Company having dropped it almost as hastily as it had 
earlier taken it up.16 The English slave trade, monopolized by the Royal African 
Company from 1672, was thrown open to call comers in 1695, and it has been
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17. Davies, The Royal African Company, p. 299.
18. Ibid., p. 230 C.f.,Jones, The Trading States, p. 92.
19. C.f., Jones, The Trading States, p. 91.
20. Ibid., p. 47.
21. "He (i.c., the King of Bonny) has destroyed the town of New Calabar twice, and boasts of 

having eaten part of the heart of its king . . . New Calabar was formerly an independent state, 
and a number of vessels obtained there are cargoes of slaves; but at this time, the inhabitants 
are compelled to take their merchandise to Bonny for sale . . Hodgkin, Nigerian Pers­
pectives, p. 180.
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estimated that between 1672 and 1711 English ships carried some 125,000 slaves form 
West Africa for the sugar islands of the West India. 17 Probably well under half this 
number came for the delta markets, but to them must be added perhaps as many 
again taken by the French Spaniards and Portuguese.

In the last quarter of the 17th century Bonny emerged from eclipse to challenge 
Kalahari domination of the slave trade in the Rio Real. It was aided by a growing 
reluctance on the part of ships’ captains to Spend the five or six weeks needed to collect 
a cargo anchored off New Calabar. Instead they preferred to lie near the river mouth 
where the crews were less exposed to mosquitoes. As early as 1678 an English ship, the 
Arthur, anchored three miles up the river and waited there for the King of New 
Calabar to come aboard to negotiate the price of slaves or “break trade" as this 
bargaining procedure came to be known.18 Barbot confirms that most ships began to 
ride at Ifoko even :while trading with New Calabar. Taking advantage of this 
development, the people of Bonny were able to compete more effectively with the 
Kalahari even though they had still to send their canoes on journeys of nine or ten days 
to gather slaves and provisions. By 1699 the trading system at Bonny, as described by 
the English merchant James Barbot, closely resembled that of New Calabar with a 
‘King William’ (clearly a post-1688 designation) and a number of chiefs coming 
aboard to fix the terms of trade.19 Yet though there was rivalry for trade between 
Bonny, New Calabar and also Andoni, it had not at this stage provoked hostility; pre­
occupation with a flourishing trade seems temporarily to have halted the traditional 
feuding among the Ijo communities of the delta. In the course of the 18th century, 
however, this amity became strained and there ensued long periods of warfare 
associated in Bonny tradition with the reign of Perukule and in that of the Kalahari 
with Amakiri. Jones maintains that this conflict did not take the form of direct 
confrontation between Bonny and New Calabar, but that it resulted from the efforts of 
these two states to secure their trading routes to the interior by the subjugation of 
Okrika and Andoni respectively. The volume of European trade was sufficient to sus­
tain economy of both states despite the development of the canoe-house system with its 
need for constant expansion.20 Nevertheless, by the end of the 18th century the trade 
of Bonny had far outstripped that of New Calabar. Captain Adams estimated the 
number of slaves sold at Bonny annually to be “no fewer than 20,000”, of whom 
16,000 were Igbo. New and Old Calabar together had sold, he reckoned, no more 
than 50,000 Igbo slaves in the space of twenty years. His figures may well be very 
inaccurate, but there can be little doubt where most of the slave trading was done, and 
this despite the fact that the Bonny canoes had still to undertake a journay inland of 
six days or more to procure their slaves. And that relations between Bonny and New 
Calabar were far from f riendly is evident from the accounts of the Bonny destruction

21 There can be no doubt that a major reversal of



242 Groundwork of Nigerian History

notable expansion of the slave trade,

22. When Captain Landolphe's ship La Charmante Louise was taken to the Itsekiri capital in 1783 
he had to rely upon Itsekiri canoes to tow it through the creeks.

23. Allada in 1724, Whydah in 1727 andjakin in 1732.
24. Ref. LA. Akinjogbin, dahomey and its Neighbours 1708-1818, Cambridge, 1967, pp. 91-92.
25. The reference is to be found in the archives of the West India Company preserved in the 

Algemein Rijksarchief at the Hague: Bezittingen ter Kuste van Guinea, Vol. 102, letter from 
Hertog dated Badagry, 18 October 1736. He mentions that the site of the new post is about 
one day’s journey from Badagry. A Dutch ship has unsuccessfully attempted to reconnoitre 
the entrance to the Lagos lagon in 1716, but had found it impossible to cross the bar. (ref. 
Ryder, Benin and the Europeans, p. 157).

'he 18‘h Bonn, able .« gate
the interior mark ° S SVeS despite tho reiatjive disadvantage of distance from
part here bv^o-ord ** the “L°^ JUJU" of Arochuku played a
Old Calabar th T ** mg S ave'gatherin& far inland to feed the Imo River markets, 
disposing of COnvenient,y placed for access to Arochuku, was evidently not 
shadowed h mfny saves ln Adam’s day, for he found the slave trade there over­
sowed by palm-oil and barwood.
though 6 WeStern delta also tbe 18th century saw a notable expansion of the slave trade, 
prohibit; Ver t° volume th® Rio Real. Abandoning the long-standing 
war c IOn °n the SaIe °f male SlaVeS’ the Oba of Benin 501,1 a considerable number of 
g . P eS to Engtand and French slavers, but there is no evidence to show that 
Mo t f I,1 °^8anlzed a systematic slave trade in the manner of the eastern delta states. 
Itsek'0’ 1 V aVeS Buropeans bought in the Benin River they obtained in fact from the 
p. i * fat er tllan from Benin. Itsekiri settlements, notably Bobi, Salt Town and 
to ’ Were f°Unded *n tlle Ben*n River in the last quarter of the 18th century partly 
and ° UCe f°T Sa^ *nland’ antl Pardy to take advantage of growing trade in slaves 
th f°r experlence bad shown that ships’ captains were reluctant to undertake

i tcult river navigation as far as Ode-Itsekiri. 22 The initiative in founding the 
ages seems to have come from the leading Isekiri chiefs, but they were at this timel 

ose y controlled by the Olu; in the 19th century they were to become the masters of 
irtua y independent trading communities.

1 g^?ne °^tbe reasons for the enormous expansions of the Niger delta slave trade in the 
f t CentUry bal been the onslaught of Dahomey on important centres of the trade

* eZ t0 tlle west- Early in the century the greatest slaving ports in West Africa had 
p o a ly been those of Allada, Whydah andjakin: within a few years all three fell to 

armies of Agaja.23 The initial disruption of trade caused by these conquests drove 
many ships to the delta ports. It also led to hostility between Dahomey and Oyo, and a 
movement eastward of refugees from the defeated states, sometimes accompanied by 
\ °Se European agents with whom they had traded. These circumstances encouraged 
t e growth of new markets far enough to the east to be out of reach of the Dahomeans 
and yet still accessible to ocean-going ships.24 By 1736 a considerable number of these 
ugitives had settled at Badagry and Porto Novo under the protection of Oyo. The 
utch, English and Portuguese had trading posts there buying slaves and ivory; 
rench and Brazilian ships were also frequenting the port. In that same year Hendrik 
ert°g, agent of the Dutch West India Company at Badagry, was making 

Preparations to establish a post at ’Rio Lago’. It may be that he had Lagos in mind; if 
s° this is the earliest reference to trade there in the 18th century.25 However, it was
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26. Ref R.S. Smith, Kingdoms of the Yoruba, London, 1969, pp. 93-94.
27. Ref P. Verger, Bahia and the West Coast (1549-1851), Ibadan, 1964, pp. 25-26.
28. Smith, Kingdoms of the Yoruba, p. 168.

probably not until rather later in the century that Lagos became an active centre of 
the slave trade, for the appearance there of Portuguese slavers is traditionally ascribed 
to the reign of Akinsemoyin.26 A list of slave ships calling at Principe on the way to 
Brazin between 1760 and 1770 records none bound for Lagos earlier than 1766.27 The 
destruction of Badagry, engineered by Oyo in 1784, did much to stimulate the trade of 
Lagos which reached full flood following the decline of Porto Novo.28 Thereafter, 
that is to say from about 1810, Lagos became the principal outlet for the slave trade of 
the Yoruba states.

Slave trade statistics have been a notorious subject of polemic for almost two 
centuries. Much of the controversy has centred on the calculation of global figures 
which can never, in the nature of things, be more than gross approximations, and in 
themselves not particularly meaningful. However, trends can be plotted with some 
accuracy and indications of scale can be given. A first phase running from about 1480 
to about 1630 probably reached its peak in the period 1515 to 1540 with the number of 
slaves taken from the Benin River and Rio Real reaching a total of some two thousand 
in exceptional years. The next phase from 1630 to around 1730 saw all the European 
slave-trading states seeking cargoes from the eastern delta, and to a lesser extent from 
Old Calabar and Andoni. The number of slaves sold in this period varied greatly from 
year to year with conditions in the trading states, in Europe and in the Americas; in 
some years the total may have exceeded five thousand, but the average would fall 
much below this figure. A third phase began with the opening of the Yoruba slave 
ports and the ascendancy of Bonny in the delta; it may be said to have ended when 
legislative and naval action against the trade began to take effect almost one hundred 
years after. If Adams’ figure of 20,000 slaves sold annually at Bonny is anywhere near 
the mark, the overall total for all ports in the period must have approached an annual 
peak of 30,000.

All but an insignificant number of these captives came from within the present day 
boundary of Nigeria, and the majority from the hinterland of the slave-trading 
states —that is to say from the regions south of the Niger-Benue. Not until the late 18th 
century did Hausa and other peoples north of the Niger begin to appear in 
appreciable numbers in the slave cargoes from Lagos, Badagry and Porto Novo. 
Yoruba too, though some were sold through Allada and Whydah in the 17th century, 
were carried across the Atlantic in substantial numbers only in the latter part of the 
18th and in the first decades of the 19th century. The relatively late establishment of 
the western slave ports combined with the upheavals in Yorubaland that followed the 
breakup of the Oyo empire would explain this development. What evidence we have 
suggests that the slaves taken from the delta ports came overwhelmingly from the Igbo 
and Ibibio peoples. The number of Ekoi among them was relatively small. But as the 
scale of the delta slave trade expanded so too presumably did the area from which it 
drew its human material. Thus when Laird and Oldfield visited the Niger they saw 
traders from Bonny buying large numbers of slaves, most of them Nupe, at the Ikiri 
market. They believed that the majority of the 11,000 slaves sold there annually found
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state the ■a C°jSt‘ Tbrou£b such markets and the trade routes that linked state to 
sXuladn! th height SPread itS tentacles -er a great area of Nigeria,
As a result th e^IStlng network of slave-trading and orientating it towards the coast, 
domestic a 6 Y” tFade in tbe Nigerian states assumed three dimensions: the 
trans Ari IongeStablished trans-Saharan traffic, and the relatively new
slave 7 m C' AS the la“er trade developed it probably began to divert some
p away from the Saharan routes, as had happened with gold when

peans egan buying it on the Guinea coast, but it is likely that the competition 
few dave^n prec*ous meta* because the Saharan trade demanded relatively

Making due allowance for an enlargement of the area from which slaves were 
S ere pan passu with the growth of the trade, it is nevertheless evident that the 
greatest impact of the slave trade over a period of three centuries was concentrated on 
q te a small area fringing the coast. It has also to be remembered that those sold as 
s aves were drawn from a restricted age group. A slave trader would never buy a child 

e ow the age of puberty nor an adult who was old or showed any physical defect. Age 
was, of course, a matter of rough estimation, but was generally reckoned at an upper 
unit of thirty to forty years to exclude those past the prime of physical fitness.

ne might expect a continued heavy drain on this virile section of the 
population a drain such as the Igbo and Ibibio must have experienced from about 
1/00 —to have led to depopulation of the areas affected. This did not happen; on the 
contrary, the area most afflicted by the slave trade emerged into the 19th century as 
one of the most densely populated in West Africa. Large-scale migration, whether 
forced or voluntary, seems from this and other historical examples to be much less 
important as a factor regulating population than are established society conventions 
such as the size of family and the age of marriage.

Those states and peoples which acted as intermediaries in the slave trade may be 
divided into two broad categories: those for which the trade was but a marginal 
concern, and those in which it became a major and sometimes dominant economic 
activity. In the first category fall the kingdoms of Benin. Oyo and Ijebu. There has, it 
is true, been some debate on the part played by the slave trade in the decline of Oyo 
towards the end of the 18th century. Akinjogbin has maintained that "Abiodun’s 
neglect of the army and his subordination of the other economic activities to the needs 
of the slave trade must have been among the important factors in this decline’’.2’ 
Smith on the other hand argues that there is no positive evidence to support this view 
other than a shift of "economic interest and wealth from the north of the kingdom to 
the extreme south-west, removed from the capital”.30 All authorities would certainly 
agree that the effects of the slave trade were, at most, but one among several forces at 
work in the collapse of the Oyo kingdom. As for Benin, there is no cause to believe that 
the external slave trade played any significant part in either the growth or the decline 
of the state.

With the second category of states the case is somewhat different. Though most of 
them developed from settlements that antedated the slave trade, their power and
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importance were inextricably bound up with it. One might, therefore, enquire 
whether the thesis advanced by Rodney for the upper Guinea coast holds good here. 
Did it produce chaos in relations between states and “the exploitation of the majority 
of the society by the dominant layer” within states?31 Trade rivalry undoubtedly 
engendered war among neighbouring states: Lagos against Badagry, Bonny against 
Andoni and New Calabar against Okrika, to cite only a few of the conflicts of which 
we have some knowledge. From the 18th century onwards the slave trade also supplied 
the weapons that made these conflicts more destructive. Some wars were launched 
with little motive other than slave raiding. Internally a sharpening of divisions within 
societies is well attested. Trade demanded and produced a relatively small group of 
men each disposing of the resources (canoe, rowers, agents, capital) needed to furnish 
a large and regular supply of slaves. European traders also needed in most states “a 
supreme administrative head who had the authority to negotiate with them the 
conditions under which they conducted their trade, and the power to see that these 
conditions were adhered to by the members of this community”.32 There resulted a 
considerable loss of freedom for the rest of the community. “The fisherman who went 
where he wished in his fishing canoe became the 'pullaboy’ in a large trade canoe. 
Every aspect of the lives of such men from womb to tomb was subject to the control of 
the Head of the House to which he belongs”.33 Secret societies such as the Ekpe of the 
Efik and the Koronogbo of New Calabar imposed conformity, especially upon those 
newly recruited as slaves into the system. And while it is true that such societies were 
open to the extent that the acculturated slaves were fully absorbed, and that some rose 
by this means to prominence in them, it must be conceded that those thus retained 
were only a tiny fraction of the flow of slaves that fed the slave ships, and that they 
could gain a sort of freedom only by becoming part of the system that preyed upon 
their fellow countrymen. We may also wonder how discriminatingly the ‘Long Juju’ of 
Arochuku dispensed justice once it became conscious of the insatiable demands of the 
slave ports. It is difficult to resist the conclusion that what were formerly petty crimes 
or misdemeanours became grounds for enslavement.34 On those who lived by it as well 
as on those who suffered it the slave trade wrought havoc and debasement.

The economic balance sheet of the slave trade is not easily drawn. The most obvious 
item on the debit side is the loss of many thousand men and women taken away in 
their prime. Yet it cannot be affirmed with any certainty that large-scale emigration, 
even when involuntary, is an economic handicap, unless it can be shown that depopu­
lation and shortage of labour result. As mentioned earlier, this does not seem to have 
happened in the areas of Nigeria most affected by the Atlantic slave trade. From this 
overall view one can however descend to the level of the family, village or town which 
must have suffered disaster, whether temporary or permanent, from the loss of its 
young men and women. Emphasis on the slave trade led those states most actively 
engaged in it to develop dangerously unbalanced one — commodity economies, for a

31. W. Rodney, A History o} the Upper Guinea Coast 1545-188, Oxford, 1970, p. 257.
32. Jones, The Trading States, p. 178.
33 Alagoa, "Development of Institutions”, p. 274.
34. Cf., J.C. Anene, Southern Nigerian in Transition 1885-1906, Cambridge, 1906, p. 17. 

"Another major source of the A.ro slave supply was judicial litigation which took place in the 
sacred grove of Arochukwu, where the guilty were seized and undoubtedly sold as slaves".
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the Nigerian peoples. In these two plants 
paradox: the rapid growth of population in ;

certain amount of trade in ivory did little to diminish their almost complete 
dependence on slaving. Moreover these were esentially ‘middleman’ economies whose 
viability lay at the mercy of their inland suppliers and European customers. How 
vulnerable they were was clearly demonstrated by the ending of the slave trade, yet 
many of these states had accumulated the capital and experience which carried them 
successfully over the watershed. Long years of shrewd trading had given a sizeable 
merchant class a close acquiantance with the ways of European business, and this they 
were able to turn to account in developing a market in ‘legitimate’ commodities. It is 
true that the goods they received in return for their slaves were mostly consumer goods, 
not capital, but despite some conspicuous consumption, they did not consume them 
all; rather they used them as trading capital. This class of men played an important 
part in ensuring that the colonial economy of Nigeria did not fall so completely into 
alien hands as happened, for example, in East Africa.

From the technological point of view the slave trade did little to advance those 
Nigerians involved in it. Some must have acquired mechanical skills from acquain­
tance with such imported devices as firearms and clocks. More important was the 
opportunity offered by the import of large quantities of iron and brass. A lot of it came 
in the form of manufactured articles — cauldrons, basins, manillas but much came 
as unworked rods or bars which provided raw material for the local metal-worker who 
seems, from the archaeological evidence, to have suffered from a metal famine before 
the advent of European suppliers. Metal goods and tools thus became more plentiful, 
and the durable metals (brass and copper) became more readily available for the use 
ofcraftsmen. However, of more fundamental economic importance was the introduc­
tion, during the slave-trade era, of two vital subsistence crops maize and cassava. 
The first appeared near the beginning of the era, the second towards its end, and both 
were probably brought from the Americas for the purpose of feeding slaves on the 
trans-Atlantic voyage. Together they revolutionized the feeding and farming habits of 

; we may have the answer to a seeming 
a land ravaged by the slave trade.
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THE EASTERN NIGER DELTA AND THE 
HINTERLAND IN THE 19TH CENTURY

1. K.O Dike, Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, 1830-85, London 1956, p. 3. Eric Wiliams, 
Capitalism and Slavery, Chapell Hill, 1944.

The discussion in this chapter has been organized around three sub-regions: the 
eastern delta states, the Efik states of Calabar on the Cross River estuary and basin, 
and finally, the great Igbo hinterland behind both coastal regions. The inter-actions 
between these three regions must constitute one of the important historical factors of 
Nigerian history. In addition, the pre-19th century developments within each region, 
as well as their peculiar cultural structures determined the manner in which the 
external influences were adapted and moderated in the 19th century.

It is important to stress these internal factors for change as well as for continuity, 
since the impact of external forces has received greater emphasis hitherto. However, 
the two approaches are not mutually exclusive. It is important to keep in focus the 
primacy of internal determinants of change even while enumerating the external 
stimulants.

The agents of external influence in the area in the 19th century may be listed as 
follows: first, the merchants of various Europeans nations with the British pre­
dominating; second, the missionaries beginning operations in Calabar, and later in 
the Niger Delta and along the Niger; and third, the official British presence repre­
sented by naval officers, consuls, and eventually colonial administrators. In spite of 
conflicts in the details concerning the methods of their operations, these agents 
generally co-operated towards the end of taking control of the economic, political and 
spiritual forces of the eastern Niger Delta and its hinterland.

Of the motives to action the one most loudly advertised by the official agents was the 
desire to stop the overseas slave trade. The humanitarian anxiety to terminate the 
suffering of the victims of the trade was strong among some British abolitionists. But it 
is now realized that the movement gained official support mainly because of the 
practical needs of the British economy. That is, that by the beginning of the 19th 
century, Britain had already created capital out of the slave trade and its American 
plantations, and this capital launched the Industrial Revolution.* The slave trade 
was, accordingly, no longer vital to the British economy; whereas the palm-oil and 
kernels of the Niger Delta and its hinterland were required by British industry.
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2. F.K. Ekechi, “Colonialism and Christianity in West Africa: the Igbo case, 1900-1915”, 
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3. E.A. Ayandele, The Missionary impact on Modern Nigeria, 1842-1914, London, 
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The desire to effectively stop the slave trade led to new initiatives on the part of the 
British traders and officials, and to new relationships with the local rulers. First, it 
resulted in the increase of British official presence on the West African coast. In 1827 
a naval presence was established at Fernando Po, and in 1849 John Beecroft was 
appointed the first British Consul over the Bights of Benin and Biafra (now Bonny). In 
the event, the local populations on the coast were treated to increasingly frequent 
demonstrations of British naval power in the form of seizures of slaving ships, and 
gunboat raids on local states. Further, the local authorities were persuaded, through 
the use of force and the offer of financial reward, to sign treaties of amity, banning the 
slave trade and regulating ‘legitimate’ trade. For the local people these activities led at 
the end of the 19th to complete loss of sovereignty. But this loss was gradual for the 
coastal communities, and was brought about by the intervention of the British traders 
in their Courts of Equity, the activities of the missionaries, and the official treaties.

1 In the economic field, the abolition of the slave trade gradually produced the switch 
to the palm-oil trade. This change was difficult, involving as it did new methods of 
trade. For the coastal trading states, it meant a need to penetrate deeper into the 
hinterland. And since each of the coastal states was expanding its trade area, there 
were more trade wars between states during the 19th century. In turn, these wars, and 
the labour-intensive nature of the palm-oil trade meant that the coastal states required 

^l^-more manpower?The abolition of the overseas slave trade, therefore, did not mean an 
r-■ end to the internal slave trade and slavery. It would seem, in fact that the internal slave 
' trade increased in the 19th century, judging from the accelerated growth of new 

lineage or house units in the delta states. The British too began to make more attempts 
to penetrate the hinterland. Explorers were encouraged, and after the Lander 
brothers found the Niger route in 1830, subsidies were granted to steamship 
companies and traders, such as Macgregor Laird, to follow up the discovery. This 
increased British activity in the hinterland, of course, led to the well-known clashes 
with the coastal trading states, such as the confrontation with Jaja of Opobo in 1887.

Of the external agents of change, the Christian missions represented the most subtle 
attack on local institutions. The Presbyterians in Calabar from 1846, the Church 
Missionary Society under the leadership of Bishop Ajayi Crowther at Bonny from 
1864, Nembe from 1868, Elem Kalahari from 1874, and Okrika from 1880, and up 
the Niger valley from about 1856, obtained local support, and even invitations. These 
invitations to the missionaries were sent for imagined material benefits to be derived 
from them. Western education had been identified as probably the most important 
motive for Igbo acceptance of Christian missions.2 Sometimes coastal rulers invited 
missionaries as a way of attracting trade, and of winning the friendship of the British. 
Other rulers invited missionaries to get even with neighbouring states which had 
acquired missions, although Jaja of Opobo refused the attentions of the Church 
Missionary Society because it had its delta headquarters in the rival state of Bonny.5 

v In spite of the initial expectations of those who invited the missionaries, most
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scholars have noted that missionary activities resulted in internal divisions and 
disruptions. It has, indeed, been claimed that in the coastal states of the eastern delta 
and Calabar, the Christian missions liberated slaves who then turned against their 
masters.4 The role of Christianity in the political revolutions of these states in the 19th 
century is discussed below. But it may be stated here that Christian missions were 
opposed by all the traditionalist elements in all these societies. They were soon 
recognized to be a threat to the stability of the basic institutions and values of the 
communities.

The Eastern Delta Slaves
The abolition of the overseas slave trade was probably the most dramatic factor for a 
change of the economic system of the delta states in the 19th century. The effects of 
abolition began to be apparent from the 1830s when the British preventive squadron 
from Fernando Po captured ships at some of these ports. In 1836 an attempt by the 
chiefs of Bonny to protect a Spanish slaver resulted in the first confrontation between 
the British and a delta state. The superiority of British naval power was massively 
demonstrated, and the officers interfered in local politics by placing King William 
Dappa Pepple firmly on his throne over the opposition of senior slaving chiefs. They 
also signed the first anti-slave trade treaty with a delta state.

The slave trade continued to be pursued on remote estuaries such as the Brass River, 
which were not very accessible to the British naval patrol at Fernando Po. But by the 
close of the fifth decade of the century, John Beecroft had signed abolition treaties 
with all the important slave trading states, and succeeded in making the trade 
unattractive.5 Abolition meant that the rulers of these states had to switch from trade 
in slaves to trade in palm-oil. The change in the economic system provided a challenge 
to the old trading establishment, and opportunities for the emergence of new men. 
The change in the trade pattern was evident at the ports. At Bonny, Elem Kalahari, 
and on the Brass River at Twon, the white supercargoes began to set up shore 
establishments. The various trading firms now sent resident local representatives to 
collect produce and ship them out when necessary. Since palm-oil was more difficult 
to transport overland than slaves, the delta middlemen had to go closer to the places of 
production. They neded more canoes, more men to pull the canoes and protect the 
goods against pirates, competitors, and rival trading states.

Nembe traders went up the Niger as far as the head of the Niger at Aboh. By 
marrying into or establishing friendships with local families they were able to acquire 
bases at which produce from the hinterland was collected to be carried to the Brass 
River. Other Nembe traders established depots at other Niger Igbo towns such as 
Osomari on the east bank. It would seem that Nembe traders did not pass beyond 
Aboh to Onitsha and to the Igala country in large numbers. Rather, produce from 
north of Aboh and from most of the Isoko and western Igbo country was collected 
through Aboh middlemen. As Nembe traders expanded north-eastwards in the Oguta 
Lake region and into the Orashi River, they clashed with traders from the state of
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Elem Kalahari, also expanding north-westwards. Elem Kalahari also clashed with 
Bonny expansion into the southern section of this trade area, in Ekpeye and Abua 
country, and also in the Ikwerre country around Isokpo. Bonny was forced, 
accordingly, to seek markets further to the east, up the Imo River valley in Ndoki 
country and beyond. Bonny also collected produce from the Ogoni country, some­
times through Okrika traders. This extended trade route through Andoni country 
entailedlong wars in which Bonny sought to establish a right of free passage. Nember 
had similar problems in her long route through the delta to Aboh and beyond.

Up to about 1870, the palm-oil trade of the eastern Niger Delta was carried on at 
three principal bases, namely, Bonny, Elem Kalahari, and the port of Twon on the 
Brass River. The Rio Real, the combined estuary of the New Calabar and Bonny 
Rivers was, accordingly, the principal oil river of the Niger Delta, which accounted for 
over three quarters of the entire African export of palm-oil. 6

In 1870, however Jaja founded the town of Opobo on the estuary of the Imo River. 
This effectively siphoned off most of the Bonny oil supplies from the Ndoki and 
western Ibibio countries. In the last three decades of the 19th century, therefore, 
Opobo superseded Bonny as the principal oil exporting city-state of the Niger Delta. 
This situation also forced Bonny into more intense contests with the Elem Kalahari for 
markets.

I The changes in the economic system produced disturbances of the political life of 
some of the eastern delta states in the course of the 19th century. These disturbances 
have been wrongly called slave revolts.7 According to this interpretation, the slaves in 
these states came of age by mid-century and became "the richest traders, bravest 
soldiers, and ablest commanders”. They also realized that the economic well-beingof 
the states depended on their efforts. Finally, the introduction of Christianity liberated 
the slaves enough by mid-century to take action to emancipate themselves through 
revolts. Even a cursory analysis of the particular cases of political upheaval in these 
delta states would reveal that they represented, in fact, struggles for power caused by 
changes in the balance of economic power, between the traditional lineage or House 
units.

Bonny suffered from great political unrests for most of the first half of the century, 
culminating in the secession of a section of the royal lineage to Opobo. The political 
contest was between the two royal lineages of Fubara Manilla Pepple and of Opubo 
Anna Pepple. From 1837 when King William Dappa Pepple seized control of the 
monarchy, the Anna Pepple group was up in arms, and even got Consul Beecroft to 
send the king away on exile in 1854. Unfortunately, their own candidate, Dapuye 
Fubara did not last more than a month. By the time King William Dappa Pepple 
returned from exile in 1861, the Anna Pepple group was under the leadership of an 
exceptionally able former slave, Jaja. It is this slave leadership of the opposition that 
has led some scholars to mistake the political tussle within Bonny as a slave revolt. On 
the other hand, the leading spirit in the Manilla Pepple camp was also a former slave, 
Chief Oko Jumbo.

Thus, when Jaja left Bonny for Opobo in 1869/70 he led out the free and slave
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members of the Opubo Anna Pepple lineage of Bonny. He was not leader of a slave 
revolt against freemen. Further, the leaders of the Fubara Manilla Pepple Houses 
attacked jaja and his group because of the challenge they posed to the ruling House. It 
was clear that the Opubo Anna Pepple group was making spectacular progress in the 
new palm-oil trade and was incorporating into their group poorer and weaker Houses. 
Finally, Jaja did not set up a freed slave republic at Opobo. Rather, he established a 
new state on the model of Bonny and the other easter delta states complete with the 
political and social structures of the older states.

From 1882-84 Elem Kalahari also experienced political disturbances on the scale of 
the Bonny-Opobo crisis of 1869-70. Here it was Will Braide who led the Barboy House 
in opposition to the Amakiri ruling dynasty. As in Bonny, the power struggle issued in 
a civil war, and the moving of the Barboy to found a new settlement at Bakana. The 
fissures created by the civil war were such that the rest of Elem Kalahari also moved 
out of the city and settled in the two new cities of Buguma and Abonnema.

There was no disturbance of similar dimensions in the states of Nembe and Oknka 
during the 19th century. A quarrel over the burial rites for King Ockiya in 1879 at 
Nembe has, however, been wrongly interpreted as a slave revolt.8 It was, in fact, a 
case of the traditionalists insisting on the ancient rites, and the Christian faction 
fighting to observe Christian rites of burial. In the end, it was agreed' to perform both 
rites, since the king had been baptised on his death-bed.

A number of reasons may be suggested for the fact that Bonny and Elem Kalahari 
experienced political revolutions in the 19th century, while Nembe and Okrika were 
spared such disturbances. First, it seems significant that the overseas trade in palm-oil 
was not carried on at Nembe and Okrika to the same extent as it was at Bonny and 
Elem Kalahari. That is, differential accumulation of wealth may not have reached the 
same level in these two states to encourage rival claimants to the supreme leadership of 
the states. But more important, both Nembe and Okrika had experienced changes in 
dynasty in the previous century when Mingi (of Nembe) and Ado (of Okrika) came to 
power. In each state, the rival group was not eliminated, and a state of equilibrium 
had developed in the 19th century. Similar changes of dynasty had occurred in Bonny 
and Elem Kalahari with the rise to power of Perekule (Pepple I) and Amakiri respec­
tively. In these cases, the rival groups had been reduced to political impotence. 
Accordingly, fission developed within the new dynasties themselves during the 19th 
century.
f The 1880s saw an intensification of British interference in the affairs of the eastern 
delta states. In 1885 Britain proclaimed a protectorate over the area, and from that 
date Britain progressively refined administrative structures to effect control. British ■ 
attempts to deprive the delta states of sovereignty did not go unchallenged. Jaja’s 
conflict with the British in the 1880s was similar to the efforts of the state of Nembe 
over much of the 19th century to keep British traders out of the Niger valley. Jaja’s 
struggle was thus the high point of a peaceful, diplomatic type of resistance to British 
commercial and political penetration of the coastal states into the hinterland. The 
states of Nembe and Okrika were to resort to violent confrontation in the last decade
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Calabar and the Cross River Valley
European traders at Calabar in the Cross River estuary operated on the same basis as 
at the eastern delta ports. The change from the slave to the palm-oil trade encouraged 
similar changes in the pattern of trade and greater foreign intervention in local 
politics. Its proximity to Pemando Po, and the single entrance to the port made it 
easier for the Preventive Squadron to stop the slave trade at Calabar. By 1842, a 
definitive abolition treaty had been signed, and an annual subsidy agreed to be paid 
by the British government.

Calabar also got a virile Christian mission before the delta states.9 The Church of 
Scotland Mission established a small self-governing colony in Creek Town and Duke 
Town of five to six white missionaries, teachers, and other staff. It played an active 
part in social and political change in Calabar in the 19th century by serving as a 
sanctuary for refugees from the local social and political system; through moral 
influence and propaganda; and by reporting the local situation to the British consul 
and supercargoes.

of the century. In 1895 King Koko of Nembe attacked the main depot of the Royal 
Niger Company on the lower Delta at Akassa for its trade monopoly on the Niger. This 
led to reprisals from the government of the Niger Coast Protectorate and to the estab­
lishment of colonial administration. In 1898, King Ibanichuka of Okrika defied the 
authority of the protectorate government, and was deported. King Koko died in 1898 
in the remote village to which he had exiled himself rather than submit to the British 
authorities.

The new situation of British take-over created changes that have passed into the 
20th century. First, the British government took over the sovereign powers of the 
kings. The kings could not longer collect comey or trade duties, rather the British 
colonial administration paid subsidies in lieu of comey to each state in proportion to 
the volume of the palm-oil trade passing through it. In most of the states, even this 
subsidy was in dispute, and was divided among several chiefs. The British overthrow of 
the kings led to a long interregnum and a kind of atrophy of the institution in the first 
decades of the 20th century.

Second, the House lineage system was affected by the new political order. The 
corporate economic base of the institution disappeared, to be replaced by individual 
enterprise. The heads of the House too lost their independent political authority, and 
became members of the colonial Native Councils, thus ultimately dependent on the 
goodwill of the British political officer. The House institution became more of a 
lineage-type institution for defining inter-personal and group relationships and no 
longer an effective economic and political corporation.

Generally, too, the eastern delta states lost their focal significance, as the British 
moved their commercial and administrative apparatus into the hinterland. The 
coastal states were no longer the strategic arbiters of what went into the hinterland 
after the 19th century.
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Efik traders of Calabar operated along the valley of the Cross River as middlemen 
traders in the produce of the hinterland people in much the same way that the delta 
middlemen operated on the Niger and the hinterland. The town of Itu on the Cross 
River served as a major collecting point for trade from the Igbo hinterland brought 
down by the Aro, who themselves operated a wide network of trade routes and markets 
throughout Igboland. Umon, Agwa Aguna (Akunakuna), and other riverain peoples 
brought down produce from farther up-river. Thus intermediaries of the trading town 
of Ikom sold canoes from the country; and palm-oil, ivory, wild, rubber, and yams 
from the upper Cross River.10 Ikom also lay on the slave-route from Bamenda in the 
Cameroons, and served as a centre for trade between the Cross River valley and the 
Cameroons.

Cross River trade, like delta trade, developed a general purpose currency in the 
copper rod and copper wire before the 19th century. This facilitated the storage of 
wealth and the accumulation of capital. But the palm-oil trade did not lead to great 
capitalistic production or establishments in either the delta states or in Calabar. 
Palm-oil was collected from wild trees by individual peasant collectors. When.cocoa 
was introduced to Calabar in 1870, there arose the prospect of capitalist production in 
slave plantations.11 But Calabar cocoa proved to be poor quality and prone to disease. 
Its production came to an end with the price slump during the First World War. profit 
in the palm-oil trade was invested in slaves. Thus one of the Obong or kings of 
Calabar, Duke Ephraim, peopled a whole village, Akpabuyo, with his slaves “to 
strengthen the power of his House or ward”.18 It was such slave villages that 19th 
century European visitors called ‘plantations’. The slaves in these villages, however, 
were not necessarily employed in agricultural production. They were mainly 
considered a store of wealth and potential labour force, defence force, status symbol, 
and sometimes were used for ritual sacrifice. These local uses of slaves meant that the 
abolition of the overseas slave trade did not spell the death of domestic slavery and 
slave trade.

f The 19th century saw significant developments in some of the central Efik 
institutions. Kingship, for example, became an established institution among the Efik 
from the beginning of the century. Thus Duke Ephraim (Efiom Edem), about 
1800-34, emerged as a paramount political leader of Duke Town. Eyo Honesty I of 
Creek Town occupied a similar position in that town until his death in about 1820. 
Both men established themselves over the claims of other men of comparable lineage 
connection because of superior wealth and power acquired from trade in slaves and 
palm-oil. In spite of the emergence of supreme political leadership however, the 
newness of the institution left it open to external pressures. The identification of the 
office with the external trade also led to arbitration by the supercagoes, consul and 
missionaries in succession disputes. The point was that the king had few traditional 
functions and authority, most of his activities being concerned with the overseas trade.

10. R. Harris, "The history of trade at Ikom, Eastern Nigeria”, Africa, Vol. XLII, No. 2, 1972, 
122-39.

11. AJ.H. Latham, "Currency, credit and capitalism on the Cross River in the pre-colonial 
era" Journal of African History, Vol. XII, No. 4, 1971', p. 604.

12. Latham, "Currency, credit . . .”, p. 604.
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Thus, he collected the comey or customs dues, granted rights of mooring and trade, 
and set in motion the traditional judicial processes when so desired. His main function 
then, was to stand between the local communities and the white community.

The emergence of two kings over the Efik communities on the Cross River at Duke 
Town and Creek Town too did not improve their ability to resist the pressures from the 
British traders, consuls, and missionaries. The King of Duke Town maintained a 
position of paramountcy, since he usually held, in addition, the highest Ekpe title of 
Eyamba over all Efik. The supercargoes recognized this by paying Duke Ephraim of 
Duke Town (1800-34) the largest share of comey, dividing the remainder among the 
other chiefs. After him, however, Eyo Honesty II of Creek Town (1835-58 began to 
receive as much as two thirds of the comey from 1852, releasing only a third to the 
rulers of Duke Town.13 Thus, the visitors were willing to exploit the situation in their 
own interest.

In addition to the parallel authority of Creek Town, the rulers of Duke Town were 
weakened by succession disputes^ Few disputes are recorded for Creek Town since the 
rival lineage of Akabom had migrated and left the town in the hands of Eyo Honesty. 
In Duke Town there was mortal conflict between the Duke and Eyamba lineages at the 
death of each king. The contest was deadly, since the principal weapon used was to 
accuse members of the rival lineage of witchcraft, such person being then forced to 
undergo the esere bean poison ordeal.14 Thus when Duke Ephraim died in 1834, the 
Eyamba accused fifty members of the Duke lineage, and by this means eliminated all 
the possible contenders in the rival group. Eyamba V then obtained both offices of 
Obong (king) and Eyamba. At the death of Eyamba V in 1847, the missionaries 
wished to recognize Eyo II of Creek Town sole authority of the Cross River, but the 
supercargoes preferred to retain the dual kingship. They approved Archibong I of the 
Duke group, who managed to retain the office through the combined use of witch­
craft accusations and the support of the British supercargoes and consul. But in 1878, 
the use of poison ordeal was abolished by treaty, and when /Xrchibong II died in 1879, 
there was a three-cornered struggle between an Eyamba, Duke, and Archibong. 
British intervention therefore became more significant than ever in the appointment 
of a king in Calabar after 1879.

In spite of these succession disputes the Calabar state did not break up in the 19th 
century the way Bonny and Elem Kalahari did. I his may be explained in part by the 
comparative lack of authority of the ruler of Calabar in internal politics. In internal 
affairs, the Ekpe society was the real executive authority, and every rich freeborn Efik 
was a member of Ekpe, and shared in its power. Accordingly, it was not necessary for 
the losers in the contest for the kingship to resort to civil war or secession.

In its village setting Ekpe had comprised all elders and male citizens. But in the 
affluent city environment of Calabar, Ekpe began to show more and more 
differentiation of class, and increased the numbers of grades. An 1828 report had 
listed only five grades in Ekpe, but a recent account says there are as many as twenty- 
three grades.15 Slaves were originally excluded, but third generation slaves bom
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within the homes of members were, in time, admitted to the lower grades of Ekpe. In 
any case, since the grades were attained by the payment of fees, the higher grades were 
controlled by the rich free nobility.

Ekpe exercised wide political, social and economic functions in Calabar society. It 
made laws, and even the missionaries and British consul enlisted its support to enact 
laws, such as the law against human sacrifice in 1850. In addition, Ekpe served as a 
police force to enforce the laws. It collected debts, stopped fights between individuals 
or groups, disciplined slaves, and generally kept the peace. Ekpe disposed of a range of 
sanctions as wide as its functions. It could place an offending individual or community 
on interdiction, boycott or ostracism. Ekpe could impose a fine, detain or arrest an 
offender, and on occasions, even execute a criminal.

Ekpe, then, was one institution that brought together all leaders and freemen of 
wealth and influence; that is, all those in the state with a common interest in peace 
and prosperity. In this way it helped to prevent in Calabar the type of disruptive 
political struggles that occurred in the eastern delta states. The weakness of Ekpe was 
that it discriminated against the slaves and the poor. It thus created class differences 
tending to polarize rather than integrate. Ekpe ensured that, unlike in the delta states, 
the slaves were not integrated into the social and political system. This element of 
discrimination led to the nearest thing to a slave revolt in Calabar in the rise of the 
bloodmen organization of slaves and the poor.16

The Order of Bloodmen was formed by slaves in the plantations who took a blood 
covenant to defend themselves against the practice of sacrificing slaves at the funerals 
of kings and lineage heads. It was as a consequence of an incursion of the Bloodmen 
into Calabar that Consul Beecroft prevailed on Ekpe in 1850 to enact the law against 
the ritual sacrifice of slaves. From 1850, the Bloodmen made several mass entries into 
the city at the deaths of kings or lineage heads to see that none of their member was 
sacrificed. They were so effective that some kings, notably, Archibong I and 
Archibong II, enlisted their support against their political rivals.

The Bloodmen could organize the way they did because of the real disabilities they 
suffered as a distinct group.'There were, however, limitations to the objectives and 
effectiveness of the Bloodmen in Calabar politics. Their power of combination 
presented Ekpe with something beyond control on the few occasions they came into 
Calabar in a body. In that sense, the mere threat of a mass slave combination, and its 
demonstration in practice, introduced a new element in the political situation that 
must have served as something of a check on the excesses of Ekpe. The objectives of the 
Bloodmen were however limited to the redress of particular grievances, such as ritual 
sacrifice. They came out only during emergencies, and do not seem to have developed 
a political programme of their own in opposition to Ekpe. The slaves did not even 
appear to have demanded emancipation or participation in the running of the 
political system. Accordingly, in spite of the alarm occasioned among the ruling 
classes by the combination of the lower classes and slaves in the Order of Bloodmen, 
the society itself did not carry out a radical programme, and did not destroy the 
authority of Ekpe or of the kings of Calabar.
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The political authority of Ekpe and the kings of Calabar was taken over in the last 
decades of the 19th century by the British, following the declaration of a protectorate 
in 1885. Calabar became a colonial headquarters for the protectorate government 
over most of southern Nigeria. The traditional authorities were in no position to 
oppose these developments by armed resistance. Like Bonny, Elem Kalahari and 
Opobo, the rulers of Calabar rather tried to maintain a subtle resistance of British 
penetration into the hinterland’markets.17 Even this opposition was of no avail, and in 
the closing decades of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, the British 
moved up the Cross River conquered the peoples of the hinterland.

The Igbo Hinterland
European visitors did not establish direct contact with the Igbo hinterland until the 
Lander voyage down the Niger in 1830. In the following decades a number of 
exploring voyages made their way up the Niger and established relations with Aboh, 
Onitsha, Asaba, and other riverain Igbo communities. Missionaries such as Ajayi 
Crowther and other Sierra Leoneans accompanied the explorers, and from the 1850s 
pious efforts were made at Onitsha and Asaba to set up missionary and trading enter­
prises.18 British commercial enterprise on the Niger was strengthened when the 
various companies operating there were combined into the Royal Niger Company and 
granted a royal charter in 1886. By this act, the British government armed the 
commercial interests with powers of government and forcible interference in local 
affairs. The company established an administrative headquarters at Asaba, and a 
place of commerce close to Onitsha, and began to make treaties with various local 
rulers among the riverine Igbo.

Except for the communities on the Niger, therefore, Igboland did not come under 
the direct influence of the foreign agents of change for most of the 19th century. The 
bulk of Igboland experienced the effects of the external forces indirectly through 
contacts with the coastal trading states. Still, changes such as the abolition of the 
overseas slave trade probably made little difference to the veterans of that trade, since 
the coastal states continued to require slaves for domestic purposes. Certain com­
munities in Igboland also continued to purchase slaves throughout the 19th century 
for domestic uses. But the new trade in palm-oil added a new dimension to economic 
activities, with the coastal states penetrating deeper into the hinterland, and the 
Europeans coming up the Niger; and towards the end of the century, up the Cross and 
Imo Rivers also.
y Political development among the Igbo was thus affected by relations with the 
coastal states and the repercussions of the economic developments on the coast. But 
Igboland was also in contact with the Benin empire on the west, and with the Igala 
kingdom and other Niger-Benue states on the north. However, the main currents of 
development were generated by internal forces. Thus, religious sanctions charac­
teristic of Igbo political integration were most imoortant in shaping relationships
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smiths and carvers and traders in ivory, beads and 
were peculiar in continuing to be agriculturists as well.

The Aro excelled in the manipulation of an oracle for the purposes of advancing the 
economic interests of a group. The most significant innovation was their use of 
mercenaries to enforce their will and to collect slaves for sale. The neighbouring 
Abam, Ohaffia, and Edda hired themselves out to the Aro as mercenaries. By these 
means the Aro built up a network of markets, trade routes, and agent communities 
round the greater portion of Igboland.24

There was a grid of trade routes connecting markets over the whole of central 
Igboland on a regional pattern. Thus the village-group of Nike served as the clearing

between peoples in Igboland in the 19th century. For the basic ethnic unit of the 
village group for example, it has been pointed out that the cult of the Earth spirit was 
even more important in political integration than the ancestor cult.19 And the earliest 
large-scale integrating system of which we have a record among the Igbo was based on 
the spiritual powers of the Eze Nri. The Nri priests could move a wide area of Igboland 
without harrassment because of the spiritual powers it was believed God had conferred 
on the Eze Nri. The first Eze Nri had, it was believed, brought forth the first yams, 
cocoyams, bananas, plantains, and oil palms, and he, accordingly, possessed the right 
to make the oguji or yam medicine for the surrounding towns. He had ritual powers 
over agricultural production. The Eze Nri alone could rid a community of an abomi- 
nation or nso incurred through a breach of taboo; the Nri priests could also crown the 
eze of other towns, and tie on the ngwulu ankle cords when a man anywhere took the 
ozo tide, the most prized in Igboland.20 The peoples of Umudioka specialized in 
cutting ichi marks on the faces of title-holders.

Most of the Igbo west of the Niger, previously under the influence of the Eze Nri and 
paying tribute, apparently, came under the political influence of Benin before the 
beginning of the 19th century.21 The Eze Nri’s influence among the eastern Igbo was 
also undermined by the intrusive slave raiding and more violent activities of the Aro 
throughout the 19th century.

The organization of the Awka may be classified as a
of the Nri and of the Aro. According to some accounts, it was Nri who confirmed 
Awka in the work of blacksmithing through the award of an ofo, the ancestral Awka 
doing his first service for Nri by drying the earth with his bellows, and making otonsi 
ritual spears for Nri.22 Another source states that. Ushi or Agbala, the oracle of Awka, 
was "an off-spring of the Arochuku Long Juju”.23 Like the Nri and some Aro, the 
Awka travelled the country as priests, diviners, and doctors; and like the Aro they also 
carried on economic activities as 
other luxuries, but the Awka
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agents of the Aro in nOrthern eastern Igboland.25 Nike served also as the
against hostile neighbours ejj-Lnd Were suppIied vvith Edda mercenaries to aid them 
bouring Agbaja, with the' *. 6 a*S° coBected slaves by direct trade with the neigh- 
the slaves in their own vil]6* aUSted’ over P°Pulated land. The Nike kept many of 
prophets and diviners- bu a,geS.as a labour force, for ritual purposes, to serve as 
majority were sold to th 3 °^U °T s'ave villages to defend their borders. The
route. Nike also receiv d ^OWn t’le Awka-Bende route or the Nkalagu-Cross River 
dane guns from the A orses from Hausa and Fulani traders from the north, and 
theEzza, Izi andoth amBra by the Idah-Ogrugru route, Nike received yams from 
goods from the other ^^T°Ups ’n t^e Cross River area from Nike in turn supplied with 

illustrate th^converven*'" Tarkets of Bende and Uzuakoli south-central Igboland 
during the close of the 1 Orb fr°m Vari°US partS °f south eastem Ni»eria
“Arn trade Sth centurY- According to observers at the turn of the century,
Elugwu Ngwo^Jh3 W faramount”, but traders also came from "Abaka Elugwu, 
Nd' Hr n’k r Ngbogho, nnewi, Okaiugu, Obowo. Ibeku (Umuahia), Ukwu, 
 . vPara’. a.’a: Ozuitem-• • • Ibiobio and Onitsha".26 From the north-west came 

Units a workers m ivory, and Awka men skilled in smithing, carving and the making 
ot stools and tools. Bonny traders from the delta came with "huge loads of European 
goo I , w i e the Aro brought similar supplies from the Cross River estuary, but 
especially iron bars for the use of the smiths . They also brought slaves from other trade 
areas sue as Nkwerre, Ndizuogu, Uburu, and Nike. From Uburu came pigs, and 
locally woven black cloth. The traders from the Imo River valley also brought the 
famous Akwete cloth; and the Onitsha brought 'native tobacco'.

A system of agency and middlemanship also operated in the Bende/Uzuakoli 
markets. The Umuahia served as middlemen for traders from the Annang (Ibibio) and 
Ngwa areas, and the Uzuakol for the Awka, Okigwi and Onitsha.27 This market 
complex was thus a meeting place for craftsmen, traders, and primary producers. The 
Abiriba brassworkers, for example, by operating at Uzuakoli, got their wares 
distributed northwards as far as Ogrugru, south to Bonny, and west to Onitsha.”

Extensive as the Aro dominated grid of regional markets was over Igboland, there 
were systems which operated independently of it on the peripheries. Thus, the Oru or 
riverine Igbo areas along the Niger south of Onitsha. such as Osomari, were largely 
outside the Aro system. So was the north-western region from Aguleri to Ogrugru. 
To the south, the areas immediately adjoining the eastern Niger delta were also 
oriented to the delta states. Such markets have been listed as: Azumini, Ohambelle, 
Akwete, Ndoni, Eleme, Asa, Urantta, Usemodu, Elele, Omoku. Oguta, Obigbo, and 

Owerrinta.29
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the influence of the Aro merely 
purposes rather than political.

The whirlwind occupation of the country in the Aro expedition meant that the over­
whelming military might of the conquerors was made known to all in good time, and 
nothing comparable to the Ekumeku resistance of the Asaba hinterland took place 
east of the Niger. It is instructive too, that all studies of Igbo conversion to Christianity 
in the first decades of the 20th century describe it as ‘dramatic’ and as a ‘mass move­
ment’.51 While the lesson of the impossibility of resistance taught by the Aro and 
other smaller punitive expeditions cannot be overlooked, greater emphasis has been 
laid of Igbo recognition of the advantages to be gained from conversion. The mission 
school has been identified as the major attraction, after the Igbo realised the 
advantages of education in the new colonial situation.

This thesis of mass conversion seems to rely solely on the evidence of missionary 
records; although social anthropologists have also taken up the related thesis that the 
Igbo have been uniquely receptive to change.32 The current studies have not given 
enought weight to the elements of stability in Igbo society. There is little evidence to 
support a view that the Igbo have discarded their religious and social institutions in 
preference for new ones to a much greater extent than other Nigerian groups. The 
19th century saw various Nigerian groups subjected to increasing extei ' . pressures to 
which they adjusted in ways that were not radically different.

It has been considered evidence of the pervading influence of the Aro over Igboland 
that the British decided to attack the Aro oracle in 1902 as the first and necessary step 
to the conquest of the hinterland. The outcome of the expedition was, however, 
conclusive proof that there was no political control of the Aro over other Igbo groups. 
The columns of British troops marched through the hinterland and converged at 
Arochuku without any stiff opposition.’0 The colonial authorities had become 
frustrated at their inability to go beyond the coastal states by the end of the 19th 
century, and gradually built up an image of a formidable Aro power keeping them out 
of the Igbo country. In the event, Igboland was found to be politically segmented and 

j on a spiritual and moral level, and used for economic
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Obaro Ikime

THE WESTERN NIGER DELTA AND THE HINTERLAND' 
IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

For the history of Nigeria the 19th century was, in many ways, a century of change. 
The British suppression of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the century-long wars in the 
Yoruba country, the Islamic reformist movement led by Usman dan Fodio —these 
represent the more important factors which made for change in what is now Nigeria. 
Of these factors, it was the suppression of the overseas slave trade and the organization 
and problems of the new trade in palm oil and other forest products that had the 
greatest impact on the peoples and kingdoms of the western delta and its hinterland.

1. This chapter title is adopted in the interest of brevity. The area covered includes the Benin as 
well as the Aboh kingdoms which are not conventionally part of the western delta.

2. See chapter 8.
3. A.F.C. Ryder, Benin and the Europeans 1484-1897, London, 1969, p. 258.
4. K.O. Ogedengbe, ‘‘The Aboh Kingdom of the Lower Niger c. 1650-1900”, Ph.D. Thesis, 

University of Wisconsin, 1971, p. 303.

The Western Delta and Overseas Trade 1800-1850
Developments in the Itsehiri Kingdom It was suggested in an earlier chapter2 that 
the slave trade in the western delta, especially the Itsekiri kingdom, was on the decline 
by the end of the 18th century. This statement now requires amplification. What 
would appear to have happened is that fewer slaves were being taken on at Ode- 
Itsekiri and Ughoton as European boats preferred to stop at Lagos for the purpose of 
collecting their human cargoes. This was because really large ships could not use the 
Forcados River because of its treacherous and shallow bars. The falling off in the 
number of ships visiting the Itsekiri kingdom must not, however, be interpreted to 
mean that the Itsekiri and Bini were necessarily giving up the trade in slaves. In the 
18th century some Benin slaves would appear to have found their way to Lagos by the 
overland route.3 Some such traffic, albeit in diminishing proportions, probably 
continued in the 19th century. The Itsekiri country is connected by a network of creeks 
to the Lagos lagoon, and Itsekiri slaves could thus easily be sold via Lagos. A recent 
historian of the Aboh kingdom has claimed that Aboh was, during this period, 
sending slaves through the Itsekiri kingdom to Lagos and Ouidah for sale.4 We have
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no means of assessing the volume of this trade via Lagos. What seems clear is that the 
very fact that fewer European vessels visited the Itsekiri kingdom meant an overall de­
cline in Benin and Itsekiri trade as the 19th century opened. Captain John Adams who 
visited the area about this time definitely spoke of a decline in trade.5 A decade later 
Captain Owen wrote that the Itsekiri country “possessed very little commerce”.6

The prohibition by Britain of the overseas slave trade worsened the situation for the 
Itsekiri as the British naval squadron began to harry slavers in this as in other parts of 
the Niger Delta. We have no detailed evidence on the fortunes of the slave trade in this 
suppression era. It is known, however, that to the former disadvantages of the 
Forcados River area was now added the danger of being caught by the British navy in 
an area where, as Professor Ryder has pointed out “the turn-round was notoriously 
slow”.’ However, as elsewhere, slavers did dare the naval squadron. In 1825 Captain 
Fawckner met some Portuguese slave ships in the Benin River8 and British traders 
seeking to tap the trade in palm oil in the 1830s found the presence of slave traders a 
nuisance.9 Yet British admiralty records of slave ships seized and taken to Freetown in 
the 1830s indicate quite clearly that few ships took on slaves in the Benin River. The 
last recorded encounter between the squadron and slavers occurred in 1837 when a 
Portuguese slave ship, the Veloz, was seized.10 It thus seems fair to conclude that 
unlike the situation in ports like Lagos and Bonny where the trade in slaves seems to 
have boomed up to about mid-century, in the Benin River area, the trade declined 
rapidly. And because of the decline in trade, the British, the leading European power 
in the area, paid little attention to the Itsekiri, not to speak of the Urhobo, Isoko and 
Ukwuani hinterland, in the first half of the 19th century.

The decline in trade produced a number of important internal developments. The 
Olu (as the Itsekiri call their ruler) who reigned from 1809-1848 has left behind a 
reputation for violence and autocracy in Itsekiri history.11 While his 'violent and 
autocratic ways' may well have been partly faults of character, there is every indication 
that they were also products of the deteriorating economic conditions of his time. 
There is, for example, a report of a war with the Oba of Benin as the Olu tried to 
prevent European ships going to Ughoton, the port of Benin.12 At home Akengbuwa 
fell out with a number of his leading advisers. The best known case is that of the 
Uwangue Uwankun who, in anger and for his safety, left the capital to found Jakpa on 
the northern banks of the Benin River. Uwankun, being a descendant of an 18th
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century Ologbotsere, the northern banks of the Benin River has become associated 
with the Ologbotsere ‘house’. Ryder, taking after Egharevba, has suggested that 
Uwankun and his heirs, in order to strengthen their positions against the Olu, sought 
investiture from the Oba of Benin and paid tribute to him.13 While Itsekiri traditions 
are silent on this point, the Jakpa group may well have sought some support from 
Benin against Akengbuwa’s harshness.

It was not purely an accident that Uwankun and others who left the Itsekiri capital 
decided to move to the Benin River. Since the closing decades of the 18th century, the 
trade of the Itsekiri kingdom had been gradually shifting from the Forcados to the 
Benin River. Anchoring off the Benin River not only posed fewer problems of health 
and navigation, it also reduced the distance that had to be covered to the Forcados 
River. The movement of trade to the Benin River dealt a heavy blow to the Itsekiri 
monarchy. While individuals could move to meet the trade, the Olu, compelled by 
tradition to remain at the capital, could no longer do as much trade himself as when 
the Forcados River, on the banks of which the capital is sited, was the highway of 
commerce. Nor, given the differences between him and his leading advisers, could he 
effectively control the trade of the Benin River in terms of raising revenue from 
customs dues. As political power needed to be bolstered by economic strength, the 
consequence was a weakening of the monarchy which tended to make Akengbuwa 
more autocratic in a bid to maintain a semblance of authority. Yet greater autocracy 
produced increased migration from the capital and a worsening of the position of the 
monarchy. By the time Akengbuwa died in 1848, the situation depicted above had led 
to a virtual collapse of the Itsekiri monarchy.14

The death of Olu Akengbuwa produced a civil commotion in the kingdom. Even 
before the Olu’s death, the royal house itself had become divided. Emaye, one of the 
Olu’s wives, had been wife to a previous Olu, Erejuwa I. For Erejuwa Emaye bore two 
daughters, Uwala and lye, and for Akengbuwa two sons, Omateye and Ejo. 
Akengbuwa’s other possible heirs died before him, leaving Emaye and Ejo as his most 
likely successors. This situation produced the usual jealousies and enmities within the 
royal household and lye, easily the most dynamic of Emaye s children, decided to 
found Batere on the southern bank of the Benin River as a refuge for her sister and 
brothers should civil war break out on Akengbuwa s death.1 Needless to say, the 
choice of Batere had to do with commercial prospects in the Benin River.

The suspected war within the royal family did not materialize because Omateye and 
Ejo followed their father to the grave with a rapidity which Egharevba has attributed 
to a curse by the Oba of Benin.16 In the resultant confusion, the slaves of Akengbuwa 
and the dead princes seized power in the capital. The idea apparently was to prevent 
any other relation of Akengbuwa being installed as Olu. That the slaves succeeded in 
their aim was a measure of their strength at the time. Only lye and Ebrimoni, the 
latter a slave, emerged from disturbance with a measure of authority over the capital.

13. Ryder, pp. 130-31.
14. For a fuller discussion of migrations to the Benin River, see Obaro Ikime, Merchant Prince 
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But neither of them could become OIu since the Itsekiri did not allow queens to rule 
over them nor did Itsekiri law allow a slave, however wealthy, to occupy the supreme 
office. Of the other possible claimants none, it would appear, possessed enough wealth 
to command a political following.'7 Itsekiriland thus passed into an interregnum 
which was to last till 1936. The problems and consequences of the interregnum will be 
taken up later.

Benin and the Hinterland: Of the Urhobo, Isoko and Ukwuani we know very little 
in detail during the first half of the 19th century. Obviously the trade with their 
coastal and riverain neighbours continued. As the producers of the palm oil marketed 
by the Itsekiri, the expansion of the trade in palm oil attendant on the suppression of 
the overseas slave trade would have led to increased production. Increased production 
may have resulted in competition for the palm belts which in turn may have produced 
inter-group warfare. But though there is clear evidence of inter-group wars, the causes 
of such wars are not always clearly remembered by the elders of today. While the 
Urhobo dealt with the Itsekiri, the Ukwuani and Isoko dealt with the Aboh kingdom, 
about which more will be said later.
f For the Benin kingdom, the first half of the 19th century can hardly be described as 
a period of prosperity. Reference has already been made to hostile relations between 
Benin and the Itsekiri monarchy. Basic to this hostility was the question of trade. In 
every way the Itsekiri were better placed to tap the trade of the Benin River than was 
Benin itself. With the suppression of the slave trade, Ughoton, the port of Benin, fell 
on evil days, for European traders, now preferring to anchor off the Benin River, did 
not see the need to set up a factory at Ughoton.18 This meant that Benin trade 
suffered.

The suppression of the slave trade was not the main reason for Benin’s economic 
decine, for as Ryder has shown, Benin’s economy was dependent not so much on the 
slave trade as on a ’heterogenous commerce’ with several European nations and other 
Nigerian groups. Some of the items of this trade were slaves, ivory, palm oil, skins and 
'cloth of native manufacture’. Duties paid on all of these items constituted one source 
of revenue for the Benin monarch. In the days of the slave trade, slaves and other 
products may well have found their way to Lagos through the overland route, thereby 
providing an additional source of revenue to that derived from the Ughoton trade. 
This overland route became less profitable in the_ 19th century because of the civil 
wars in the Yoruba country. The cloth which Benin sold came, from the Yoruba 
(notably Ijebu) country as well as from Nupe. Again the Yoruba wars interfered with 
this trade with Ijebu while the jihad adversely affected trade with Nupe. The 
movement of Itsekiri trade to the Benin River also had an adverse effect on Benin 
trade, not only because it caused the clipse of Ughoton, but also because it increased 
distances from Benin to the highway of commerce. Thus a number of adverse econo­
mic circumstances combined to undermine the economy of Benin in the first half 
of the 19th century. Economic decline was bound to be accompanied by political
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problems, not only in terms of relations between metropolitan Benin and the outlying 
parts of the empire, but also within the metropolis itself. The attempt to solve these 
problems created complications which European visitors were to exaggerate and use as 
the excuse for intervention in the second half of the 19th century.19

A boh and the Trade of the Niger Valley: Aboh entered the 19th century a rich and 
powerful trading state. She had by the 1820s built up a virtual monopoly of the trade 
of the Niger valley because of the strength of her war canoes with which she was not 
only able to hold Ijo pirates in check, but also protect her long-distance trade. It is not 
always realized how far flung were Aboh’s commercial links. She had trading relations 
with Onitsha, Asaba, the Igala kingdom, the Ukwuani and the Isoko, not to speak of 
the neighbouring delta states. From these areas she obtained her slaves and later her 
palm oil as well as articles of local trade. She had a special relationship with Brass 
from where she obtained her arms and ammunition as well as other European manu­
factures and to whose traders she sold foodstuffs and export commodities. A similar 
alliance was struck with the Igala kingdom, Aboh’s great source of slaves. There can 
be no questioning Aboh’s predominant position in the trade of the Niger vallay.20 As 
K.O. Dike has said, Aboh’s naval strength was such that "the entire trade of the Niger 
valley was held up at will by her war canoes armed with brass and iron cannons”.’1 
The same strength was used to overawe the Ukwuani and Isoko hinterland and so to 
ensure a profitable flow of trade. And, from all accounts. Obi Ossai, Aboh’s ruler 
during most of the first half of the 19th century, was a capable and determined ruler, 
easily "one of the most powerful and influential rulers on the banks of the Niger 
river’’.22

Aboh’s economic and political stability assured by her predominance in trade and 
the ability of her ruler began to be assailed, perhaps imperceptibly at first, by the 
developments attendant on the British suppression of the overseas slave trade. Like 
Bonny, Aboh engaged in both the slave and palm oil trade, making a success of both. 
Accounts of Aboh’s slave trading activities in this period are not too clear. Slaves were 
being sent to Aboh for sale from Bonny; supplies continued to come from the Ukwuani 
and Isoko hinterland as well as from Igala, and European accounts claim that even 
after the 1842 anti-slave trade treaty, Aboh could still easily fill sixty large canoes with 
slaves.23 At the same time Aboh’s palm oil trade was booming. Dr K. Ogedengbe has 
pointed out that the respect in which King Boy of Brass held Obi Ossai, derived from 
the latter’s success in the palm oil trade: “King Obie too much palm oil. King Boy too 
little”.24

However, Aboh was not unaffected by the activities of the naval squadron. True she 
was not bombarded on account of her involvement in the slave trade. It has already

19- This discussion of Benin’s commercial and political problems is based on Ryder, op. cit., 
chapter 6, section 3, pp. 227-38.

20. Fora more detailed discussion see K. O. Ogedengbe, op. cit., pp. 249ff and E.O. Okolugbo, 
“Ukwuani Religion and Christianity”, Ph.D. Thesis, University of Ibadan, 1972, chapter 4.
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22. Ogedengbe, p. 249ff.
23. Ogedengbe, p. 3O2ff.
24. Ogedengbe, p. 249ff.
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been pointed out that she was selling her slaves as far afield as Lagos and Whydah via 
the Itsekiri country. Nevertheless the activities of the naval squadron elsewhere 
affected Aboh’s volume of trade and Ogedengbe has claimed that by 1841 the slave 
trade was on the decline.25 The decline in the slave trade and the consequent need to 
increase the trade in palm oil would appear to have determined Obi Ossai’s attitude to 
European activities in his kingdom as from the 1830s.

Aboh made her first contact wifh Europeans in 1830 when the Lander brothers 
strayed into Aboh’s territorial waters in the course of their famous journey. Confronted 
with fifty large and well-armed canoes, probably on routine patrol, the Landers 
were seized near Asaba and taken to Aboh where they were held captive until they 
were ransomed by King Boy of Brass. The journey of the Lander brothers was but one 
symptom of the new interest generated in the Niger Delta area by the drive against the 
slave trade. This journey demonstrated that it was possible to reach the sea from the 
Niger via the delta. Thereafter, European, notably British, commercial adventurers 
sought to open up trading relations up the Niger from their seaboard base. In 1832 
and again in 1834 Macgregor laird, a British merchant who did a great deal to 
promote trade on the Niger, reached Aboh and established preliminary contacts. In 
1841 the famous Niger Expedition also stopped at Aboh and on August 28 succeeded 
in getting Obi Ossai to sign an anti-slave trade treaty.26

During these first contacts with the Europeans, Obi Ossai was able to negotiate from 
a position of considerable strength. There could be no doubting the fact that he saw 
himself as an independent, responsible monarch. The leaders of the 1841 expedition 
must have been impressed by Ossai’s awareness of his position. When they asked him 
whether he could enter into a treaty with them on behalf of his people, he retorted, 
"Are there two kings in England? There is only one here”.27 In the negotiations which 
preceded the actual signing of the anti-slave trade treaty, Obi Ossai hastened to point 
out to the British party that he did not sell his own people into slavery; only those from 
'far countries’ were so sold. He contested the argument that the slave trade produced 
wars, maintaining that slaves were obtained as a consequence of wars fought for other 
reasons. Aware that the activities of the naval squadron were bound to result in the 
gradual stoppage of the slave trade, he was prepared to sign the treaty on condition 
that the British ensured that many ships visited his kingdom to load palm oil and on 
condition that he and his people were well supplied with arms and ammunition to 
protect themselves against all who might take issues with Aboh for agreeing to stop the 
slave trade.2" He did not add that the arms would also be useful in forcing the neigh­
bourhood to produce more oil!

It is quite clear from all the evidence that Obi Ossai was anxious to promote the 
trade of his kingdom. He signed the 1841 treaty because he believed that it was 
possible for the trade in palm produce and other commodities to replace profitably 
that in slaves. But if this was to be so, then it was vital that Aboh should trade direct
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The Emergence of Consular Authority and New Trends in Anglo-African Relations 
in the Western Delta, 1850-84
In 1849 Britain appointed her first consul for the Bights of Benin and Biafra in the 
person of John Beecroft, himself a trader fully acquainted with the conditions of the 
delta. This appointment was clear evidence that British trade in the delta had grown 
sufficiently important to justify the expenditure involved in a consular establishment. 
It was also evidence of the fact that British trade and property in the delta needed to 
be protected. The need for protection arose from the problems of the new trade in 
palm produce and other commodities. In order to tap this trade more effectively 
Europeans began to build factories on land where they left agents who collected palm 
produce ready for shipment abroad. In the Itsekiri kingdom the firms of Horsfall, 
Harrison and Hemmingway had been established by the 1840s followed later by 
Douglas Stewart, Miller Brothers and James Pinnock who attempted to revive the 
trade of the Forcados River.31 In Aboh, Macgregor Laird established a factory in 
1857, and the United African Company and the Compagnie Francaise de 1’Afrique 
Equatorial in 1880.32 The establishment of factories meant that European agents 
were now staying for prolonged periods among the peoples of the delta. I his raised the 
issue of how to control Afro-European relations. The rulers of the delta were anxious 
to continue to wield authority as before, while the European supercagoes did their 
utmost to disregard the authority of these rulers. It was a situation in which conflict 
became endemic.

The actual occasions for conflict usually had to do with disputes arising from trade. 
There were various basic issues which tended to result in conflict. I here was, for 
example, the trust system whereby the European traders gave goods in trust to the 
delta traders in return for an agreed quantity of oil. The delta traders then in tum

with the Europeans and no longer through Brass. Hence Obi Ossai sought to court the 
friendship of the European traders to achieve the desired end. In 1832 he was angry 
with Macgregor Laird for not doing trade with Aboh and threatened to block the Niger 
against traffic unless Europeans “bought and sold with him”.29 In 1841 he evinced an 
interest in Christianity and allowed the catechist Simon Jonas to preach the new faith 
among his people, though the latters departure with the expedition put a temporary 
stop to this initial Christian missionary venture. But this was mainly because Ossai 
linked the new faith with British trade. He himself struck tenaciously to the religion of 
his fathers.30 Obi Ossai thus realized that the times were changing and that he had to 
change with them. One way to do this was to make himself not one of the middleman 
traders of this area, but the middleman trader of the Niger valley. His flirtations with 
the Europeans were calculated to achieve this end. What he did not foresee was the 
consequence for Aboh of the kind of European trade that was to develop in the years 
ahead.
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gave goods in trust to the oil producers to ensure the increased production demanded 
by the overseas trade. The conflicts which arose from this system often had to do with 
differences over the amount of outstanding debt. In the Itsekiri kingdom such 
differences led to conflict in 1851 when the people of Bobi attacked and looted 
Horsfall's factory; in 1862 when one Ikebuwa attacked the factory of a Mr Henry and 
again in 1864. In all of these instances the European traders complained to their 
consul, arguing that the delta traders had been guilty of unprovoked aggression. This 
charge was not always proven. In the 1862 incident, for example, consul Freeman 
reported that Mr Henry as “so much to blame as to have deprived himself of any right 
to claim compensation”.33 Yet in all the cases, the consul inflicted punishment on the 
Itsekiri. In 1851 Bobi was bombarded and burnt down. Ikebuwa was made to pay a 
fine of twenty puncheons of oil and a collective fine of thirty five puncheons was 
imposed on the Itsekiri ‘chiefs’ for failure to prevent the "outrage".34 The evidence, as 
contained in the British consular records themselves, hardly justifies the punishments 
meted out. It was thus clear that in the Itsekiri-British relations of the period, ideals of 
British justice were jetissoned in favour of the promotion of British commerce almost 
at any cost. In such circumstances British relations with the Niger Delta peoples were 
bound to be uneasy as indeed they were.

Then there was the question of fixing mutually acceptable prices for palm produce. 
'/■>i’he white traders had their eyes on the European market and sought to obtain prices 

that would give them reasonable (and quite often maximum) profit. The delta traders 
unable to check on the European market prices were often suspicious of the prices 
offered by the white traders. The only weapon which these delta traders had to force 
up prices was that of refusing to trade. In 1868, the Itsekiri led by the Governor of the 
Benin River, Idiare, stopped trade. In 1879 Governor Tsanomi35 was also forced to 
impose an embargo on trade with Europeans. The British consul stepped in on both 
occasions and used the threat of the gun boat to force the Itsekiri to reopen trade. 
Indeed Tsanomi lost his office as a consequence of his effort to protect the interests of 
his fellow Itsekiri. In 1886 the great Nana, then Governor, also ordered the stoppage 
of trade. But he too had to yield to consular pressure backed as it was by the threat of 
force. The consuls paid no heed to the fact that while prices for palm produce were 
low, prices for European goods remained unduly high, thereby resulting in an 
unfavourable trade balance, for the Itsekiri.36 Here was further evidence of how 
consular authority began to undermine the power and therefore economic progress of 
the delta traders in the years immediately preceding the establishment of formal 
British rule.
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The situation in Aboh must have been similar though the records are less clear and 
specific. The successors of Obi Ossai were as anxious as he had been to do trade with 
the Europeans. The establishment of a factory by Macgregor Laird must, therefore, 
have been welcome. But Macgregor Laird also established another factory at Onitsha. 
This defeated the very purpose which Obi Ossai had sought to achieve by establishing 
friendly relations with the British, namely, to make Aboh the main trading centre of 
the entire Niger valley. At the same time as the British felt free to establish where they 
choose, they sought to capture all the trade of Aboh to prevent Aboh going trade with 
Other traders. Yet the factory was not always regularly replenished, a situation which 
meant that tradewas often slack. This was the situation which led to uneasy relations 
at Aboh. Obi Aje, who succeeded Ossai, fell out with Cole, Laird's agent, and put his 
krooboys in chains. When Cole boasted about his race, Aje reminded him that "white 
men had died here before". Aje’s brother, Okeyea. organized the plunder of Laird’s 
factory to the tune of £1,200 worth of goods as a token of Aboh's discontent with the 
prevailing conditions.37 On the whole Aje’s relations with the European traders were 
clearly turbulent. When the Dayspring expedition called at Aboh in 1857, the British 
found Aje an extremely difficult customer and described him as “an insolent and 
rapacious ruffian”.38 This judgment was obviously one-sided, based on an improper 
assessment of the situation in which the Obi acted. It was part of that one-sided 
judgment that led to an attempted bombardment of Aboh in 1862. Commander 
Sholto Douglas who was sent to carry out the bombardment did not, in the face of the 
armed parties which Aje called out to the beach, feel strong enough to engage in 
hostilities. Armed confrontation was thus postponed for the time. 39

Although the British tended to call out their gunboats and mete out fiery justice 
whenever there was a dispute between the delta traders and the European 
supercargoes, even they realized that it was far better to establish mutual confidence 
and trade in peace. They sought to achieve this through trade treaties with the delta 
rulers. Thus after the burning of Bobi, a treaty regulating trade with the Itsekiri was 
signed.40 Similarly a treaty was signed with the Aboh in 1863 after the hostilities of the 
previous year.41 However, these treaties failed to provide a stable basis for future 
relations. For while they invariably provided safeguards for European traders (and 
sometimes missionaries) operating in the respective areas, they failed to provide 
safeguards for the delta traders nor did they always recognize the sovereignty of the 
delta rulers.42 Thus none of these treaties subjected the white traders to the control of 
the delta rulers. Disputes involving such traders and delta peoples were to be referred 
to the British consul or to a court of equity (composed of white and delta traders) for 
settlement. This arrangement was, for the delta states, a denial of an important 
ingredient of sovereignty. Hence the signing of treaties did not prevent hostilities. In
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the Itsekiri kingdom the 1851 treaty did not prevent the incidents of 1862, 1864, 1879 
and 1886. In Aboh the treaty of 1863 failed to prevent the attack on Goldie’s factory in 
1882. Aboh saw Goldie’s activities as directed towards pushing out the French 
company which was established there and so gaining a virtual monopoly of Aboh 
trade. The attack on the factory was thus a demonstration of their opposition. This 
time, however, they did not ge.t away with it. A number of gunboats converged on 
Aboh and bombarded it, killing hundreds of the citizens. Thereafter the Royal Niger 
Company, as it became known from 1886, intensified its activities backed by gun 
boats, dictating its own prices and cutting off Aboh from her traditional markets.43 
The result for Aboh was economic decline which was the prelude to the total loss of 
sovereignty.

Internal Developments and Inter-group relations: The second half of the 19th 
century also saw important internal developments in the various kingdoms and among 
the various peoples with which this chapter is concerned. Some of these were directly 
connected with the developments already discussed. Others were independent of, or 
only remotely connected with them.

In the Aboh kingdom the death of Obi Ossai was followed by a period of political 
instability resulting from a prolonged contest between Aje and Olise for the succession. 
At the very time when the balance of power between the British and the delta states 
was being tilted against the latter, Aboh did not possess a strong central authority for 
some years. Ogedengbe has suggested that towns formerly tributary to Aboh took the 
opportunity to withhold tribute and the Ukwuani may well have asserted their 
independence during this same period.

As was pointed out earlier. Obi Ossai had struck a profitable trading alliance with 
King Boy of Brass.44 Ossai's preoccupation with securing European trade weakened 
this alliance. In fact, he placed an embargo on trade with Brass some time before his 
death in 1844. Trade was not resumed till 1851. By this time King Boy had died (1846) 
and Aboh-Brass relations were never the same again. In 1851 Aboh went to war with 
the Nupe in a struggle over trade, while under Obi Ojugbali I (c. 1870-80) the Aboh 
had to fight against the Anam Igbo who did their utmost to bar the former from 
reaching their Igala markets. These wars had a dislocating effect on trade.45 Thus 
other factors were weakening Aboh’s internal fabric at the same time as she had to 
contend against increased consular pressure.

By mid-century the Itsekiri kingdom, as should have become obvious, had been split 
into three main groups. There was the royal family still in Ode-itsekiri led by 
Oritsemone, Yonwuren and later Ogbe; the Emaye group based in Jakpa and led by 
Tsanomi, Numa and then Dogho,46 and the Ologbotsere group which boasted such


