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Preface

Knowledge of Urhobo history is considered by many students of Urhobo history and
culture to be inadequate at several levels. For instance, there are no standard texts on
Urhobo history, even at the stage of elementary and secondary school education. Years ago,
individual efforts produced locally manufactured pamphlets on topics that their authors
considered to be urgent. Such publications, some of which provided significant information
and analysis, usually had restricted circulation and poor life spans. Even that limited
tradition of what was sometimes unfairly labelled as “pamphleteering” has now gradually
died away.

Happily, Professor Onigu Otite’s recent (2003) revision of his important and
pioneering volume, The Urhobo People, has met with widespread acclaim for providing
vital and usable information on Urhobo institutions and values. Needless to say, there is
pressing need for other volumes that will specifically address problems of historical
scholarship in Urhobo studies. In the view of many students of Urhobo history and culture,
there is now a critical shortage of reading material on significant events in Urhobo social
development, both ancient and recent.

It must not be imagined that Urhobo’s experience is unique in this matter of shortfall
in the histories of Nigerian peoples. During colonial times, the majority of books on Africa
were on ethnographic studies of African peoples, who were then tagged as tribes. African
nationalist sentiments questioned the value of those books. Moreover, dominant scholars of
modernization theory of the 1960s and 1970s chose to focus on the emerging states of
Africa, rather than on their ethnic fragments, as their preferred units of analysis. At the
Nigerian national level, there has been a silent policy which encourages the dissemination
of historical material that has Nigeria-wide significance, while it frowns on the genre of
books that appear to focus on local or ethnic histories. Less silent is a restrictive
endorsement of what is considered national. Only three of Nigeria’s ethnic groupings --
Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, and Yoruba — now appear pre-qualified by public policies for inclusion
in Nigerian national history.

The net result of these downward trends in the study of smaller ethnic nationalities in
Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa is a critical shortage of material in the histories of
numerous peoples of the continent. Apart from their obvious value for local communities,
whose citizens yearn to be informed of their own histories, the historical experiences of
these people have great significance for a deeper understanding of national histories and for
a more balanced appreciation of the histories of international events and movements. It is
therefore the case that international scholarship, including particularly the discipline of
history, is poorly served by the loss of focus on the human experiences of vast numbers of
ethnic nationalities in Africa. Just as many of their languages are now endangered, so is the
historical retention of their valuable human experiences in danger of being lost.

We believe that the right way to advance the frontiers of learning in the histories of
Africa is to deal with local and regional problems that ultimately have human value. The
Western Niger Delta, whose hinterland is largely occupied by the Urhobo people, is a
region of Africa that poses many significant questions for the understanding of the human
condition. The conquest of its difficult rainforests and swamps in prehistoric times is of
huge significance for history, but it is basically unstudied. The continuing dilemmas that the
Niger Delta faces in these global times are defined by the regrettable fact that the world
urgently needs the petroleum oil that this difficult region has in abundance while the
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international community and indeed Nigerian authorities fail to understand the history and
the people of the region.

Measured by the depth and length of experiences of the authors of the research papers
and essays assembled in this volume, this publication is liable to be unique in the amount
and quality of information that it provides. We are encouraged to hope that those who seek
to understand Nigerian history and British imperial history of the 19" and 20™ centuries will
find several of our authors’ essays illuminating. We also trust that those who seek to gain
insights into the local dimensions and consequences of the Atlantic world in the Niger Delta
will find this book rewarding. In addition, we are persuaded that the varied experiences of
our authors will please local readers of this volume for providing uncommon authority in
their scholarship.

The oldest of our authors was born in 1906, just about the time when British colonial
agents were pouring into Urhobo country. Like many in his generation, Chief T. E. A.
Salubi was therefore an eye-witness of British colonial rule in Urhoboland and Nigeria.
Unlike his age-mates, he alone in his generation of educated Urhobo men chronicled the
history of the coming of the white man. Two of Chief Salubi’s seminal accounts of Urhobo
experiences under colonial rule are republished in this volume. In addition, Chief Salubi
faithfully recorded the dramatic history of Urhobo College, which was founded in the 1940s
by Urhobo Progress Union for the development of education in Urhoboland. Chief Salubi
was a major actor in that memorable achievement that is cardinal in Urhobo history and in
the history of education in colonial Africa. We are pleased to publish that manuscript in this
volume.

We are also most pleased to publish from the remarkable contributions of Professor P. C.
Lloyd in his productive encounter with the Western Niger Delta in the 1950s. Lloyd’s
pioneering ethnographic and historical studies of the Itsekiri and their relations with the
Urhobo people have enduring value. They have been celebrated and cited in newspapers,
courtrooms, and university halls. We republish in this volume his sociological study of
Warri Township in the mid-1950s. It is a rare publication that was prescient in its
predictions. Now a grand old Emeritus Professor of Anthropology at the University of
Sussex in England, Lloyd’s scholarship from his years at the University of Ibadan in the
1950s-60s will continue to inform studies of the Western Niger Delta.

Collectively, more than ten Urhobo and Isoko authors of chapters of this book share
more than two hundred years of teaching and research experiences in many universities
around the world. They have authored leading publications on the Western Niger Delta and
on Nigeria and Africa. These university professors approach the study of Urhobo history
from a unique perspective. Many of them have been participants or witnesses to the events
and historical problems that they seek to analyse in the chapters of this book. Their
scholarship has the value of benefiting our quest for understanding Urhobo history through
the employment of the canons of their individual disciples which they have wisely used to
aid the formulation of historical trends in Urhobo and the Niger Delta. Many of these
authors, already climbing into their seventies, have now retired from active university
teaching and research. Some of them have resettled into the demanding chores of living in
Urhoboland and the Western Niger Delta. We trust that their scholarship will continue to be
of benefit to the historical appreciation of the Urhobo past.

There are three Urhobo leaders in the world of business and community affairs who
have contributed to our efforts of offering an analysis of Urhobo history. Senator David
Dafinone and Olorogun Moses Taiga, both frontline international businessmen of enormous
capabilities, have fully participated with Urhobo Historical Society in advancing the
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understanding of Urhobo history. We are pleased to publish the wise lectures which they
gave at our previous conferences. In addition, Chief Daniel Obiomah has given a cogent
eye-witness account of British colonial era in Urhoboland in his short autobiographical
statement which we now publish here.

Lastly, we acknowledge with great pleasure the contributions of three of our authors
who have looked at the issues of Urhobo and Isoko history from the vantage point of
outsiders. First, Dr, Uyilawa Usuanlele is the founding Coordinator of Institute for Benin
Studies. His well-informed chapter on the fortunes and problems of Urhobo migrants in
Benin Division of colonial Nigeria is a spectacular demonstration of the benefits that will
flow from collaboration between Institute for Benin Studies and Urhobo Historical Society.
Second, we have an excellent piece on pre-modern Isoko-Urhobo cultures from Whutney
Foster, a dedicated member of President Kennedy-era Peace Corps Volunteers. Foster
employed his period of service at St. Michael’s College, Oleh, in the mid-1960s to research
the traditions of origins of the Isoko people, Urhobo’s not-so-distant kinsmen. Third, we
have from Professor Terisa Turner of Guelph University, Canada, an exciting and rare
account of two uprisings against the oil industry in the mid-1980s by provoked Urhobo
women of Oghara and Ekpan-Uvwie. These three unique studies have separately added
enormous value to the contents of this study of Urhobo history.

One more note of explanation about the first three chapters of the book is in order.
These three chapters by Peter Ekeh, Whitney Foster, and Onigu Otite, constitute the
introduction to this book. All three of them undertake the challenging task of assessing
Urhobo-Isoko history in pre-modern times when there were no contemporaneously written
records to cite in support of any claims made for the occurrence of events. It is a tricky
challenge. Yet it is one that needs to be met because without clearing that background,
modern Urhobo history will be formless. The remaining sections and chapters of this book,
beyond that introductory section and its three chapters, deal with events of the history of
Urhobo and the Niger Delta that followed from the arrival of British colonial rule — a period
for which there are more ample records.

% 3k ok

It now remains for me to offer warm words of gratitude to several people who have
aided the work of putting this volume together for publication. First, I must thank two
individuals who have followed the planning of this book from its inception. Chief Simpson
Obruche, in London, United Kingdom, and Mr. Andrew Edevbie, Secretary of Urhobo
Historical Society, have been my constant companions in our common campaign to
establish a strong foundation for Urhobo history. Remarkably, we are in daily contact on
matters associated with Urhobo Historical Society but more especially on issues related to
work on the production of this book.

In Lagos, Nigeria, two busy Urhobo professionals working in very demanding
corporations have found space from their spare time to work on the affairs of Urhobo
Historical Society. We thank Mr. Peter Ishaka of Nigerian International Biographical
Centre and Mr. Atete Ighoyivwi of Oceanic Bank, Lagos, for their uncommon dedication to
UHS affairs. We have especially benefited enormously from Peter Ishaka’s knowledge of
the book industry in Nigeria. We must also thank two other individuals in Olorogun Moses
Taiga’s Excon Holdings Limited: We owe Mr. Ejiro Arigi and Miss Seyi Lahan enormous
gratitude for paying close attention to the affairs of Urhobo Historical Society within their
organization.
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Olorogun Moses Taiga’s generosity in the matter of producing this book cannot be
adequately described with mere words of gratitude. The truth of the matter is that he
encouraged us to work on the history of Urhobo on the firm assurance that he will pay for
the cost of producing the book. That assurance allowed us to be rather expansive in our
planning for the book. And he has carried out his full promise. Our gratitude to Olorogun
Moses Taiga as the Chief Patron of Urhobo Historical Society is deep. His help to the
Society has been widespread and substantial. We thank him for his large love of all matters
Urhobo.

Our Annual Conferences have emerged to be important venues for expression of
support for activities undertaken by Urhobo Historical Society. In the 2005 Annual Con-
ference, we were most pleased by the tremendous support that Olorogun Oskar Ibru, Group
Executive Director, Ibru Organisation, offered to us as chief launcher of our 2005 publica-
tion, Studies in Urhobo Culture. At the same venue, Mr. Simeon Ohwofa, an enthusiastic
supporter of Urhobo Historical Society, launched our annual calendar. We thank both of
these businessmen for their goodwill towards Urhobo Historical Society. Their support has
helped us in many ways, including preparation for publishing this new volume on Urhobo
history.

We must, finally, thank the UHS family for its encouragement as the work on
producing this book continued. We thank members of the Society’s Editorial and Manage-
ment Committee. And we thank Chief Johnson Barovbe for his encouragement and for
looking after the affairs of Urhobo Historical Society in Nigeria.

Peter P. Ekeh
State University of New York at Buffalo, USA

August 8, 2006
Postscript

Books published by Urhobo Historical Society in Nigeria have been kindly
marketed by African Books Collective in Europe in partnership with Michigan State
University Press in North America. African Books Collective recently introduced Print-on-
Demand standards that required special imprints of books published in Africa for reissuing
of new editions in this format. I am immensely grateful to Justin Cox, of Michigan State
University Press and African Books Collective, for walking me through the new process
and for putting together this edition of History of The Urhobo People of Niger Delta.

Two professionals at the State University of New York at Buffalo helped me
enormously with meeting the requirements of this edition of the book. Thomas Slomka,
Managing Director for ETC Projects of University of Buffalo’s Teaching and Learning
Center, redesigned the page specification and patiently put me through the process of
reducing the Nigerian edition of nearly nine hundred pages to less that seven hundred
and forty pages for this edition. Glendora Johnson-Cooper, Social Sciences Librarian of
University Buffalo’s Undergraduate Library, helped to retrace the new pages of the
book to which indexed items refer. I am most grateful to both Tom Slomka and
Glendora Johnson-Cooper for their help.

Peter Ekeh

September 2, 2007
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